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Chapter
One



There were fourteen stone pillars growing out of the ground, all arranged in a circle and inscribed with thousands of interconnected runes. Each one was five feet tall and six inches thick. It had taken me the better part of three days to set them up in the mountain cave I’d claimed as my temporary home. I’d spent another day after that carving grooves into the ground between the poles until my full ritual circle was complete.

That had been the easy part.

With all the prep work completed, I’d sought out the raw material I’d needed, which was a difficult task, considering material of any kind was scarce in this wasteland I’d found myself trapped in. If I’d had access to my vaults back in the Night Vale, I’d be using a limb from a maglosa tree that I’d seeded mana crystals into as it grew, then harvested and soaked in an alchemical bath of pure liquid mana combined with various herbs infused with the specific properties I was after.

I was not in the Night Vale, however. I was in a cave overlooking an endless expanse of dead, cracked earth with no signs of life. My resources were significantly more limited than I would have liked, but I was doing the best I could with what I had. The ritual circle I’d prepared was crude by my standards, but I had to start somewhere. It would suffice as the crucible I forged my first generation of equipment in.

I surveyed the results of my work with a sigh. I was procrastinating, and had been for the last two hours. I knew the circle was perfect. I knew the rune pillars were flawless. The only thing I was lacking was the raw materials to put through my new creation.

The unfortunate truth of life in the wastes was that I wasn’t going to find what I needed just wandering around looking for it. I was going to need to trade for it, and that meant approaching a place I’d been thoroughly avoiding. My initial visit had been more than enough.

Blighter’s Hole was a trading post for monster hunters operating on the east side of what was known as the Basin. The population fluctuated day-to-day as various groups filtered in and out with their latest trophies. Usually, that meant hides, and maybe some teeth, claws, or bones. But occasionally, they’d scavenge something valuable out of the wastes itself, and that included wood. That was what I was after.

So, as much as I disliked the idea of visiting Blighter’s Hole again, I left my cave and made my way down the mountainside. I used a simple weight reduction spell to allow me to jump down and drift toward ground level. It was a cheap and easy way for me to get to the ground, but going back up would be more of a challenge when I returned.

Blighter’s Hole was about five miles away from where I landed, but I needed to walk closer to seven to reach it. Much like my own hideout, it was located up in the mountains. In this case, it was a flat and mostly level stretch of land about a thousand feet wide and nestled between two peaks. It was only accessible by a single trail that wound its way up the side of the mountain, which made it easily defensible against monsters and bandits alike.

There were monsters lurking in the wastes, creatures with senses designed to find and track mana, who subsisted partially or wholly on it. For many of them, the most readily available source of mana was other living creatures. Since I could shield my own mana core from being detected, that meant I had a peaceful, if boring, walk ahead of me. Unless I literally stumbled into some monster’s den, I was unlikely to encounter any problems.

While I could be reasonably assured that I’d pass unnoticed by monsters who hunted for mana, there were plenty of other animals living in the wastes. Some of them even had magic of their own, though the weak ones didn’t last long before becoming a meal. I should have been on the lookout for some of the more mundane dangers of the wastes.

It wasn’t until my shield ward flared to life to deflect an attack that I realized there was a scorpion crawling onto my foot. It was a black thing, eight inches long not including the stinger, far too big for my tastes. Said stinger was flailing about, having been repelled by the mana in my ward, and the scorpion danced back in agitation as it prepared to strike again.

A force bolt surged out of my finger to strike the scorpion on the head, splitting open its black shell and causing it to collapse to the ground. I nudged it with my foot to be certain it was really dead, then scooped it up to examine it more closely.

I hadn’t been living all that long in the wastes. It was somewhere around my fourth birthday, and the village of my birth about fifty miles to the east had been relatively pest-free. But I did have two thousand years of knowledge from my previous life to draw on, and I knew what the valuable parts of the average scorpion were. First and foremost was the venom. After that was the chitin, though that was rarely worth much.

Well, I was heading to a trading post. Either it was worth something or it wasn’t, but it cost me nothing to take the body with me. Shrugging, I stuffed it into my satchel right next to the jackal teeth I’d liberated from the mouth of a lone wanderer that had somehow found its way to my camp, and the horns of some sort of aggressive mountain goat that had taken offense to me walking a mountain trail a week ago.

Goat meat wasn’t terrible, but I’d tasted better. It was filling, and that was about the best thing I could say for it. Maybe the right spices to season it would have made a difference. Either way, I’d grown heartily sick of it after only three days and thrown the rest out. It wasn’t worth the mana I’d expended keeping it fresh.

I noticed another scorpion perched on a rock off to my right and adjusted my course to give it a wide berth. It wasn’t that I was in any actual danger, but there was no need to deplete my shield ward on something completely avoidable. Maybe if it turned out they were worth anything, I’d come back and hunt it down, but I doubted it.

With a glance up at the hot desert sun to judge how long I’d been walking, I trudged on.
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“Well, well, if it’s not the little brat,” a fat, greasy man said. He wore some sort of leather vest that couldn’t have stretched across his bulk to save his life, and had a dark, thick mat of chest hair curling out between the material.

How anyone got to be that large living here was a mystery to me, but the proof was right before my eyes. I hid my grimace and said, “I need some supplies.”

“Sure you do,” the fat man said with a laugh. “Little kid like you, it must be hard out there hunting monsters all on your own. But I’m not running a charity.”

Blighter’s Hole only had three permanent spots. One was the tavern, though I shuddered to think how they made their booze all the way out here. I was far from an expert brewer, but even I knew it wasn’t possible to make alcohol with just water and dirt. Since there wasn’t much of anything else around Blighter’s Hole, I assumed the secret ingredient probably wasn’t something I wanted to know.

The second spot was what gave the camp its name. Somehow, a twenty-foot-wide hole had been bored through the stone. If anyone knew what was at the bottom, I hadn’t heard the answer during my first and only visit to this place. I’d taken a minute to look over the edge, but there was nothing but darkness at the bottom. To my understanding, all manner of things had been tossed in over the years, everything from garbage to dead bodies, and the hole had never filled. I had no doubt copious amounts of recycled moonshine had made its way from the bladders of thousands of hunters into the hole as well.

The third fixture of Blighter’s Hole was the trading post, run by the man in front of me. His name was Weyland, though I’d heard one of the hunters refer to him as Waylard during my last visit. Considering how the man’s gut spilled over his belt, it was an apt nickname. Only the fact that I could sense mana and knew there was nothing magical about that belt kept me from thinking it had to be enchanted to still be holding against that prodigious belly.

Weyland had set himself up well. There was nothing stopping the hunters from trading directly with each other, but that meant having someone to trade with. Since there were virtually no permanent residents, a hunter could end up sitting for weeks waiting for someone to show up with something they wanted to trade for.

Weyland had sidestepped that issue by giving up his profession as a monster hunter and founding the trading post, which was guarded by two overly bulgy and overzealous bouncers. Both were closer to seven feet than six in height and looked to be sculpted out of pure muscle. Neither had said a word in my presence, but I got the distinct impression that they wouldn’t blink at an order to manhandle a four-year-old.

“I’m not looking for a handout,” I said. “I need wood, and I’ve got stuff to trade if you have what I need.”

“Kid, I’m not interested in whatever rocks you picked up off the ground. Get lost,” Weyland said.

I rolled my eyes and reached into my satchel to pull out the dead scorpion. “Found this on my way here,” I said. “Venom sac on it should be completely full.”

Weyland’s gaze sharpened with interest, and he took the scorpion from me by gingerly pinching it at the tail. “Black lowland striker,” he muttered. “You’re lucky it didn’t get you. Okay, maybe we can make a deal. What kind of wood are you talking about? I can’t see you needing a bow stave.”

“A bow stave… would work, I suppose, but no, that’s not specifically what I’m looking for. I was thinking more of a walking stick.”

“Sized for you?” Weyland asked with a full-belly laugh.

“Yes, for me,” I said. I was starting to get annoyed now. The man smelled foul, and I was afraid I’d need to use magic to get his stink off the merchandise after he handed it over. His breath, currently washing over me, was even worse. “Something made of hardwood, straight and true. No knots or warping.”

“Ah, hrmm. Well now, I might have something for you, but you’d better have something else in that bag of yours if you want it.”

“I’ve got a few other pieces,” I assured the fat man.

Weyland disappeared into his storeroom, nimble for a man so big, and came back a moment later with a staff five feet long. It had a dark red color, and had been sanded and polished to a shine. “It’s a bit tall for you, but you’ll grow into it,” he said. “If you can afford it.”

I couldn’t even begin to imagine where Weyland had found something like that here. Every tree I’d ever seen was a twisted and scraggly thing. Whoever had harvested it had known how rare it was, and it had been exquisitely prepared. It was perfect.

I had to have it.

“Let’s see if I’ve got something else in here to tempt you,” I told Weyland as I reached back into my satchel.


Chapter
Two



Since my reincarnation in the village of Alkerist, I’d been forced to make do with almost no mana and no equipment. My workshops were a world away in the Night Vale, a place I couldn’t even point in the right direction to now. I’d made some rudimentary devices by making liberal use of stone shape spells to form the runes directly into the rock, but they’d been crude by my standards.

The crucible was my first step in rectifying that. It had been designed both to hold my mana and to help me channel it into more complex projects. I’d just needed something worthy of the effort to place in the center of the ritual circle I’d carved into the floor.

Weyland was a thrifty bastard and a savage haggler. Perhaps sensing my desire, he’d cleaned me out of everything I’d brought with me while loudly bemoaning his soft-heartedness at giving a little kid such a good deal. I’d done my best not to roll my eyes and made a swift exit with my prize before greed pushed the fat man to try to get even more out of me.

Now I was ready to create the first staff of my new life. I’d thought long and hard about what I needed from this staff, and I’d decided to go with something unconventional. Usually, a mage’s staff would house enchantments, or have inscriptions carved on its surface that allowed for easy access to various spells they used regularly. Combat staves were particularly popular and generally held magic used for both offense and defense. A utility staff might focus more heavily on transmutations or divinations.

My staff wouldn’t have anything like that. I didn’t need it, not when I had dozens of spells available to me that I could cast with a moment’s notice to accomplish the same thing. Instead, I would form something that would assist me with my two most pressing issues: mana generation and storage.

I transmuted a chunk of stone into silver, a metal that was surprisingly worthless here. Bartering was the way of the world out in the wastes, and I’d yet to encounter any sort of currency system since my rebirth. The communities were too small to need it and lacked anyone with the skills to do anything with precious metals anyway.

The majority of the silver went to forming the cradle, a C-shaped housing for my mana crystal, with the rest being teased into long, thin threads that I wove around the staff itself to seal the two materials together. The combined pieces took on a shape something like a shepherd’s crook, though my version was angled a bit more sharply. I placed my mana crystal in the center of the C and backed out of the ritual circle to take my place between the pillars.

Over the last few days, I’d stored up more mana in those pillars than I could have produced in three months back when I’d first awakened. Each one was a pseudo-crystal in its own right, and the inscriptions I’d placed on them would shape that mana to my will. I only needed to activate it.

As a general rule, mana was invisible to mundane senses. Learning to see and feel mana was the first step in becoming a mage, followed closely by figuring out how to manipulate it. Those two skills were the foundation of magic as I knew it, though there were plenty of other traditions that approached it differently. I’d yet to stumble across one that wouldn’t have been stronger and more efficient if its practitioners had been better educated, and until I did, I would remain convinced that my way was best.

It would have looked strange to anyone blind to mana to see me standing there in a cave, waving my hands around like I was conducting an orchestra as I manipulated the crucible. To my eyes, runes flared to life as I commanded the magic to activate. More mana than I’d ever worked with at any single time since my rebirth flooded the ritual circle, washing over my nascent staff and infusing it with magic.

First came the crook of the staff, the place where the magic would reside. This staff would be my companion for years to come, and I needed it to be one I could trust not to break. Enchantments of durability were laid into its length, as well as spells to repel all manner of dirt and grime. Vain I might be, but a proper mage didn’t wield a staff smudged with fingerprints and caked with dirt fresh off the road.

The next step was where the crucible really shone. If all I’d wanted was to enchant a stick of wood, I would have had no need of such a complex and costly setup. The crucible petrified the core of the staff, turning it from seasoned hardwood into something far greater. Then the runes I’d so painstakingly carved upon the pillars impressed themselves on that petrified core, out of sight but fully functional. There would be no reading my staff’s purpose with a casual glance.

I didn’t use all the runes, of course. There were thousands of them on the pillars, and no matter how small and fine I’d carved them, there were considerations of physical size that would prevent more than a bare fraction of the runes from being imprinted on the staff. But that was the whole point of the crucible. Next time, I’d use different runes to create something else. And the time after that, I’d use still more of the runes.

They were all represented here, in practically infinite variety. I had but to pick and choose which ones I wanted copied, supply the requisite mana, and watch the magic happen. Of course, I still needed to guide the process, and it was a considerable strain even at my level of skill. No amateur magician would find this crucible and be able to wield its power effectively.

My goal here was to make a staff that could generate its own mana, a seeming impossibility due to the simple fact that dead things did not generate mana. Once upon a time, this staff had been part of a living tree, but those days were long past. So, over the next half hour, I transmuted the core into something else, something unique.

Living stone wasn’t really alive, not in any technical sense. It had gotten that name because it mimicked one very important property of living creatures: it produced mana. It was a well-known fact that the dirt and rocks of the world did not produce mana themselves. Instead, they served as conduits for the world core itself, which radiated mana in every direction until it filled the ground and the air, though in my case, I was living on a scar on the surface of the planet that blocked mana from coming up.

Someone, thousands of years ago, had discovered a certain type of stone that had similar properties as the world core itself, one that touched on the Astral Realm and generated its own mana. It was ridiculously rare to find in nature and ruinously expensive to transmute—not to mention a master tier spell of great difficulty—but I’d saved up the mana to make one single pound of it, stretched out needle thin in the core of my new staff.

It would take me over four days of doing nothing but generating replacement mana to match what I’d just spent. Since I would still need to use magic during that time, I suspected it would actually require better than a week to rebuild my reserves.

I spent another hour putting the finishing touches on the core, imprinting it with a variety of runes that would greatly extend the range of my spells, allowing me to cast those that required physical contact through the staff. I also included runes to guide the staff back to my hand if I should become separated from it, as well as a robust set of all-purpose runes to enhance my spellcasting. Spells channeled through the staff would be streamlined, faster, cheaper, and more powerful. It would act as a focusing implement for conducting future rituals, and as a guardian while I slept. Most importantly, it would reduce the transference loss of mana between me and the mana crystal I’d embedded in it.

When my work was done, I held out a hand and willed the staff to return to me. It rose up in the center of the ritual circle and snapped through the air to my hand in an instant, so hard that my palm stung from the impact. I made a mental note to tune the enchantment feeding the runes later. For now, I was exhausted and drained.

I placed the staff in the deep shadows near the entrance to my cave hideout and slid mana into its wards. If anything tried to enter while I slept, the staff would repel them and alert me. I’d handle the problem from there, probably by blasting the intruder with one of any number of nasty conjurations channeled through my staff.

I settled down on the hard stone that I’d reshaped to fit my body and spent a brief moment reflecting on how nice it was to be young again. In my first life, I’d grown sick of sleeping on hard stone by the time I was twenty. In my twilight years, I’d literally slept on a cloud of air and still woke up with aches and pains in my back and joints.

My new body, by contrast, never hurt at all, or if it did, I bounced back from it by the next day. I’d barely even touched healing magic since my reincarnation, which was honestly a relief. Healing spells were expensive, and I’d been spending something like twenty times as much mana as I could currently generate just keeping myself alive in my old body.

Sadly, that was about the only thing that had gone right for the first year and a half of my reincarnation. It seemed like all I’d done was rush around putting out fires and discover new problems that had global implications. That was why I was out here by myself in the wastelands now: to have some time away from other people’s fires so I could prepare myself to dig deeper into some of the mysteries I’d encountered.

I was starting to suspect I’d underestimated how long it had taken for my soul to be returned to Manoch after my death. Somehow, the planet had lost one of its moons while I was gone, and I’d stumbled across some sort of language-based curse that had completely wiped out the written form of Enotian. I had no idea what language people were writing in now, but it didn’t match what everyone I’d met so far spoke.

I could only hope that Derro would contain some answers for me, but I wanted to be well prepared before I set foot in that city. I’d already had a run-in with a cabal known as the Wolf Pack that had resulted in me killing two of their mages, and I wasn’t sure exactly how much information their spy had reported back to the cabal before I’d caught him. They might have a good description of me, and besides, a child mage stood out regardless.

I even had one of their signet rings, something I’d kept to use as a focus for an area-wide scrying spell to search for any other copies of the same signet coming within miles of me. Twice, I’d found and successfully ambushed groups of mage-led hunters moving towards my home village in the last month or so.

An ambush was one thing, but if I was going to be attracting anyone’s notice, I needed to ensure I could defend myself. My new staff was the first step in making sure I could. Tomorrow, I’d make something new, something less complicated, but no less vital. I just needed to decide what form it would take.

I closed my eyes and tried to pretend I still had a bed to sleep on. Maybe that ought to be my next acquisition, rather than something to use in a fight. Even sleeping on sand itself would feel better than what I currently had. Now that I thought about it, I wondered why it had taken me so long to think of that.

With a grumpy sigh, I sat up and began casting the transmutation magic needed to turn stone into a large pile of fine sand. That was going to be everywhere when I woke up, to the point where I’d need magic to clean myself off, but it was infinitely more comfortable than bare stone.


Chapter
Three



Monster hunting was boring. At least, it was for me. There was a lot of tedious and time-consuming work finding the monster, a brief moment of action killing it, and then more tedium removing whatever parts of it were useful. Worse, I didn’t actually know what was worth the effort to harvest. Pelts were usually a good choice, but I didn’t have the equipment or the training to do it right.

That was probably why I leaned heavily on transmutation instead. Stone and metal were excellent mediums for that discipline of magic to work with, but what I needed now was something different. It had elements of enchantment, divination, and invocation to it, and ideally, I’d have supplemented all of that with a few choice potions. The lack of ambient mana precluded any serious attempts at performing alchemy, however, so I’d have to substitute alchemical aid for discipline and skill.

This time, I stood in the center of the ritual circle.

An enchantment that was laid directly into my body wasn’t a difficult concept, but usually they were done offensively. Spells like sleep and silence, also sometimes known as hexes, were prime examples of enchantments tied to a living person. Other spells, such as feather weight, were beneficial. The one thing they all had in common was that once the artificial mana core that powered them ran out, the spell broke.

What I was going to attempt was the sort of enchantment that was tied directly to my mana core. It would feed itself and become permanent, which also meant it would become a perpetual drain on my mana regeneration. I wasn’t overly thrilled with that, but the utility was too great to ignore. Once upon a time, I wouldn’t have needed to worry about that, and when I finally got out of this mana desert, undoing this enchantment was going to be one of the first things I did.

I activated the crucible and started manipulating the pillars to give shape to the space I needed to capture. Threads of pure mana laced themselves in a square about five feet to the side, each one a string of connected runes in reality. I cast a quick glance back at my staff, waiting for me outside the ritual circle, then adjusted the rune threads into more of a rectangle shape about six feet by four. More threads burst into existence to make the shape three-dimensional.

Next came the hard part. I needed to convince that box that it was part of me, to bind it to my physical form despite not being connected. That was where the invocation element of the spell came into play. The magic reached out to that space and stitched it to my body like a phantom limb, nonexistent but sensed nonetheless.

Finally, I wrapped the whole thing in the divination component. I needed to not just be able to see into the box, but to know what was in it, to feel it like I could my own hands, instinctually and without thought. For the better part of an hour, and using almost twice as much mana as it had taken to transmute the core of my staff, I built my box in the air and bound it to my physical body.

When I finally finished the spell, I sagged with exhaustion. It was a good thing I hadn’t attempted this one the night before, not as tired as I’d been. But it was done now, which meant it was time to test it. I stumbled my way out of the ritual circle and looked around blearily until I located a loose rock on the ground.

I scooped it up, gave it a soft toss up into the air, and let it smack back into my palm before activating the magic. Immediately, my new phantom coffer snapped the rock up and deposited it inside. The enchantment’s reserve mana dipped a small fraction, barely even enough to be noticeable. It reached down through roots woven into my mana core and pulled out replacement mana to top itself off.

I could feel that rock floating in my phantom space. I could see exactly what it looked like as if it were still in my hand, feel its weight and shape. For the next few hours, I’d leave it untouched, just to confirm there were no issues with long-term storage. In the meantime, though…

I needed food. The supplies I’d taken with me when I’d left home had dwindled to almost nothing, and the few animals I’d managed to hunt down and eat hadn’t done much to supplement my larder. It didn’t help that I was at best a mediocre cook. It had never been a passion of mine, and I hadn’t cared to devote the effort to becoming anything better than just proficient. Once I’d reached the point where I was sustaining my body with nothing but magic, I’d stopped eating at all.

That was then, and this was now. And now, I was hungry. Worse, I was low on mana. It probably would have been better to wait another day or two to recover my reserves before creating a phantom space, but I was eager to wrap up my work and move on. My meager belongings would fit inside the space with no issue, and as soon as I was sure it was stable, I’d be sealing off the crucible to keep it from being tampered with, then resuming my journey to Derro.

I left the cave, my too-tall staff in hand, and went searching for my next meal.
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That evening, I felt a tickling sensation in my mind. Smiling softly, I reached into my now full phantom space and pulled out a round mirror about six inches wide framed in rune-marked copper. It had been one of the very first pieces of equipment I’d made after leaving home, and despite its relatively simple nature, I considered it one of my most important.

I cast the scrying spell that would connect it to its counterpart back in Alkerist, and a face appeared in the mirror. “Gravin,” my father said. “How are you?”

When the village council had decided to exile me, I’d left my family behind. In order to ensure their health and wellbeing, I’d also left behind a mirror I’d enchanted to assist with scrying and taught my father how to activate it. I’d also shown him how to keep the enchantment fully supplied with mana, and let him know that if at any point in time the mirror stopped working, I’d be making an immediate trip back home to find out why that was.

I’d made sure to let a few other people know that fact as well. For some of them, it had been a threat. Prior to my leaving, my family had spent a night in the local jail over some misunderstandings. My parents had not been well-liked even before the events of the last few months; me killing the mage who’d been grifting the village for an entire generation had caused more than a few people to point fingers at them.

Without me there to protect them, this mirror was the best I could do. The threat of retribution would have to serve as their shield for the time being, but I was hopeful to one day find a new place for them to settle down, somewhere outside this cursed mana desert. Convincing them to leave the village was an argument I wasn’t yet ready to have.

“Good,” I said. “I’ve just finished my final preparations. I’ll be leaving in the morning.”

“You’re still insistent on this, then?” Father asked with a sigh. “I was hoping you would give up on it.”

“Too many questions, not enough answers. Maybe Derro will have them. If nothing else, it’ll give me the opportunity to get a closer look at the cabal that’s been profiting off yo— the village.”

I’d almost said ‘your village’ there. I’d only been gone a few weeks, yet any connection I’d felt to the place was quickly fading. In truth, it had merely been a place I’d lived in for a very brief span at the tail end of a long, long life. For my family, it was the only home they’d ever known. For me, the Night Vale was my true home, one I was eager to see again.

That goal was still years off, and I had more immediate problems to solve.

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Father said. “What happens when they find out about you? You’re delivering yourself right into the monster’s lair.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time I fought one of their mages,” I said dryly. “You’ll recall I won those fights.”

“You can win a hundred. You only have to lose once.”

“True enough, but I don’t plan on losing.”

“Well, you don’t lack for confidence,” Father said.

“Never,” I agreed. I felt it was well-earned. I doubted I’d run into a situation that I couldn’t handle, and if I did, I was sure I’d recognize it early enough to extract myself from trouble. In fact, I had a contingency specifically for that.

“Just… it would break our hearts if I went to use this mirror one day and you weren’t there,” Father said. “I know you’re not really a child, but you’re still our child. We love you, and we’re always going to worry.”

“I know, but you shouldn’t.” I paused for a moment, then changed the subject. “How are things on your end? Is the council giving you trouble? Any of the overseers?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. I think they’d all like to just forget we exist. They’re busy tripping over themselves with that woman from the Arborists anyway. She’s come by three times now to ask me questions about magic, like I have any of the answers.”

The last thing I’d done before I left was ignite the core of one of the villagers named Shel who’d been studying under me. I hadn’t had time to give her any practice spells, but the former governor of the village had some of his own notes that would give her a place to start. Admittedly, it would be a subpar education, but that’s what they got for voting to exile me. It really took away a lot of my drive to help when they’d made it official that they didn’t want me there.

If things had played out differently, I probably would have spent another year or two in the village. I wouldn’t have built my crucible in a random cave I’d found, and I wouldn’t be scrounging for food. Well, I was done with that last part at least. I had a few days of walking that I planned on speeding up with some magic, and then I’d be back in what passed for civilization around here.

“Did she pass any messages on to me?” I asked. Shel and I had an agreement about some special herbs I wanted grown in one of the arbor’s greenhouses. It was far too early for anything to be ready to harvest yet, but if she needed help or had questions about how to care for them, I wanted to address those now.

“No.” Father shook his head. “She did assure me that everything was going fine.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I’ll probably be back in a few weeks to collect my alchemy supplies from her.”

The conversation drifted from there, ranging from what my mother and my sister had been doing over the past few weeks to what kinds of equipment I’d made. I showed Father my new staff, mostly to help reassure him that I wouldn’t be going into Derro defenseless, and he got my take on a novice tier invocation he’d started to develop based on his own observations from using unstructured mana to enhance his physical capabilities. I pointed him in the right direction to further the spell, but didn’t outline the solution for him.

It was a nice chat, but as much as I would have liked to talk with him further, it was burning through my limited mana reserves to hold the connection open. I made my farewells with him soon after, then settled down to sleep for the night. Tomorrow, I’d begin my journey.


Chapter
Four



Idid most of my walking at night when it was far cooler out in the wastelands. There was the added danger of nocturnal predators, but it was outweighed by the mana I saved not protecting myself form the midday heat. For the next few days, I’d start out in the evenings, walk through the night, and then sometime in the morning, I’d find a temporary spot to hole up while I slept. Usually, that meant some sort of rocky hill with a sharp incline that I could burrow into and set a few wards to alert me if anything got too close.

Derro came into view five days after I left my crucible. I’d stone shaped a wall over the back of the cave to keep it hidden and erased any trace that I’d used it as a campsite, but with my teleport beacon hidden behind the false wall, I could return there whenever I felt the need. Setting up a new teleport beacon in Derro so that I didn’t have to waste the better part of a week walking back was one of my highest priorities right now.

The city wasn’t really what I’d been expecting to find, but I’d scried it weeks ago and had a good idea of what it looked like well before I reached it. It had a low wall made of the same mud-fired bricks my village had used to build its huts, though in Derro’s case, the bricks were considerably bigger and heavier. Some magic had gone into putting them together, perhaps some sort of alchemical paste to form the mortar. Most of the damage I saw was in individual bricks breaking apart, not in them separating from each other.

The wall did very little to protect the city, but I supposed it was better than nothing. It was wrapped around what had probably been a huge city a few hundred years back, but which was now mostly ruins that had been patched up to cover most of the holes. It was an odd amalgamation of old and new, a mottled tapestry of sand and mud-brown colored buildings flanking dirty streets that were more hard-packed earth than anything else, with only the occasional flagstone poking through like a lone broken tooth in an otherwise empty mouth.

Not wanting to give away my presence, I’d kept my scrying limited to public spaces so that if someone did detect the sensor, they wouldn’t think it was aimed at them specifically. From that, I knew that the outer circle was a shanty town where the poor and desperate lived on the edge of starvation and preyed upon one another as they scrambled to stay alive. Deeper in were the merchants’ rows and trade squares, and I suspected that in the core of the city, mages had done a credible job of converting the ruins into a place worth living in. Whoever was residing there, be it some form of aristocracy or the mages themselves, they had their own—much higher—wall.

I hadn’t wanted to risk scrying on the other side of that wall, not until I had a better idea of who lived there and what kind of defenses I could expect to find, but I strongly suspected everything of value would be behind those gates. Libraries were the privilege of the rich, especially those who understood the value of knowledge. I’d never really understood why Noctra had let the villagers access his own personal library back home, though I suspected it was at least in part to keep an eye on likely candidates for new mages.

I approached the gates shortly after the sun came up, weary from a night of walking and wanting nothing so much as a hot meal, a bath, and a reasonably secure room to sleep in. I doubted I’d get more than two in three on that list. There were no guards and no doors; the wall existed merely to keep wild animals and weak monsters out of the city, and the only evidence there’d ever been an actual barricade was the rusted hinges mounted on the walls. I passed under the archway right alongside a trickle of traffic coming in from one of the feeder villages that surrounded Derro.

An old man squinted down at me as I walked by his cart. He had one hand on the back of the donkey pulling it and the other on what looked like a piece of scrap metal that resembled a malformed pipe. “Don’t even think about it, you little gutter shit,” he growled at me.

I blinked and glanced over before realizing that he thought I was planning on stealing food off his cart. I didn’t even know what he was hauling beyond that it looked like some sort of fruit I’d never seen. It had a wrinkled, splotchy dark purple skin the color of a fresh bruise, and the man had at least a hundred of them in there. I could practically hear his hand clenching on the piece of metal, ready to swing it at me if he thought I was going to try to grab a piece of his cargo.

One part of me was offended, but it wasn’t like the hostility was toward me personally. There were plenty of thieves, including more than a few children, who would do exactly what the farmer was watching me for. And to be fair, I looked a lot like those children. My clothes were older than I was, and they’d been repaired regularly. Worse, I hadn’t properly cleaned them in months—magic could only do so much at this level—and they were looking more threadbare and ragged than ever.

Hopefully I could trade some of the stuff I’d harvested out in the wastes for the local currency so that I could afford some better clothes. If not, I could always make something out of magic, but wasting mana on that was near the bottom of my priority list. I’d have to see what I could get for the monster parts, but I expected the time, labor, and danger of the job would reward me better than simply using the mana to transmute what I needed.

I took two deliberate steps away from the cart, heard the farmer grunt, and ignored him after that. I couldn’t blame him for keeping a close eye on his produce, but I didn’t need the suspicion directed at me. I wasn’t after whatever he was selling anyway, though I was hungry enough that I would have at least given it a try if I’d been offered one. That was a lesson I’d learned early on in my first life: hunger had a way of making even the most unappetizing food look appealing.

I was not there yet, but if I didn’t get a good meal today, I wouldn’t be far off. Already I was using more mana than I wanted to keep my body functioning without food, and I was well aware of the long-term effects of this kind of magic. Energy was one thing; nourishment was another. My magic was only taking care of half of my needs.

“HEY!” the farmer bellowed, “GET BACK HERE!”

I turned in surprise to see a child about my age running toward the closest alley, one of those wrinkled purple fruits in his hand. The farmer dove at him, his makeshift cudgel raised to bring it down on the thief’s head, only to stumble backward as the kid smoothly pivoted, reached into his pocket, and drew out a handful of sand to hurl in the farmer’s face.

“Argh!” the farmer cried. “Clief! Get ’em!”

A teenager who’d been walking behind the cart rushed after the thief while the farmer tried to get the sand out of his eyes. As soon as the teen was no longer close enough to do anything about it, four other children emerged from their hiding places and descended on the cart. They didn’t have it all their own way as other travelers leaped to the farmer’s defense. It only made sense since next time, it could be their carts that were being robbed.

“Come on,” one of the kids said as he rushed at me. He tried to grab my wrist, then looked down in surprise when my shield ward pushed his hand away. “What the…”

Another kid ran into him and spun sideways. She took two staggered steps before regaining her balance, then ran off with an armful of fruits. The boy who’d tried to grab me shook his head and said, “Sorry you got caught up in this, but they’ll blame you if you stay. You’d better run.”

Then he was off, leaving me in the awkward position of running or trying to stay and explain myself. It wasn’t a hard choice, but I was more than a little annoyed at having to deal with this when I was barely three hundred feet past the wall.

“There’s one!” someone shouted. I glanced behind me and saw two adults advancing in my direction, one of them armed with a wooden club and the other carrying a hoe. The thieving children had hit at least three different carts at once and there were over a dozen people actively chasing after them. Unlike me, they’d barely slowed down to grab a few pieces of food before picking up their speed, which meant I was the only person in sight who wasn’t at least a teenager.

It had been my experience in both of my lives that adults rarely listened to children unless I gave them a reason to listen. I was trying to remain unnoticed, but there was no way I was getting out of this situation without a bit of magic. I could let them grab hold of me and protest my innocence, but I suspected the fact that I personally didn’t have any of their food wasn’t going to convince any of them that I hadn’t been involved.

I’d already taken enough beatings, deserved or otherwise, my first time as a kid. I didn’t need to relive those memories. With all of the confusion and chaos the smash-and-grab had caused, I was probably safe to use a bit of magic as long as it was nothing too flashy, so I cast a quick wind burst spell to scour the streets and fling dirt and dust at the adults. Both of them were knocked back and blinded.

By the time they got their bearings, I was already fleeing into the nearest alley, the same one the boy who’d tried to grab me had taken. The back end was blocked off with a makeshift partition, something rickety that looked more like garbage bound together than a proper wall. It had plenty of gaps someone my size could slip through, but which would slow down any adults that were in pursuit.

I dipped through a hole near ground level and jogged off deeper into the city. Behind me, the commotion faded away to nothing, and after a bit, I slowed back down to a walk. The mana core I was following had stopped moving up ahead, which I assumed meant that the thieves were gathering back together to tally up the spoils of their work and divide the food.

I stopped at an intersection and looked around, trying to determine exactly which street would take me closer to whatever building the thieves were holed up in. Unless I completely missed my guess, it was the single-story square building missing half its roof. The gathering of about twenty mana cores in there, most of them almost completely empty, was probably a good sign, too.

I turned down the street and approached the building. The front entrance had collapsed, but I knew from experience that there was always another way in. Sure enough, a single lap around the building revealed a pile of rocks around the back side built up just high enough to reach a hole in the wall. I hoisted myself up, peered into the gloom to make sure it was safe, and dropped down inside.


Chapter
Five



Ilanded in what appeared to be some sort of child-sized nest of ragged cloth scraps. It made my own clothes seem clean by comparison, and I quickly disentangled myself from what I assumed was some homeless kid’s bed. Thankfully, Derro didn’t seem to believe in one-room buildings like my birth village did, so there was no one around to see my entry.

I’d known that before I came in, of course. I could feel the mana in the kids gathered in the building, though admittedly the overall lack of it made it more difficult. Without any wards or advanced techniques to shield their mana from detection, they were easy to spot. It was always possible that there was someone in the other room who had that kind of skill, but I doubted anyone capable of pulling off a feat like properly shielding their core would be hanging around here.

Just as I’d expected, the thieves had piled up their spoils in a stone pit in the center of the adjacent room, and most of them were huddled around it. One of the older ones, maybe nine or ten years old, was sorting through it and handing out a piece to each of the children. Once they got their food, each child scampered off somewhere to sit on a chunk of stone from the collapsed roof or to crouch down in an empty spot and eat it.

I felt an unfamiliar pang of sympathy. It was easy to picture myself among their numbers, half-starved and willing to do anything to fix that problem. It had happened more than once in my first life. My mother had provided me with shelter and not much else. Most of her whoring money went to her yamma weed addiction, and it was a rare occasion that she brought food back with her when she did go out.

At least the city I’d grown up in wasn’t in the middle of a desert. Food was plentiful for those who knew how to find it and didn’t mind a little risky work. Here, everyone was thin and malnourished, even the working adults. Finding anyone with some fat on their frame was an oddity. These kids were worse off than I’d been in a lot of ways.

One of the kids turned from the center pile and gave a squeak of surprise when she saw me. There was a flurry of motion, mostly kids scrambling to get away from me, and the one I’d pegged as the leader leaped forward with a rusty old knife brandished in my general direction.

“Who’re you?” the kid demanded. “You’re not part of our crew. Where are you from?”

“That’s him,” another kid said. I recognized this one. He was the boy who’d tried to grab me. “The kid who was walking down the street when we started. Remember? I said to wait for him to get farther away. He’s not from here.”

“Don’t mean nothing,” the kid with the knife said. “Just ’cause he was coming back into the city when we ran into him don’t mean he’s not working for Blue Rat or the Diggers. We should kill him now before he can tell anyone we’re here.”

I rolled my eyes and ripped the knife out of his clutches with a minor telekinesis spell. The entire gaggle of kids watched it arc through the air to land on the ground at my feet, where I casually kicked it behind me. That drew a collective gasp of panic, but no one moved. There was only one real exit from the room they were gathered in, and I was standing in it. Anyone who wanted to leave would either need magic or they’d have to get past me.

“I’m not working for anyone,” I said. “I’ve been in Derro for all of ten minutes and I’m mostly just annoyed about getting dragged into all of this. I’m not going to report you to any authorities; I don’t even know who would care if I told them about this building, but I’m sure that by the time anyone showed up, you’d all be long gone.”

“Let’s say we believe you,” the older one said, his eyes resting on the knife on the ground behind me for a moment before he shifted them to meet my gaze. “Why are you here, then? You want an apology or something?”

I snorted. “Would you mean it if you gave me one?”

“Nah,” the kid said, his teeth flashing in a grin. “Just something stupid grown-ups make you do sometimes. Maybe gets you out of being clobbered if you offer it up without being told.”

I had a sudden flash of memory, a priest catching me trying to steal from the church’s larder in the middle of the night and demanding I offer up sincere repentance, then beating me when his magic told him I wasn’t being honest.

I’d burned that church to the ground two weeks later, and I’d made sure that priest was inside when I barred the doors. My first kill. My first dozen kills, actually. At the time, I hadn’t cared about the others who’d died. Looking back on it now, it was easy to see that as the first step I’d taken on the path to become the kind of monster that nations would mobilize armies to put down.

“You’re not getting any of this food, if that’s what you’re after,” the kid said. “We stole it fair and square. And we need it.”

“Nevin, come on. He only got caught up in it because of us. Least we can do is give him a parafta or something,” the kid who’d tried to touch me said.

“No way,” Nevin said. “We risked our necks to get this food. What’d he do to help?”

“I don’t want your damn food,” I said, cutting off the argument before it could get started. Truthfully, I could do with a meal, but I wasn’t going to take it from these kids, not when it meant taking food out of their mouths. The pile wasn’t that big, and less than half of them had anything to eat. Even if everyone got a single piece, that probably wasn’t going to leave anyone feeling full.

“Then why are you here?” one of the other kids asked. Nevin shot him a nasty glare and he flinched back.

“I want… to offer you a job,” I said. “I’m new here. I don’t know what’s what. Where is it safe to go? Where isn’t it? Who’s in charge of what areas? Who can I trust to work with me? Who’ll knife me in the back the first chance they get? Where are the stores? Where are the inns? Where do the mages live? Who’s taking goods in trade and where can I get the best rates?”

“We’re not tour guides!” Nevin protested.

I raised my hand and pointed up at the ceiling. The knife behind me jumped up into the air and came to rest, point first, just above the tip of my finger, where it slowly rotated in place. “Are you sitting so good you can afford to turn down easy work answering some questions?” I asked. “I’d bet you know more than half the answers already.”

“Let’s say we agree,” Nevin said. “Hyperthetically, of course. But let’s say we do—what’s in it for us?”

“More food. A better place to live. Some security, at least. I’m sure I can give you something you need.”

Nevin scoffed. “Stupid kid like you, wasting your mana on stunts like that? Maybe you ain’t working for Blue Rat, but you’re sure not from the streets. What do you know about what we need?”

“More than you’d think,” I said softly, more to myself than to Nevin. I raised my voice and added, “This place is a dump. It’s falling apart. You had to pull up rocks to reach a hole in the back to get in, and I saw those handholds you carved in the wall to climb back out. Kind of a pain, isn’t it? What if I could get you something better?”

“How you gonna do that? You gonna go kill Blue Rat? Take over his territory? Gonna set yourself up as the east side king of the gutters?” Nevin asked. “Hell, while you’re at it, why not go after Gimkin so we can have north market, too?”

“Okay, you’re annoying and unreasonable,” I said. “Is there anybody intelligent in this room I can talk to?”

Nevin took a few steps forward, no doubt intent on menacing me in some way. He was more than a foot taller than me and probably thought he could intimidate me, or maybe he just planned on taking a swing at me. Either way, Nevin was an impediment to my plans to put this group of half-starved children to work.

With the amount of mana he had left in his core, even if Nevin was my equal in knowledge and skills, he wouldn’t be able to threaten me. Given that I suspected his abilities in the mystic arts were nonexistent, I could have just stood there and let him uselessly pummel my shield ward with his fists until he got tired and gave up.

I wasn’t going to do that, of course, but it was mostly because I didn’t believe in just casually wasting mana. A cheap doze spell would be more efficient and save me some time. Besides, I was sick of listening to him talk. He’d wake back up in a few minutes at worst.

Nevin swayed in place as he fought the magic, but within a second, he crumpled to the floor. The spell set off a new round of panic, including a trio of the oldest children trying to scale the back wall to reach the gap in the roof. If the crew had been a bit smarter, they’d have worked to make some handholds so that they could have escaped to the roof, but unfortunately for them, they hadn’t been that prepared for an intrusion in their home.

“What’d you do?” the kid from the cart asked.

“Put him to sleep. He’ll be fine in a bit. Now, let’s talk about what I need, and what you need in return. More food? Better place to hole up? I can’t imagine any of you care about new clothes.”

The kid looked around and, upon seeing no one else willing to step forward, said, “No need to make it complicated. How about this? Every question you ask, we’ll get you an answer, and you give us a tenner. If we already know the answer, we get a tenner. If we have to go find out the answer, we get a tenner.”

“What’s a tenner?” I asked.

“It’s money,” the kid said. “You really aren’t from here, huh? A tenner is worth one tenth of a shard.”

That seemed simple enough, and if cash was all they were really after, I could make that happen. I just needed to see what the money looked like, and I’d transmute a few chips of stone into duplicates of it. I’d been hoping to find an actual economy here. Blighter’s Hole had done everything in trade, and it was a lot harder to transmute that kind of stuff than it was to work stone or earth into precious metals.

“You got one I can see?” I asked.

The kid looked around at the rest of the crew, but they all shook their heads. “Looks like we aren’t that rich,” he said. “And if you got no money, I don’t think we can help you.”

“I got a halfshard,” one of the kids said. Immediately, every eye in the room was on him.

“The hell you do,” someone else said.

“It’s true,” the first kid insisted. He rooted around inside his shirt for a second, then pulled out a stone the size of a thumb and held it up triumphantly.

“That’s just a dim,” the second kid said. “Those are everywhere. It’s worthless.”

“Wait, are you telling me you use this stuff for money here?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah?”

Of course they did. Now that I thought about it, it made sense. The village had been full of draw stone. It had to have come from somewhere. And where there was draw stone, there was sure to be leech stone, too. But what kind of crazy bastard would think it was a good idea to use a rock that devoured mana as money?


Chapter
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Adraw stone stole mana out of the environment around it—not that there was any here to take. It also took it from people or animals who came into contact with it, and did it quickly. If that were the end of it, draw stones would rapidly fill up and become inert. Every draw stone would just be a rock full of mana waiting for somebody to come by and drain it.

Since that obviously wasn’t what happened, some mages started digging. Draw stones had some potentially useful applications on their own, so it wasn’t like the excavation was just to satisfy their own curiosity. Obtaining funding to excavate a magic-eating stone wasn’t difficult, and it was quickly discovered that at the core of every draw stone vein was a similar substance that they dubbed leech stone.

Leech stone took mana at a much slower rate and condensed it down, burning through it to produce more draw stone. The whole process was somewhat similar to a tree spreading roots to seek the nutrients it needed to live. Leech stones needed mana, so they produced draw stones to collect it for them. With the new mana they took in, they produced more draw stones. Over and over, the cycle continued for centuries undisturbed until some truly massive draw stone veins grew in the ground.

There were a few other differences between the two stones. First, leech stone took far more mana to fill a piece of the equivalent size as a draw stone. Second, it did so at a much slower rate. A draw stone would suck a person dry in seconds, but a leech stone could take hours or even days since it was busy converting the mana into new draw stone and increasing its own mass. The final difference was that it produced a soft light as a waste byproduct of the process, which meant that a leech stone would glow brighter as it got closer to full.

“So how does this all work?” I asked, examining the leech stone one of the kids had volunteered. It was almost completely dark, with only the faintest flickering of mana in its depths.

“The halfshard itself isn’t completely worthless,” the boy told me. He’d introduced himself as Byon. “You can trade the empties in for a meal chit or something if you collect a few hundred, but no, you can’t buy anything with it.”

“So it’s only once it starts glowing that it has any value,” I said. “Really, that means the halfshard itself isn’t the money. It’s the mana that it’s holding.”

“Exactly!” Byon agreed. “But you know, it takes a lot of mana to fill one up.”

“I’ve had it for about two weeks now,” the boy whose halfshard I was holding said.

Unlike draw stones, leech stones could only steal mana through direct contact. That meant something else was taking mana from everyone else in the room, else they’d have a lot more of it. Or maybe they’d just burned through their reserves a bit ago when they raided the farmers’ carts coming into the city. It hadn’t seemed like they were going all that fast to me, but their baseline speed was probably awful considering what condition they were in. A minute of sloppy unstructured invocations just to move like a normal, well-fed kid could be all they had the mana to pull off.

“Alright, so you want money. That’s fair. Money’s a useful thing. You can buy food and clothes and whatever else you usually have to steal at no risk. I think I can make that work,” I said. “Where can I get some dull stones?”

“Why would you even want dulls?”

I shrugged. “Got to start somewhere, right?”

Byon grimaced and muttered, “You’re crazy.”

From his perspective, that was true. I tried to cut Byon some slack, knowing what this all looked like to him. Over the last year and some odd months, I’d started to get used to the idea of being constantly underestimated. For all the problems my youthful appearance gave me, it did come with some advantages as well.

Being underestimated here wasn’t necessarily helpful, however. I’d thought I’d made a big enough impression when I’d disarmed Nevin with telekinesis, but maybe there were enough mages living in this city that a minor act of magic wasn’t anything special. Or maybe a bunch of children living on the street were just too jaded to be impressed by anything. I could certainly remember what that felt like.

“I’ll make you a deal. You want money. I want answers. You answer my first question for free, and I’ll come back to you with any future questions, cash in hand. Though I’m not going to promise a tenner for every answer. I’m not sure exactly what that’s worth yet, and I suspect that most of my questions are going to be common knowledge, easily answerable on my own. I’m not going to bankrupt myself for a little convenience.”

Byon squinted at me, then glanced around. With Nevin still asleep and no one else willing to voice an opinion, he nodded and said, “Okay. I’ll answer one question for you, just because I feel bad about getting you involved back there on the street. After that, you either need to come back with money or join the crew if you want any more help.”

“Deal,” I said. I had no intention of joining a street gang, but if mana was money, I was rich. I just needed to get some leech stones to fill. Doing so directly would be far more efficient than letting a draw stone do the job anyway. “The first thing I want to know is where I can get a bunch of stones. Any size is fine.”

“They’re stored at the Repository on Mock Street,” Byon told me. “I can give you directions. You can trade a full shard for a bunch of dulls to be filled. Or you can find dulls laying around on the ground in alleyways and gutters if you look hard enough.”

“Probably worth a look to see if I can break in easily,” I said. This actually might be a good test of the kinds of defenses I could expect here. A storage vault full of empty leech stones would be valuable if only because they formed the cornerstone of the local economy, but wouldn’t be so valuable that they’d be heavily defended. I could sample what kind of wards were commonly used and get a feel for Derro’s level of talent.

Of course, one location wouldn’t be sufficient to claim I fully understood everything about the city, but it was a good place to start that would be relatively low-risk. I’d probably wait a day or two, just to bank a bit more mana. With my mana crystal now part of my staff, and that safely stowed in my phantom space, it was a bit harder to get a clear picture of what my reserves looked like, but I knew they weren’t as full as they could be.

“You’re insane,” Byon told me. “We don’t need that kind of trouble coming down on our heads. Of all the people to try to steal from, mages are the worst. If they catch you, you’ll disappear. No one will ever know where you went or what happened.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “How dramatic. I suppose it’s a good thing I have no plans on getting caught.”

“Mages always catch you,” a little girl said from my left. She sniffled a bit and the kid next to her gave her an awkward pat on the back.

“Her parents were part of Blue Rat’s crew until he tried to pull a job and ran into a mage,” Byon explained. “She was too young to work for him, and with her parents gone, he cut her loose.”

“I think I’d like to know more about this Blue Rat and what kind of operation he’s running, but I’ll save that question for another time,” I said.

“Don’t come running back here when you get caught,” Byon said.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I walked back into the sleeping area of the gang’s hideout, gingerly stepped into the nest below the hole in the wall, and climbed back out. None of the children made a move to follow me.

[image: ]


I found another abandoned house about six blocks away from where the street kids were squatting. Really, the whole city was far too big for the population that lived here, and most of the houses were abandoned. That meant I had plenty of options, and I decided to choose one in a block that I couldn’t feel a single other person living on. It was possible the squatters in those houses were just out and about their business for the day, but I wasn’t interested in visually inspecting every single building for signs of life.

To get in, I used a weight reduction spell, then jumped up from behind the house to land on the roof. I slipped through the hole and touched down lightly on the inside, then let go of the spell. I swept the house for anything that might indicate someone might live there, but all I found was loose sand and some cobwebs. The floor itself was solid stone, just like the walls and the roof— at least, what was left of it. Every building here was damaged in some way, possibly the result of an immense earthquake, but that didn’t seem right to me. Perhaps Derro had been near whatever cataclysm had struck this island.

Regardless of the source of the damage, my new home was missing a significant portion of its roof, and the rubble had completely blocked off the only entrance. Unlike the street gang’s house, there were no convenient holes in the walls for me to pass through. It didn’t make for easy access, which was exactly why I’d chosen it. It seemed unlikely to me that anyone would come snooping around as long as I wasn’t seen entering or exiting.

I’d checked for any mana inside the building, but it wasn’t until I’d completed my visual inspection that I allowed myself to relax. I held a hand out and let my staff fall out of my phantom space to slip into my grasp, then got to work setting up my initial wards. The hardest part was that all of them needed to be properly hidden from anyone with the ability to sense mana, otherwise they were just drawing attention to me.

Fortunately, that was a skill issue, not a mana cost issue. I layered wards around my new home to prevent three things: scrying, any other form of localized divinations like life sense from seeing inside, and any more dirt or sand from getting in through the ceilings. I also put down a ward designed to drive away all sorts of pests and insects.

I would have liked to make the place more comfortable, but transmuting stone to organic matter was both difficult and expensive. Some things just weren’t worth the mana cost. I settled for making a new sand bed like the one I’d left behind at my crucible. With my work finally complete and my wards flush with enough mana to last the next three days, I settled down to rest.

I’d been walking all through the night to get to Derro, and though I hadn’t gotten a chance to get any food myself, I figured I could fix that when I woke up. For now, mana would suffice to keep my belly from rumbling. When I woke up, I’d see about establishing some finances for myself.

But now, sleep. The rest of the world could wait a few more hours.


Chapter
Seven



Now that I knew to look for it, it wasn’t hard to spot the leech stones filled with mana all over the city. People kept them in bags or purses regularly, and my biggest issue was in identifying them. They weren’t always full, so a halfshard that was almost empty and a tenner that was almost full often felt very similar. Since I wasn’t trying to rob anybody, I didn’t worry much about the difference.

It was mostly just convenient since it explained some of the weird things I could sense around me. The more I explored Derro, the more I was exposed to the leech stones everyone was using, and the better I got at judging how much money someone had on them. It also helped flag who was rich and therefore more likely to be dangerous. I saw one man, well over six feet tall with a thick, dark mustache and deep, sunken eyes, carrying around what I was guessing was twenty full shards. His own mana core was more than half full as well.

I’d turned around and walked in a different direction when I’d spotted him. Someone with that much mana would be important in some way and I didn’t want to be noticed. Most likely, I’d be dismissed as inconsequential, but on the off chance the man was a mage, it was better to never be seen at all.

My exploration did earn me three tenners that had been dropped and lost on the streets, all of them almost completely empty. At first, I’d ignored them, thinking they were some sort of rodents. It was only when I spent ten minutes studying a crowded street and trying to get a feel for the people that I realized the mana I sensed beneath me wasn’t moving. It took a few seconds to dig out the source with my foot, but once I realized it was an almost-dull tenner buried in the sand, I quickly learned to spot more of them.

It wasn’t enough for me to change my mind about robbing the Repository—not even close. I still wanted to test the city’s defenses and, even if I did reconsider, scrounging the streets for loose change was a waste of my time. To that end, I slowly worked myself closer to the center of the city.

Mock Street, as it turned out, was the road that circled the inner wall. Unlike the largely worthless ring of earthen bricks that marked the outer edge of Derro, this wall was thirty feet tall, made of slabs of brilliant white granite, and fairly tingled with magic. It had real gates, also made of enchanted stone, that were set into the wall at intervals all the way around it. I’d already done a bit of snooping on this street via scrying before I entered the city, but I’d made sure to keep a light touch since I was brushing up against what was obviously a barrier between those who had power and those who did not.

There were actually two Repositories, one on the north side of the wall and one on the south, each directly across from a gate. I walked by the south one once, not lingering but not rushing, and studied the defensive wards on it. I only had about thirty seconds to check it out before the street traffic carried me too far away, so I ducked down an alley to circle back around.

The Repository was a big three-story building that stuck out from the ruins around it. It had obviously been manufactured much more recently, possibly around the same time the inner wall had gone up. The top floor had a balcony that faced the wall, probably to facilitate transfer of mana to the interior without having to open the gates or risk people on the streets interfering.

There were two guards at the front door, and the building itself had its own miniature wall circling it. Nearby buildings had been demolished and removed, preventing anyone from sneaking up to the Repository from any angle, and included half a dozen more guards stationed around it. All of that seemed redundant to me since they’d also made no effort to hide three different alarm wards and one incapacitation ward. Technically, it was a trap, but it was so glaringly obvious that I was hesitant to use a word that implied it might be subtle to describe it.

Basically, it was impossible to sneak into physically or magically, and anyone attempting it would likely find themselves shocked into unconsciousness so fast that by the time the guards reached them, they’d already be passed out. If I wanted in, I needed to defeat the wards and employ a level of stealth high enough to bypass the guards watching out specifically for people trying to do exactly that, and do it for long enough to finesse my way past the wards.

This might be tougher than I thought.

The wards were easy enough to bypass, at least the visible ones were. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some hidden wards underneath them, which meant that I needed to go slowly. I’d have to disable the exterior guards if for no other reason than to have time to work on the wards without being rushed, but even that could prove tricky. Unless I missed my guess, all of them were wearing enchanted rings on their right hands that had a weaker version of a Dead Man’s Seal. If they were injured or knocked out, those were likely to trigger and summon reinforcements.

That left me with the option to either come in from above or below. Both would be mana intensive. I supposed there was the third option of blasting my way in, grabbing everything I could get my hands on, and making a run for it. That would defeat the point, though, since I wasn’t there to enrich myself but to test the defenses. I wanted a better look at what kind of wards I could expect to find on the homes in the inner city, and the Repository seemed like a good example.

I wanted to do another pass, but the two door guards were both sharp-eyed and scanning the crowd as people went by. I could probably do one more lap without arousing suspicion if I waited twenty minutes and headed back in the direction I’d come from. That was common enough, just people going about their business and returning home. I didn’t want to risk anything greater than that.

My plan was completely reasonable: it was well-thought-out and aware of the risks. It should have gone off without a hitch, and it likely would have except for a case of extreme bad luck. I was about a hundred feet down the road past the Repository when someone shoved their way between two people nearby and lunged at me.

A leathery hand came down near my shoulder before sliding loose as my shield ward activated. The farmer from yesterday missed a step from surprise, but quickly recovered and tried to grab me again. “Got you now, you gutter shit!” he howled, causing people around us to flinch back.

I was so surprised to come face-to-face with the old man again that for a moment, I just stood there and stared at him. My shield ward was keeping him from getting a hold on me, but that was conspicuous and would draw all the wrong sorts of attention. It was just… the odds of this guy running into me again in a city with thousands of people couldn’t be that large. Was someone watching me? Was it a setup?

I saw a pouch hanging from his belt bounce as he lunged again and realized the mana I was feeling inside was from a bunch of leech stones. The farmer had sold his product, whatever hadn’t been stolen from him, and come to the Repository to do something with all the leech stones he’d received in payment. It was just my bad luck that I’d walked by at the same time. If I hadn’t taken my nap, or if I’d gotten up half an hour earlier or later, it wouldn’t have happened.

I backed away while slapping a minor telekinesis spell on the farmer’s foot. It wasn’t strong enough to hold him in place, but it did make him trip when he tried to take a step forward. That gave me the opening I needed to run, and this time, nobody else moved to help the man. I got some curious looks from people walking by, but that was it.

I was two hundred feet down the street when someone popped up in front of me, arms spread wide to prevent me from dodging around them. It was the teenage boy who’d chased one of the child thieves into an alley—Clief. Whatever he thought he was going to do, he was in for a rude surprise when it didn’t work.

He lunged to grab me, then went sprawling in the dirt when my shield ward pushed him back away. I slipped past the teenager and ran off into the crowd, leaving both him and his father, or maybe grandfather, yelling behind me.

That had been an unfortunate encounter, but soon enough, I was safe from them. At least, I thought I was, until I noticed a half dozen people with suspiciously full mana cores moving down the street. Moving quickly, I found myself a place to hide and observe by circling behind a house and boosting myself up on the roof.

Six people came into view, easy to spot because the crowd was pressing itself back from getting too close to any of them. They all wore uniforms of yellow and gray and had batons with storage crystals mounted on them in their hands. I didn’t see any Wolf Pack insignias on them, so they probably weren’t associated with the cabal I was here, in part, to investigate. That was only a probability, though; it was equally possible they were in the Wolf Pack’s employ but not openly advertising that.

Either way, it told me something important. I hadn’t seen guards anywhere else in the city, at least not ones wearing matching uniforms. There was private muscle in abundance, but this right here was an organization. I doubted it was a coincidence they were patrolling near the wall and the Repository.

If they had people on the outside of the wall, it stood to reason that there’d be people on the inside, too. Worse, those storage crystals held at least twice as much mana as their cores did. The mages were outfitting their security to make them more effective. I was starting to think that there were either far more mages here than I’d originally thought, or my village wasn’t the only one that had been turned into a mana farm.

What could a few dozen amateur spellcasters do with the mana from twenty or thirty villages like mine? I had a map of the island we were on, but it had a lot of blank spots in it. There were only four labeled villages, but the Basin itself was two hundred miles wide. There was plenty of room for new villages, and that wasn’t even counting the whole mana economy Derro had going on. These mages were being fed mana by literally thousands of people.

I glanced up at the wall again from my hiding spot. How much mana did it take to raise a wall like that with magic? Given some variances for thickness, it was more than any single mage with a stage one core could generate in a year. There was a lot of power concentrated behind those walls, power locked in storage crystals, wands, staves, and ward stones, power waiting for someone truly capable to grab hold of it and do something magnificent.

In other words, behind those walls was the key to advancing to the next step. I just needed to find a way to get to it.


Chapter
Eight



Iwaited on my rooftop hiding spot until the guards had finished sweeping the area. They were thorough, and I had no doubt that if I hadn’t been able to fully shield my mana core, they would have found me. In the end, though, there were just too many potential hiding spots, and they didn’t have enough time. I saw one of the guards talking to the farmer, who snapped back loud enough that I could almost make out what he was saying. Something shifted in the guard’s posture, and the farmer’s expression flipped from outraged to afraid in an instant.

Eventually, the guards continued their patrol down Mock Street. The farmer went into the Repository to do his business, and I slowly siphoned more mana from my core into my shield ward to refill it. Most of the shield wards I’d seen since being reborn had been crafted as belts, but mine was an oval of alabaster so densely carved with runes that it didn’t even feel flat anymore. It hung from a leather strap around my neck, hidden beneath my shirt.

The loss of mana was less from the recent attempts to grab me than it was from the ward portion of the item reading the movements of everyone around me on a crowded street to scan for potential attacks. If I was going to stay in Derro for long, I’d need to prioritize feeding mana into the shield ward on a regular basis.

Once the guards were gone and the excitement had died down, I went back to studying the Repository. At first glance, the overlapping security measures seemed impossible to beat, at least not without spending far more mana than it was worth on spells that would simply overpower the defenses. While I wasn’t primarily interested in the mana locked away in the Repository itself, I also wasn’t planning on wasting a bunch of my own mana in my attempt to get in there.

As always, the answer to any security issue was the human element. The wards were exempting them somehow, and it didn’t take me long to figure it out. There were a few ways to prevent specific people from triggering wards. The most basic was to key them to the ward directly, which worked fantastically if the caster wanted to protect an area that nobody else would be allowed into. It wasn’t the best solution to a ward scheme for a business where employees would come and go, and the owner might not want a former employee to continue to enjoy unrestricted access after their departure.

The simple solution to that was a ward key, which was what the Repository had opted for. People who needed to be able to pass through wards without triggering them would be given a physical object enchanted with a sort of code that allowed the bearer to freely move about. This introduced an obvious security vulnerability, but quite a few mages had devoted themselves to creating ever-increasingly complex ward keys to prevent duplication. There were even keys that had to be attuned to their users and would cease to function if anyone else took them.

Those were expensive, both to create and to maintain, and I doubted the Repository was using them. It was irrelevant to me, regardless, since I had no plans on stealing one. I just needed to duplicate the effect, something I could do manually and then hold in place through sheer willpower without any physical object to anchor it to.

That wouldn’t stop the guards from seeing me, but I had a dozen different options for getting past that issue. Figuring out how to bypass them was as easy as selecting the most cost-efficient spell to fit the situation. I’d have to come back when it got dark and see if they’d increased the number of guards.

I stayed on that roof for an hour studying the Repository. It wasn’t the best view, but it did afford me an unobtrusive spot where I could work in peace. No farmers accosted me; no guards gave me suspicious glares. By the time I left, I was almost certain I could work my way into the inner vaults without getting caught. I wouldn’t know for sure until I actually tried—there were probably additional defenses inside the building itself—but I had a plan and a rough idea of how much mana it would cost me to get inside the building unnoticed.

I felt a mana core coming in my direction on the street below, but a single glance confirmed it was just someone passing by, nothing to do with me. From the shifty glances the fellow gave behind him, it seemed like he was up to no good, but as long as he didn’t get the guard called on him and me dragged into his trouble, I wasn’t interested.

Annoyingly, he stopped right next to the building I was perched on top of. I could probably make it down the opposite side without attracting his notice, but I didn’t want to jump the ten-foot gap just in case anyone from the Repository looked this way.

The man started cursing, and I heard the sound of a handful of rocks hitting the wall below me. Curious, I peeked over the edge of the roof and saw him pelting the wall with a bunch of dull leech stones. One after another, he pulled a handful from the pouch he was carrying, studied them for a moment, then hurled them against the wall with more muttered curses.

That pouch was a nice piece of leather, high quality and seemingly expensive. By contrast, the man holding it was dirty and ragged, his skin red from too much sun exposure and his limbs thin and gangly. It didn’t take much of a leap of logic to guess that the pouch hadn’t belonged to him originally, and that my unwelcome visitor was upset that it contained nothing but dull and worthless shards, halfshards, tenners, and whatever else they called leech stones around here.

Eventually, the pouch ran empty, and after another round of swearing while the man held it upside down and shook it angrily, he stomped off. My spy post was far enough off Mock Street that no one else came by to interrupt his performance, but I still waited a few minutes after he left before climbing down to examine the discarded pile of dull stones.

My understanding, based on my limited interactions with a group of half-feral children, was that dull stones were mostly worthless, collected only by the poor and desperate to take to the Repository so they could be reused, and not worth anyone else’s time. If that were the extent of it, there’d be no way for them to circulate, but I’d noticed people going into the building with full shards and coming back out with bags similar to the one the thief had held full of dulls. Presumably, they’d fill them with mana before returning them to the Repository to profit.

It was a bit of a lucky break for me, since it gave me a supply of leech stones to play around with. Judging from the size, the smallest ones would be easy to fill up without causing any real strain. My only concern was throwing them into my phantom space. I didn’t need the enchantment snapping if the stones ate too much of the mana maintaining it, but leech stones worked much slower than draw stones, and I wouldn’t need to worry about them growing until they completely filled themselves with mana. As long as I watched carefully, it probably wouldn’t be too much of an issue.

I scooped up a few handfuls of the small leech stones and fed them into my space one at a time to get a feel for how well my theory was going to play out. There was an immediate strain, slight but noticeable. When I fed some of the bigger ones, the tenners, in, the strain became a lot less slight. I added two halfshards and considered the rest of the pile. If I took it all back to my new hideout immediately and ejected them from my phantom space, it shouldn’t cause any permanent damage.

As long as I didn’t get dragged into any more drama, that wouldn’t be an issue. Working quickly, I cleaned up the rest of the leech stones, then rushed back east and north. Though I was new to Derro itself, I had somewhat familiarized myself with its layout. It took me longer than I wanted to make it home, especially since I accidentally overshot my destination and ended up in a market square on the main east thoroughfare, but once I managed to disentangle myself from the crowd, I quickly adjusted course.

One of the kids from before was in the market, and when he spotted me, he started following after me. He probably thought he was being sneaky, hiding in the crowd and around corners so that he only tailed me by a block, but it was too easy for me to spot him just by sensing the mana in his core. Nobody had all that much in Derro, but the kids had so little that it was possible to mix them up with the money other people had on them.

After we left the heavily-trafficked market behind, I had no trouble keeping track of him, and thus no trouble losing him. A few twists and turns, a burst of speed, and a bit of magic to hop over the remains of a collapsed wall seven feet tall were all it took to leave my tail behind. I made it back to my own hideout, confirmed that there was still nobody within a few hundred feet of me, and entered.

The leech stones did more damage to my phantom space enchantment than I was happy with, but it had survived, and an hour or two of mana poured into it would have it fully back in working order. My poor staff, stuck inside the space with the leech stones, was less lucky. They’d consumed a not-insignificant chunk of mana from the crystal I’d affixed to the staff. Individually, none of them had taken much, but there were more than fifty leech stones. Perhaps I’d been too greedy taking so many.

I piled the stones in a corner, now all dimly flickering in the shade. It was hard to tell if I held them up to the light, but in the darkness, the glow was obvious. The shards had taken the most mana from me, but the halfshards glowed brighter since they were smaller. Even with less mana, they were closer to being full. The tenners, probably because of their small size, glowed the weakest, and the pebbles that I hadn’t gotten a name for were the brightest.

“Where’d he go?” a voice said from outside the ruined house I’d commandeered.

I didn’t recognize it, but it sounded like a child’s, and I was willing to guess it belonged to my new stalker. I was almost positive it was one of the street kids from earlier, but there had been a lot of them, and I’d had other issues on my mind besides memorizing faces.

“How should I know? You were the one who was supposed to follow him,” another kid said.

“I was! He disappeared!”

“We all disappear when we’re running. I thought you were good at this. Aren’t you always bragging about how you never get caught?”

“There was nowhere for him to go. I followed him right into this alley. No way he jumped high enough to get over that wall.”

“Why not? Didn’t you see what he did with Nevin’s knife?”

There was a pause there, and the first kid said, “Oh yeah. Do you think he can jump that high then?”

“How should I know? Just keep looking for his tracks,” the second kid said.

I didn’t need them sniffing around my new hideout. Maybe it was time to lead them on a bit of a chase to somewhere else, then find out what they wanted. I climbed back up onto the roof, made a mental note to cast stone shape and form some handholds so I didn’t need to burn mana each time I wanted to go in and out, and dropped back out onto the street.


Chapter
Nine



The plan was simple: I’d go a block or two over and let myself get spotted, run from them for another few blocks, then ambush them and find out what they wanted. I’d only been inside my hideout for a few minutes, so with any luck, they would think I’d just temporarily evaded them and not linger in the area to search it more thoroughly.

Though, even if they did, I doubted they’d find my new home. Between the wards and the physical obstacles preventing entry, I was safe from casual inspection. If someone did manage to correctly deduce where I’d set up camp, it would be another matter, but it didn’t feel like much of a concern yet. Worst case, I could always relocate.

I hopped back down onto the streets and started off in a direction parallel to the one the two kids were taking. I caught up with them easily enough and made sure to time it so that we crossed the same street at the same time. A quick glance to my left confirmed that they’d spotted me, and I took off at a run.

Keeping track of their mana was difficult, far more so than using a spell like life sense, but I had better range this way and besides, I wanted to save my mana for the more important task of fully empowering my phantom space enchantment again. There weren’t that many people in what I assumed was a residential area right now anyway, so despite the relative difficulty of following the two tiny slivers of mana that represented my pursuers, I had a solid idea of how far behind me they were.

I led them across a few more blocks, then ducked behind a building that was mostly in one piece. It even had a ground floor entrance with a door, though nobody was home right now. I wasn’t interested in that building, though, except as a means to access the second floor of the one next to it. I scrambled through a scraggly garden that reminded me of the ones back home, scaled the rough stone face of the house itself until I reached the roof, then flung myself across six feet of open space to grab the lip of the hole in the wall of my target building.

The two kids caught sight of me just as I pulled myself up and disappeared inside, exactly as planned. I knew there was an entrance at ground level, too small for an adult to squeeze through due to the partial collapse of the second floor. This had actually been one of the buildings I’d considered briefly before determining that the surrounding block was too populated for my needs.

I was counting on the kids to know that, too, but if they failed to find a way in, I’d have to adapt my plan. I waited near the stairs leading up to the second floor and watched the little balls of mana circle the outside of the house and find the gap just big enough to let them squeeze through, then confirmed they’d both entered. Perfect.

“Must be upstairs,” one of them said softly.

“He could have jumped back out,” the other argued.

“If he did, he’s sitting on the ground with a broken leg. He barely made the jump the first time, and then was jumping down to the hole. No way he gets back on that roof.”

“Magic,” the second one said simply.

There was a brief pause, and the second one said, “Let’s hurry.”

I didn’t need to use any magic to keep myself hidden. I just sat down on a block of stone that had fallen out of the wall behind the stairs and waited. A few seconds later, the back of one kid’s head came into view. He scanned the room, but never turned far enough around to notice me, and by the time the second kid appeared, the first one was all the way up the stairs.

“Gone,” the kid muttered. He walked over to the hole in the wall and leaned out to look at the ground. “Maybe he did make the jump.”

I gave it a second for the kid to step away from the hole, just so I didn’t scare him so much that he fell out, and said, “Why are you following me?”

I must have underestimated how jumpy they were, because the kid nearly fell out anyway. Only the quick thinking of his friend allowed him to keep both feet under him. He lunged forward and grabbed the first boy’s windmilling arm, then pulled him back to safety. Both of them immediately spun to face me where I sat in the shadows.

“Spirits save me, don’t ever scare me like that again,” the first kid said.

“I’ll do a lot worse than that if you don’t answer the question,” I told him.

“Easy,” the kid said. “Look, we just wanted to ask you something.”

“Must be important if it couldn’t wait,” I said.

The two glanced at each other. Both were among the older kids from the crew, nine or ten years old I figured. I wasn’t exactly sure how the seedy underbelly of Derro operated, but my guess was that there was a reason there weren’t any teenagers in the crew. They probably got snapped up by whatever passed for local gangs as soon as they were old enough to be put to work. In neighborhoods like this, participation was mandatory.

“It is,” the younger of the two said, his face serious. “It’s recruiting season. Blue Rat’s boys have been all over East Wall looking for fresh meat, and we’re just about the right age. We don’t want to join his crew.”

“Survival rate is shit. He sends the new guys on the worst missions, uses them as bait or distractions. What does he care if half of them die? Just go round up some more later,” the older kid said bitterly.

“That’s a shame and all. What’s it got to do with me?” I asked, but I already knew where this was going.

“You know magic. Could you teach us how to do it too?”

I could admire the proactive mindset. They knew they had a problem coming up, and they’d latched onto a potential solution. It wasn’t a good solution, but I wouldn’t expect them to know that. Even if I agreed, that would be months and months of work, and it would cost me a fairly large chunk of mana to do it. It wasn’t outside my budget or anything, but that was a lot of investment for no real return.

“I doubt you could learn the spells you’d need to defend yourself even if you had the mana to do it,” I said. “Which, by the way, you don’t. You going to steal that from somewhere?”

“If I have to,” the younger one said, his jaw jutting out as he puffed up his chest. “I do what I need to survive.”

“You know what a full shard gets you?” I asked. Without waiting for an answer, I said, “Four weak spells. Maybe five. How much could you buy with a shard? Is it worth it?”

“A shard doesn’t buy me a ticket out of being the bottom rung of a gang,” the kid said. “It doesn’t keep me safe. That gets me a week or two of food, maybe a safe place to sleep, but then I’m right back out on the street again. Please. I need a way to protect myself.”

In my previous life, I might have considered it. Back then, mana was everywhere. An economy built on leech stones would have been absurd. Here, the mana costs of training would be far too much of a burden unless I ignited the kid’s core, which would itself necessitate weeks or even months of training. I just didn’t have that much free time to devote to him. It would be faster and easier to just go kill whoever this Blue Rat guy was.

“No. I can’t help you,” I said. “Either of you. Sorry.”

The older one seemed to deflate. His shoulders slumped and he let out a long sigh. Perhaps this had been their last resort, a desperate move to sidestep a situation that had no good answers. He didn’t try to argue or convince me, to wheedle or threaten or beg or haggle. He just accepted the answer and collapsed in on himself.

His friend was not so graceful about the rejection. “Come on,” the kid said. “I work hard. I’m smart. I can do whatever you need me to do. Just tell me what that is, and I’ll do it. I am not going to work for Blue Rat. I’ll die trying to get out. Have a heart here and give me a fighting chance.”

“Look, if I help you, it’s going to put a target on your back,” I said. “You know the people on the other side of that big wall in the center of the city? They’ll be the ones hunting you down, not some slumlord running his tiny empire in the corner of the city.”

“Why would they ever care about me? Just because I learned a few spells? You know them. Are you worried about them coming after you?”

In fact, I was worried about exactly that. Dealing with the cabal that had taken over my village was one of the primary reasons I was in Derro. I needed to find those mages and take care of them before they sent more mercenaries out. I’d left my home with very little in the way of defenses, mostly because I only cared about my own family’s safety. They could contact me via the scrying mirror I’d left them, but it would be better if I took care of the threat here instead of letting it attack my home again.

“Those are my problems, not yours,” I said. “I can take care of myself.”

“You think I can’t?” the kid demanded.

“Well, you’re here begging me for help, so… no, not really.”

“I’m not begging! I want your help, and I’ll pay for it, but I’m not begging. Tell me what I need to do, and I’ll do it.”

“I want to get to the other side of that wall without getting caught,” I said. “Do you know how to do that?”

The kid faltered, but quickly rallied. Before he could speak, the older child said, “Tanner, no!”

“We don’t have a choice,” Tanner shot back. “If that’s the price, we can pay it.”

“That is the price for me to show you how to cast a spell,” I said. “If you want to actually use it, you’re going to need far more mana than you have now. Imagine using a shard a day, just to practice. Can you afford that?”

If I ignited his core for him, he’d be able to fill a shard every day, but without the ability to shield his mana from detection, it was only a matter of time until some mage in the city spotted him. Given the attitude Noctra had displayed toward my father’s supposed talents, I suspected that those with magical abilities were highly valued in the city. I also suspected that value was in the mana they could produce. An orphan child of the streets who spontaneously ignited his core was almost certain to be abducted and milked for every bit of mana he could produce.

But it was his decision, if it came to that. I’d make sure he understood the risks, and if he decided to go ahead anyway, it was his life. That was assuming he could meet my price, of course.

“I’ll find a way,” the kid said.

“No,” the older boy said, shaking his head again. “Bad idea. Don’t do this.”

“There’s a way under the wall,” Tanner told me. “It’s dangerous, but only because it’s in Hyago’s territory. If we can sneak through, you’ll be able to get to the other side of the wall. I can show you, but you have to teach me how to fight with magic.”

“You’ll be responsible for supplying your own mana,” I said. “I’m not giving you any.”

“Deal,” Tanner said.

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” the other kid told him. “Don’t do this.”

“Then I suppose we have an agreement. For your first task, come back with a full shard. I’ll show you how to extract the mana from it.”


Chapter
Ten



The odds of Tanner actually coming through with a shard seemed long to me. If he managed it, then fantastic. I’d give him a few remedial lessons, he’d show me how to bypass the wall, and everyone would be happy. In the meantime, I planned to keep looking into alternate ways to sneak into the center of the city. In the extremely likely event that Tanner failed to get the mana he needed, I couldn’t afford to waste my time sitting around.

There was one thing I wanted to do, something I should have done before I’d ever entered Derro, but which I’d had too many other things occupying my time to work on. I needed a bigger mana crystal. With my core at stage two, I was now producing mana fast enough that my old crystal could be filled in a little over a week by myself. I had plans to steal a lot of mana from the cabal that had taken over my village, and I needed a place to put it.

Fortunately for me, I had plenty of raw materials to work with in this ruined stone city. Any number of stone slabs could have served as the basis for creating a new mana crystal, including a few back in the abandoned home I’d commandeered. I was eager to get back to my hideout and start on that project, something I’d already be doing if not for that fortuitous opportunity with the leech stones and the distraction of the two street kids.

Tanner and his friend left, the whole time arguing quietly with each other. Personally, I was more inclined to side with the older boy. Tanner was probably going to get himself hurt or killed going after a shard, but maybe he’d think of something clever and pull it off. Either way, it wasn’t my problem right now.

Once I was alone again, I jumped out through the hole in the wall, drifted down to the ground, and walked back to my hideout. My stomach started rumbling again while I walked, reminding me that I still needed to address the lack of food in my life. I couldn’t rely on mana to keep me going forever, and with a sigh, I changed course to head back to that market square.

All my potential money was waiting for me to have the time and mana to infuse it, and it was inconvenient to carry besides. But I did have a phantom space with some leftover bartering scraps from my time in the wastes, and with any luck, I’d find someone willing to buy them. There was a nice pair of gracefully curved horns I’d cut off a monster I’d run into that excreted drops of flaming oil from its body. The oil had proven too volatile to be contained without special equipment, but the horns weren’t flammable. They’d retained that essence of fire and would make a fine alchemical reagent when ground up.

That meant I probably wouldn’t get close to what they were truly worth, but they did me no good as it stood. Alchemy was, for all intents and purposes, a lost art on this cursed island. Without ambient mana, none of the plants that were commonly used in potions and elixirs could grow. Even if they did, they’d have almost no mana and would be worthless anyway.

After manifesting my satchel as a cover for pulling other things from my phantom space, I approached the market from the south end, ignored the suspicious stares I got from the guard stationed at the entrance, and dove into the crowd. Stalls were set up around the outer edges of the square, often blocking smaller streets that should have fed into the market in the process, and there were three large buildings that had been restored to have solid walls and full roofs that served as anchor points for much of the business.

The entire market was a wall of sound, so much of it that it was almost tangible. Vendors shouted at anybody who walked too close, shoppers chatted with each other or haggled loudly with the vendors, the guards watching the square occasionally yelled at anybody they found suspicious, and the draft animals tied to their owners’ carts sporadically brayed.

There were invocations that could sort that out for me, even ones that would allow me to listen to multiple conversations at once when combined with specific divinations. It was tempting to cast the spells just to save myself the headache, but I resisted the urge. It would be a frivolous waste of mana just for some temporary comfort.

On the other hand, it might help me locate someone who was interested in buying my monster parts. It would certainly be easier than manually checking each stall and possibly drawing the ire of the vendors or guards. My age and size were already working against me, what with a den of child thieves living nearby who probably regularly terrorized both the farmers coming in to sell food and the citizens who showed up to buy it.

But no, that was just a rationalization. My phantom space was still recovering from relocating the leech stones, I needed days’ worth of mana to construct a new mana crystal, and I also had to consider converting my own mana to money if selling my monster scraps didn’t work out for me.

Six months ago, I wouldn’t even have considered spending my precious mana on something so frivolous. Finishing my mana lattice and upgrading my core to stage two had made me far less thrifty, to the point where I did foolish things like jumping out of second story buildings instead of taking the stairs down just to avoid wriggling through a hole in the wall that would have required no mana to traverse.

Besides, I could tell what vendors would be interested simply by examining the wares they had on display as I passed by. A simple lap around the market was enough for me to pick out three potential buyers, though the first one warned me off with a dark scowl the moment he saw me approaching him. Not wanting any trouble, I mentally shuffled him down to the bottom of my list. If the other two proved to be dead ends, I’d try my luck at that stall again.

Of the remaining two, one was a little old woman with what looked like a permanent stall. She’d ensconced herself in one of the broken-down buildings that was little more than a low wall and an empty archway on the west side of the square. It was full of all sorts of random curiosities, which made me think I might be able to offload a few things there.

The other potential buyer was a man selling what he claimed were various remedies. There was enough mana hidden inside the little palm-sized ceramic pots to make me believe there was something there, though I doubted anything he was selling was worth half of what he wanted for it. Still, that was my first real piece of evidence that anyone around here even knew what alchemy was. Despite how sketchy his entire setup looked, that was what made me decide to try his stall first.

“Hey, you buying too?” I asked as I approached.

“Whatever you stole, I don’t want anything to do with it,” the man said.

“I didn’t steal anything. What is it with this city and thinking every kid that walks through is a thief?”

“Because you all are. If you don’t want people thinking you’re a thief, stop dressing like one.”

“Look, I’m not talking to you to be hassled. I’ve got some monster parts which could be useful for alchemy. You want to take a look or not?”

The alchemist sneered down his nose at me and said, “What could you possibly have that I’d be interested in? I’m not sensing a drop of mana in you.”

That was because I was shielding my core, and everything else that had any mana in it was hidden away in my phantom space. I made a show of reaching into my satchel and pulled the first horn to my hand, where I withdrew it from a bag that was just slightly too small to hold something that long. “This, for starters,” I said.

Sealing mana in a monster reagent upon its death was a tricky technique, but I’d managed to do it to both horns before the rest of the monster’s mana was released into the air. Powdered, they would make an excellent holding agent for brews that had sensitive temperature requirements, and could act as a catalyst for ingredients that needed a spark of heat to activate. Hopefully, this guy would know that, too.

Judging by the gleam in his eye, he knew exactly what I had and what it was good for. I only saw it for a moment before he fixed his expression into a neutral mask and said, “It’s pretty, but the mana’s almost completely drained out of it. I could give you a few specks just ’cause I like the look of it, but it’s worthless.”

“Your mana sense must be garbage if you believe that,” I said. “Or are you just trying to scam me because you think I don’t know any better?”

“I’m not scamming you, kid. This thing is garbage and I’m only offering to take it off your hands out of pity. Three specks, take it or leave it.”

“Leave it,” I said, putting the horn back into my bag. “The mana’s fine in this thing. I’ll find someone else who’s not interested in ripping people off.”

“Wait, wait. Fine. So it’s got a little mana in it, but how do I know whoever you lifted it off of isn’t going to be tracking me down demanding it back?”

“I guess you’ll just have to take my word that it’s not stolen,” I said. “I want two shards for it.”

“Two shards?” the merchant sputtered. “You’re out of your damn mind! I’ll give you three tenners.”

“That’s a lot more than three specks,” I said. “Maybe I should go take this elsewhere.”

I didn’t really want to. The old lady might buy it, but only because of the way it looked. I wouldn’t get what it was worth from her. The other merchant looked ready to strangle me just for walking near his stall, even if he did have more expensive products.

“Fine, a halfshard. That’s as high as I’m willing to go,” the merchant said.

I considered that for a second, then shook my head. “No deal. The amount of mana sealed in this horn is more than a halfshard would have.”

The merchant’s brow furrowed as he looked down at the horn. Shrugging, he pulled a halfshard out of a lockbox on the counter and held it up to compare the two. “Alright, that’s fair. Whoever processed this wasn’t half bad at it. Fine, just because the horn has so much mana in it, a halfshard and two tenners. That’s more mana than you’d get out of this thing if you just drained it dry.”

That was true, technically. It didn’t account for my labor in sealing it. Still, I wasn’t planning on doing any alchemy myself anytime soon, and even if I was, the horns were a crutch. A truly skilled alchemist could use pure mana to induce the reactions the horns set off. I wasn’t taking much of a loss here, and anyway, I’d traded off other pieces of that monster back at Blighter’s Hole.

“I think you’ve got yourself a deal. One horn for a halfshard and two tenners.”

The merchant fished the rest of the leech stones out of his lock box and handed them to me. I dropped them into my satchel and tried to ignore that unpleasant tugging feeling they evoked in my mana. If I’d been thinking, I’d have used the satchel to transfer that whole bag of them earlier, but it wasn’t that big of a deal. If nothing else, I’d learned a bit about how leech stones interacted with phantom spaces, an experiment I would have been happy to perform in my past life.

“Now that that’s settled,” I said, reaching into my space once again to grab the second horn, “how much will you give me for this one?”


Chapter
Eleven



There was a big rock in the corner of my hideout, about two and a half times the size of the one I’d used for my first mana crystal. If I were in an adult body with an adult-sized mana core, it would have been no problem to start converting it over. But even though my core had grown bigger over the last year, it still wasn’t enough for the project I had in mind—not by itself.

If I wanted to wait two or three more years, my core would probably double in size again, but even that wouldn’t be enough to turn the giant slab of rock into a mana crystal. If I wanted to do it now, I needed to use a different technique. It wouldn’t be as mana efficient, and the transference loss would be higher than my current mana crystal. It might be better to make two smaller crystals instead.

But no. One of my issues right now was that I was extremely limited by the size of my mana crystal. I could pull off a single teleport spell, if my crystal was almost completely full. Teleporting back was a different story. There were other spells in my repertoire that required so much mana that it wasn’t possible for me to use them right now. Creating multiple mana crystals could help alleviate that issue, but the more of them I made, the weaker my attunement would be to them. Additionally, drawing from multiple sources at once made spells exponentially more difficult to cast.

That wasn’t a problem for the standard basic or intermediate tier magic, but it certainly was for master tier. I pondered the problem while I munched on some sort of vegetable I’d bought at the market. It looked vaguely like a carrot, except it was slightly softer and leaned more toward yellow than orange. The vendor had assured me it was edible without any sort of cooking, and sold me three of them for a tenner. I was almost certain I’d been ripped off.

I ate all three of them anyway and silently mourned that I hadn’t found a place to serve an actual hot meal while I worked. Unfortunately, I had far too many demands on my limited mana, and there just wasn’t enough time or resources to work on all of them at once.

Time was what I needed, which meant reinforcing my wards, acquiring a few more tenners, supplying more mana to my phantom space, both to repair it and help it grow in size, and crafting a mana crystal big enough to hold the spoils of my planned looting.

Still wishing for another of those strange yellow carrots, I got to work.
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Despite my pessimistic prediction that Tanner would never gather the mana needed, two days later he found me during one of my food runs. I was three blocks from the market I’d started frequenting when I noticed a child heading my way at a full clip. At first, I didn’t realize who was running at me and started preparing a spell to defend myself, but I remembered just in time to avoid blasting him.

“There you are! I’ve been looking for you for a day and a half now,” Tanner said as he came to a stop next to me.

“You’ve found me,” I said. “I take it you managed to acquire a full shard.”

“Nearly got myself killed stealing it, but I’ve got it,” he told me. “You’d better not try to cheat me.”

“If you don’t trust me to hold up my end of the bargain, I recommend taking that shard and getting yourself a nice meal and some new clothes.”

Indecision warred on his face. Tanner wanted those things—not that I could blame him—and he was obviously afraid of wasting the money on me. “Look, how about a different deal instead? You know how to get under that wall. I’ll pay you to take me. You’ll have even more money than you already do.”

“No,” Tanner said after a moment. “I’ll run out of money eventually. I need to learn things that most people don’t know. If I learned to cast spells, I could work for the Hierophant.”

“The who?” I asked.

“The person in charge of the city,” Tanner said, waving one hand in the general direction of the wall. “All of the mages answer to him. They get to live in the inner city. It’s supposed to be a paradise in there.”

“Wouldn’t you know? You’re the one claiming to know how to get to the other side of the wall.”

“I know how to get there. That’s not the same as going there. I’m not setting one foot in the inner city. You’re on your own once I show you where the smuggler’s passage is.”

I laughed. “A paradise with smugglers? I think you might have the wrong impression of what the ruling elite are living like.”

“Guess I’ll find out once I’m living on the inside,” Tanner said. He looked me straight in the eye and added, “Assuming you’re not lying about anything.”

“I’m lying about tons of things,” I told him, “but not about being able to do magic. I have to stress again: if you go through with this, it will paint a target on your back.”

“How? Is there a way to tell that someone knows a spell?”

“It’s not that. It’s what you need to do to your mana core in order to gain enough mana to do anything. It’s called ignition, and you won’t be able to hide your mana at first. Any decent mage is going to be able to feel you through walls, even if you’re just sleeping. If you start actually casting spells, that’s going to draw attention even faster.”

“It’s a big city,” Tanner said.

I just sighed and shook my head. Maybe I could set up a warded practice room for him. If I taught him how to keep the wards topped off, he might go years without being discovered. Of course, that was going significantly out of my way, far more than our deal required. Even igniting his core wasn’t strictly part of the agreement, but I’d determined it was necessary in order to actually teach him any magic. I wasn’t going to sit around for months waiting for him to generate mana so he could practice. I wasn’t even sure it was possible, considering the prevalence of mana-stealing leech stones in the city. Everyone was walking around with near-empty cores.

Something must have shown on my face, because he said, “Look, it’s not your responsibility to look after me. Just teach me how to do some magic, I’ll show you the smuggler’s tunnel, and we’ll go our separate ways.”

That was true enough. I needed to keep my sympathy for these kids’ situation under control. It was awful that they were living on the streets, forced to steal to survive, constantly on the edge of starvation. Really, it was. I’d been there myself. It also was not my problem. I’d come to Derro to handle much bigger issues than the local orphans’ lifestyles.

“You’re right,” I said. “Alright, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to go buy some food, then I’m going to spend the next few hours working with you. This is going to be an intense crash course, but if you’re as smart as you think you are, you’ll get through it just fine.”

“Uh… you go ahead. I’ll just wait for you here,” Tanner said.

“There some reason you can’t go into the square?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

He shot me a dirty look and muttered, “It’d be suicide to go back in there now. I’m already too close. Just go get your food and come back down this street. Keep walking until I join you.”

Well, the only reasonable way Tanner was going to get his hands on a full shard was to steal it. It just made sense that he’d try his luck in a place where a lot of money was floating around. I was guessing things either hadn’t gone well and the guards knew to watch for him, or he’d robbed one of the regular merchants who was there every day. Either way, I couldn’t argue with the idea of keeping some distance. There were plenty of other markets around the city Tanner could try his luck at if he got desperate enough.

But as for me, I hadn’t stolen anything from anyone there, and had in fact become something of a regular paying customer to one of the food vendors, so I was going back for my normal lunch. “I’ll see you in ten or twenty minutes,” I said as I turned back to the market.

I felt Tanner moving away by tracking his mana or, more accurately, the shard in his possession. We’d need to drain that soon in case any wandering mages happened to note its presence and decided to go investigate why such a large sum of mana was in the possession of a bunch of street kids who couldn’t defend it.

He’d keep for half an hour, I hoped. I glanced back behind me and saw the street was empty. Tanner had ducked into an abandoned ruin on the east side of the street. Resolutely, I shook my head and took another step toward the market. He’d already had it for over a day, and nothing bad had happened to him.

I made it halfway to the market when I felt a surge of mana behind me. Someone had cast some spell from far enough away that it was out of my range. All I’d felt was the spell resolving, not its construction, which meant the target was still close to me even if the caster wasn’t. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough information for me to determine exactly what spell had been cast.

That wasn’t something I could ignore. For the first time since I’d arrived in Derro, I felt another mage at work. I needed to find out who they were and what they were doing. The fastest way to do that would be to scry. As long as there were no warding fields present, it would remain undetected. And since I’d just walked through that area a few minutes ago, it was unlikely that anyone had had time to set something like that up.

I ducked into the first empty building I could find. Someone was living there, judging by the clothes piled on top of a flat stone in a rudimentary attempt at creating some padding. A waterskin, empty, sat next to them. Whoever it was, they weren’t home right now, but I wanted to be out of the place before they came back. It would be less of a hassle that way.

I cast my scrying spell south and looked through it. It didn’t take long to find the disturbance, not with the mage making no effort to hide himself and wearing one of those distinctive guard uniforms I’d seen the other day. He was walking down the center of the street, heading in the direction of a dust plume rising into the air. I sent the scry anchor past him to get a closer look.

Tanner had his back to a wall around the corner, chest heaving and eyes wide. Nearby, a chunk of stone had been torn out of the building, perhaps from some sort of force spell. There was nowhere for Tanner to run, not without revealing himself. If the mage who’d attacked him was any good, that shard Tanner was holding would make it impossible to sneak away regardless.

The odds of a random guard just happening to come across Tanner were too low to dismiss the encounter as a coincidence. More likely, whoever Tanner had stolen from had sent someone after him. The reaction seemed a bit extreme for a single shard, but then again, I didn’t know that Tanner hadn’t stolen anything else. Either way, if I wanted my smuggler’s passage beyond the wall, I needed to save the kid.

With a scowl, I stomped back out of the house and started running down the street. Mana sped my steps, but just a tiny strand of it, enough that the mage wouldn’t notice until it was too late. Tanner just needed to survive another thirty seconds. He could do that easily enough, as long as he didn’t move. The mage was taking his time getting there.

So of course, Tanner picked that moment to rabbit. I felt mana spinning up again, some sort of wide-spread force spell, practically guaranteed to hit a relatively slow-moving target. There was no way I was getting there in time to save him, not at my current speed.

Mentally cursing the boy, I thickened the flow of mana to my speed-boosting invocation.


Chapter
Twelve



The mage wasn’t what I was expecting. For one thing, he was at most seventeen years old. He had a thin, lanky frame and fine brown hair that was in disarray from the wind generated by his own spells. In one hand, he held a baton with a storage crystal capping it. It was relatively big, as far as storage crystals went, but it was already half empty. Either it hadn’t been full to begin with, or the mage was incredibly inefficient with his spells.

Mana built up into a force wave spell, flowing through the storage crystal into the mage’s core as he chanted a string of runes. There were far more runes than he needed, mostly ones to define the parameters of the force wave, to give it direction and shape. Those were things an accomplished mage could have imbued into the spell with willpower alone, but at this point, I’d stopped being surprised by the skill level I kept seeing from other mages in my new life.

Thanks almost entirely to his lengthy windup, I got close enough to reach out with a greater telekinesis spell and rip the baton out of the mage’s hand. He jerked in surprise, cutting off his recitation and losing control over the mana he’d been shaping into the spell. Unfortunately for him, mana had a tendency to go wild when spells broke mid-process. In his case, it meant that instead of casting forth a wave of force to strike Tanner, the wave exploded in every direction right in front of the mage’s outstretched hand.

He was flung from his feet to crash into a wall twenty feet away, along with just about every single speck of dirt and grime within five feet of where he’d been standing. The spell was strong enough that it scoured the streets down to the bare rock an inch below the layer of dirt. Tanner had been far enough away from the miscast that other than being pelted with sand and pebbles, he was fine.

I slowed down as I approached and looked the mage over. His eyes were closed, and I could see blood dripping from a scalp wound on the back of his head, but he was still breathing. “Who is he?” I asked Tanner.

“Some enforcer. I don’t know, never seen him before.”

“Okay, why was he attacking you then?”

Tanner shrugged. “It happens sometimes. I have a lot of money on me; he thought he could take it. Just my bad luck that he saw me. His bad luck that you saw him.”

I snorted and shook my head. “You couldn’t even stay out of trouble for ten minutes. What do you want to do with him?”

“Do with him?” Tanner repeated. “You mean… you know… take care of him?”

“Yes,” I said. “I mean take care of him. Or we could just leave him. Is he going to chase after you when he wakes up?”

“I don’t think so. I think he was just walking by and spotted the shard.”

“Get used to that,” I said. “If you go through with this, you’re going to have to have mana to cast any spells. I wonder what these enforcers do when they find a kid with a full mana core.”

Tanner, who had been staring with pale fascination at the blood dripping from the enforcer’s head wound, jolted in place and gave me a wild-eyed look. I could practically see his thoughts crossing his face. He’d gotten lucky surviving this encounter, and not through anything he’d done, either. How many times could he rely on luck? Could he get strong enough to defend himself in time? Should he give up now?

While he panicked over the future in a way I’d rarely seen from an eight-year-old, I took the opportunity to inspect the baton the enforcer mage had wielded. It was a simple thing, just a foot-and-a-half long shaft of some sort of wood I didn’t recognize capped by a bit of metal shaped into a rough claw to hold a storage crystal the size of my fist. Compared to my own staff, it was worthless as anything more than kindling, but I extracted the storage crystal to give it to Tanner later. It wasn’t actually bound to the baton in any way. I suspected that the whole thing was just a symbol of authority for the enforcers, an easily recognizable weapon that let anyone they met know to do what they were told.

I’d been in Derro for several days now, and while most of that had been spent in seclusion, I’d also devoted a considerable amount of time to scrying. I hadn’t noticed a strong enforcer presence except for when I’d seen a group outside the Repository, which made me suspect they were either incredibly rare or, more likely, operated in the inner city. If so, I had to wonder what exactly this one was doing out here. Was it a coincidence, or was he seeking something in particular?

Or someone in particular. I’d gone out of my way to keep a low profile, but there’d been lapses. I’d used magic to disarm Nevin in front of twenty or so kids, any of whom could have spread that information. I’d also used magic to get around the city, though I’d done my best to make sure no one was nearby to witness that. I was confident I hadn’t been physically spotted, but some mage scrying the city could have seen it.

I might have drawn interest just because I was a small child selling rare alchemical materials in an open market. Or maybe someone had detected the wards I’d placed, though that was incredibly unlikely. Ward scanner was an advanced and expensive divination. I doubted anyone on this whole island besides me could even cast it, and even if they could, the mana costs made it prohibitive to use on a city-wide scale. A mage would spend more mana than I could generate in a year to scan all of Derro, and that was with perfect efficiency. Based on what I’d seen of the local talent, I wouldn’t bet on anything they did being anywhere near perfectly efficient.

“Hey,” I said. Tanner started and looked over at me. “Make a decision about what to do with this guy.”

If it were me, I’d kill him, split the ground open under the body, and close it back up. But then, I’d run out of warm fuzzy feelings a long, long time ago. Anyone who attacked me or mine did not get mercy. If I hadn’t stopped him, this mage would have killed Tanner.

“Do you think he’ll come after us when he wakes up?” Tanner asked.

“I have no idea. Even if he doesn’t, I’m sure someone will want to investigate what happened here.”

“Let’s just go before anyone shows up,” Tanner said.

I shrugged. It wasn’t a decision I agreed with, but I could understand not wanting a death on his conscience. Tanner was still young. If his life continued along its current trajectory, he’d outgrow that feeling. For now, though, I ushered him away. We were rounding the corner when I cast stone needle and drove a spike up through the man’s throat. There was barely a sound, and Tanner never suspected a thing.

The ground slowly opened beneath the body, letting it slide into the hole my magic had made. A moment later, rolling dirt filled it back in and smoothed itself out, and I now had one less problem to deal with in the future.
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“What are you doing?” Tanner asked as I used stone shape to carve a ritual circle in the floor of the building I’d claimed for Tanner’s training.

“You can feel your own mana, right?” I asked. I certainly hoped he could. That was as basic as it got, and if I needed to help him there, this was going to take a lot more time than I was willing to invest in it. At Tanner’s nod, I continued, “Some people can feel mana outside of their own bodies, too. That’s how your enforcer friend found you. What this does is makes it so that nobody outside the circle can feel any mana inside it. Basically, as long as you practice in this room, you don’t need to worry about any mage noticing and coming to investigate.”

“Oh. That’s awesome,” Tanner said.

“So as soon as I’m done, we’re going to start with teaching you some basic mana manipulation. Then I’m going to leave you here to practice while I take care of my own business, and when I come back, we’ll discuss igniting your core.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means doing the thing that makes a person a mage. The longer we can hold off on it, the better you’ll be in the long run, but it takes months to fully prepare, and I don’t think you want to wait that long. I am certainly not willing to, and it’s not necessary to teach you the minor telekinesis spell you want to learn, but it would make it easier for you to practice.”

Tanner’s jaw dropped. He sputtered incoherently for a few seconds, then took a breath and said, “You think I could become a mage?”

“Anyone can be a mage,” I said. “It’s not that hard. You just need to gather up enough mana and know what to do with it.”

“Whoa.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d had a conversation like this, and it wasn’t the first time I wondered what had happened here that the general population seemed to have forgotten even the basics of how magic worked. I’d grown up the impoverished and unwanted son of a drug-addled prostitute during my first life, and even I’d known this stuff by the time I was five. I’d become a mage almost by accident, but in my new home, it was commonly believed that the spirits of our ancestors would occasionally see fit to bless someone with the potential to do magic.

It was utterly ridiculous.

Derro didn’t seem to be much further ahead in terms of magical knowledge, but I wondered if it would be a different story in the inner city. If the rich and powerful were all sequestered there, it stood to reason that it was the most likely spot for such knowledge to thrive. The real limiting factor to doing magic in the wastes was the amount of available mana, and the mages here had come up with all sorts of clever schemes to fleece the population of as much as possible.

I finished up the circle and activated it with a single pulse of magic. With the amount of mana sealed in it, it would last for six hours, more than enough time to get started on the basics. “Okay, get out that shard and let’s talk about how to extract mana from it,” I said.

“You can do that?”

“Of course. What would be the point of the mages using it as a currency otherwise? They want the mana the shards are taking from whoever holds them. Although, now that I mention it, I still haven’t figured out what the rest of you get out of turning full shards in to the Repository.”

Tanner shrugged. “Never had one to turn in until yesterday, and I’d usually spend it before I got anywhere near the Repository, anyway.”

That was another mystery to look into—one among many. Somehow, whoever was in control of Derro had convinced the people living here to use leech stones as currency, and at least some people were turning them in once they were full. They had to be getting something back, but I wasn’t sure what. Maybe it functioned as some sort of tax or protection money. So help me, if someone told me that the mana went to power a barrier surrounding the city, I was going to start breaking things.

“So I just need to take the mana out of this?” Tanner asked, holding up the glowing chunk of leech stone he’d stolen. “How do I do that?”


Chapter
Thirteen



My sister was a rare talent when it came to magic, and my father wasn’t that far behind her. I’d tutored four villagers, and they’d all performed with varying degrees of competency in different fields. None of them had stuck out to me, but all of them had been able to grasp the basics. To some extent, I’d enjoyed teaching all of them.

I watched Tanner fumble control of the mana again, letting another tendril of it mist into the air and dissipate. We weren’t even using the leech stone yet; that would have been too difficult a challenge for a complete novice. Instead, he was holding the storage crystal I’d broken off the end of the enforcer’s baton and trying to pull mana from it into his own core.

I had hundreds of years of experience teaching magic. I’d taught in universities and academies, had taken on dozens of apprentices for private instruction, and had tutored full mages looking to advance their skills in new directions. I knew thousands of exercises to help train every skill a budding apprentice needed to master.

We were on our seventh attempt, and I was having a serious internal debate about whether I was pushing Tanner too hard or if he really was just that bad. Usually, I could figure out what someone was doing wrong right away and guide them toward a technique that would suit their individual way of doing something. Not here. It was like he was a blank slate with no bias one way or another.

If I’d been planning a long-term apprenticeship for him, I might have considered this a good thing. Tanner had no bad habits to break because he had no habits at all. It was like he’d never, ever manipulated his own mana, not even once. For all I knew, maybe he hadn’t. Leech stones were everywhere, sapping mana from anyone they touched. It was possible he’d never had enough mana in his core to do anything with it at all.

“Alright, this isn’t working. I think we need to take a few steps back to the very fundamentals,” I said.

“Ya think?”

I paused, took a breath, and let it go. Tanner was frustrated, and he was a child. He wasn’t trying to lash out at me, and he wasn’t my apprentice. A little more respect would be nice, but that wasn’t part of our agreement. By the same reasoning, I was free to use… harsher training techniques, as long as I fulfilled the letter of the deal.

“You said you can feel your mana and move it around in your body,” I said. “Be honest with me. How true is that?”

“I’ve felt it before. Sometimes,” Tanner mumbled. “Usually first thing in the morning.”

That made sense. He had the most mana when he woke up after a night of not being near a leech stone. As soon as the kids went out into the city, they’d be constantly walking past other people carrying money on them. Thousands of instances of casually brushing past someone would slowly eat away at their reserves. I knew that from personal experience. Just coming into contact with someone holding a leech stone was enough for it to start working, and while any one individual stone wouldn’t do much over just a few seconds, they were everywhere.

Even beyond accidental contact with people holding leech stones, mana was money here, and starving street children desperately needed that. It wouldn’t surprise me if they regularly pooled their mana to fill the smaller stones in an attempt to buy the things they couldn’t steal.

It was no wonder Tanner didn’t have even a child’s instinctual control over his mana. He’d never had more than a sliver of his total capacity, certainly not enough to do anything with. That was the problem we were trying to remedy now, but pulling mana from a storage crystal had proved beyond his abilities. I was not willing to wait three days or more for him to fill half a core of mana, and I didn’t think Tanner was fine with being trapped in this room the entire time.

It was time for drastic measures.

“I don’t like that look in your eyes,” Tanner said.

“Don’t worry, there won’t be any permanent harm.”

“W-what?”

“This’ll be easier if you don’t fight it, but if you can’t help yourself, I won’t hold it against you.”

“Hold on a second! Can we talk about this?”

As a general rule, I wasn’t a fan of mind control. It was borderline unethical at best, and some of the worst, most depraved monsters I’d ever had the displeasure of meeting had been divination and enchantment masters who specialized in it. If time had permitted, I’d never have considered this, but I’d already spent too much time preparing myself for battle against other mages.

I reached into my phantom space and pulled out my staff. “Hey now,” Tanner said, putting his hands up. “Slow down there.”

“Normally, I wouldn’t do this, but we’re on a tight timeline. If you want to learn how to do this, you need mana, and we can’t afford to wait for you to generate it naturally. Without some basic form of control on your part, I can’t help you. So I’m going to do it for you. Pay attention so you can do this on your own later.”

Tanner didn’t have much mana, but even the sliver sitting in his core was enough for my mana puppet spell to grab hold. His eyes widened and he tried to move, but my spell had caught him fully, and he didn’t have the first clue how to resist it. He jerked upright. I commanded the mana in his core to flow out into the arm holding the storage crystal and connect to it, opening a channel between Tanner and the mana.

It flowed back into him, draining the storage crystal in a few seconds and filling Tanner’s mana core to bursting. “This is what I was trying to get you to do,” I said. “Now, a few exercises in controlling this mana.”

Once his core was full, mana puppet took him over fully. I had more than enough mana to work with to control his whole body, but I made sure not to. Mana puppet could do that, but it wasn’t ideal, and the spell had a tendency to cause tears in muscles when the victim resisted—and they always resisted. Even willing volunteers couldn’t stop themselves from fighting the effect when they started losing control of their limbs.

“Pay attention here. Hopefully you can feel your own mana. See how I’m moving it through your limbs? You need to be able to do this, too. Invocations are essentially more complicated versions of these movements. You want to be able to run three times faster than normal? Jump ten feet into the air? Lift a stone the size of your body? This is where that all starts.”

Mana puppet was an expensive spell to run, and the ten seconds of tutorial I gave him drained my core eight times over, even with my staff helping. I released Tanner, who stood there staring, mouth agape.

“That… that was… so amazing!” he said. “Can you show me more stuff like that?”

“No,” I groused. “I used way more mana than what you’ve got in that shard doing just that much.”

“Awww…”

That was a weird reaction, especially considering how timid he’d been before I’d cast the spell. I supposed there was no need to worry about any lingering mental trauma. Tanner might just be the first person I’d ever tutored who’d thought it was fun to be subjected to mana puppet.

“Do you think you can replicate what I did with your mana?” I asked.

In response, mana surged out of his core and down to his knees. It pulled itself back just as quickly, causing Tanner to scowl and try again. That attempt didn’t make it any farther, but it was a start. If this was what it took to get him to make progress, I was going to run out of mana long before he could actually cast any spells.

Mana coursed through Tanner’s body again, stretching just a little bit closer to the goal this time. It wasn’t much, but it was progress. At this rate, he’d master the exercise in a week. I tried to be reasonable about it — he’d started way behind. I was demanding a lot. It wasn’t fair to expect perfection from him.

“We’re going to have to make some hard decisions,” I said.

“About what?” Tanner asked. He shook one of his legs as he sent mana into it. Whatever he was trying to achieve, it didn’t work.

“Ideally, we’d spend a month or two, maybe more, working on your ability to sense and control mana. There’s only so much I can do to help you, and the better you are at controlling mana on your own, the better the results of your ignition ritual will be. If we do it right now, you’re going to get at best four times your current mana generation rate.”

“That’s bad?” Tanner asked.

“It’s not ideal. With a week or two of practice, I think we could bring that number up to ten times instead.”

“But you don’t have a week or two.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I know the agreement is I teach you some spells and you show me the smuggler’s passage. I can ignite your core for you and show you what you need to practice, but if we do, you’ll be crippling yourself in the future. I can’t wait long enough for you to learn how to do this right.”

“But if I show you the secret tunnel now, there goes my leverage,” Tanner said.

“Exactly. It’s a question of how willing you are to trust a stranger. I could give you my word that I’ll come back and honor my side of the deal, but…”

Tanner laughed. “Yeah.”

I couldn’t blame him for that reaction. Trust wasn’t something starving street orphans had in abundance. They couldn’t—not if they wanted to survive. Trusting someone introduced vulnerability. It had to be earned through shared hardship and repeated testing. I wasn’t part of their crew, and I wasn’t interested in joining even if I had the time. I was always going to be an outsider.

“That’s the offer,” I said. “We take a few hours today to practice your mana control, and I’ll do the heavy lifting for your ignition. You’ll be a mage, but an extremely weak one. Or we take some time and do it right, but I need to go attend to my other business first.”

“Let me think about it for a bit, okay?”

I nodded. “For now, let’s just keep practicing. When this circle runs out of magic, we’ll go our separate ways and meet back here tomorrow. You can let me know what you’ve decided then.”

It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if Tanner was a weak mage. I didn’t see a love for magic itself in him, just a fascination with what the power it represented could do for him. I’d been in his position, and I remembered the feeling of wonder that had come over me when I’d seen works of magic. Tanner didn’t seem interested, other than his odd appreciation for the mana puppet spell.

He hadn’t asked me what spell I’d used to disarm the enforcer, or what had caused the explosion. He wasn’t interested in the circle I’d carved into the stone using magic. Considering how rare any form of magic was here, I would have expected a nominal amount of interest from any random person, let alone a child who’d deliberately sought me out and asked me to teach him.

I’d met plenty of mediocre mages who appreciated magic only as a tool. The ones with that kind of attitude never had the drive to reach the true heights of power humans were capable of. Tanner was that kind, and with the constraints he’d labor under being a mage in a place like Derro, I doubted he’d ever advance past what I considered to be apprentice rank.

I kept him doing mana exercises for a few more hours until the circle ran out of magic, then sent him back to the rest of his crew while I returned to my own hideout. Tomorrow, one way or another, I was getting a peek behind that wall.


Chapter
Fourteen



Iwas up early the next day. It had taken a bit, but I was finally starting to pull my schedule back around to sleeping at night. My first act of the day was to go over my progress, which was especially important since I planned on invading enemy territory soon.

My phantom space was once more whole and fully charged, and I’d managed to increase its size slightly. My staff was in perfect condition, and the mana crystal was a little under half full. That was enough for twenty or thirty small spells, or a few big ones. Ideally, I would wait another day so that I’d have the reserves needed to pull off a teleportation, but in the worst-case scenario, I’d use the beacon I’d tied to the scrying mirror I’d left with my family. That would shave enough of the mana cost off to allow me to escape, although I’d need to be careful that whoever had forced me to flee couldn’t follow me.

Once I thought about that mirror, I realized I hadn’t spoken with my family since arriving in Derro. On the one hand, it was bad timing to do it now. It would cost me mana I might need later today. On the other hand, I was about to walk into a place I might not return from, so this could be my last chance to ever speak to them.

The thing that tipped the scale for me was that I should make an effort to confirm the teleportation beacon was still functioning properly. I was relying on Father to keep the enchantment from fading away, and short of actually casting a teleportation spell on it, there was no way for me to check to confirm it was still active. It wouldn’t cost me too much mana to start and abort the process once I confirmed the beacon’s condition, but if I was spending it anyway, I might as well use it to have a conversation.

That also reminded me that I’d been planning on setting up a new teleportation beacon here in Derro. Between the mess with teaching Tanner, dealing with the leech stones, the multiple times someone had tried to grab me just for looking like a homeless child, spying on the Repository, and finding some food after subsisting on nothing but mana for a week, it had slipped my mind. I didn’t like that. I never used to just forget to do things like that, but back then, I’d spent a great deal of time and energy modifying my own body.

I’d had a habit of writing things down the first time I was a young mage, just starting out. It had served me well, right up until Katirin had gone snooping and learned things about my activities — something we all would have been better off with her not discovering. Things had escalated, people had died, and a rather large town had burned. I’d stopped writing things down for a long time after that, and by the time I was in a position where I safely could again, it was no longer necessary.

Perhaps it was time to get back into that habit. If I wrote in Enotian, no one else would even be able to read it. Besides, I had a phantom space to store it in now. The real hang up was that I didn’t really have anything to write with, and my only source of paper was a pair of books I’d taken from Noctra’s library when I left home. I could clean the ink off the pages, but that would defeat the point of bringing them in the first place.

Well, there were plenty of shops and stalls in Derro, and I could easily fill a tenner or two to afford supplies. There had to be somewhere to buy what I’d need if I wanted to start writing things down, and it was starting to feel like that was exactly what I should do.

Forgetting to set up a teleportation beacon until now wasn’t a big deal. I didn’t need it yet anyway, and it actually worked out better this way since it saved me a few days’ worth of wasted mana powering it. But I hadn’t done it that way to be economical; I’d just forgotten. The fact that it was the smarter decision was purely coincidental.

Was I losing my edge? I’d made more than a few mistakes over the last few months, bungled some interactions, lost my temper once or twice, and completely miscalculated my mana generation rate with my new lattice. I still couldn’t figure out why that was happening, despite hours devoted to examining it and redoing the math.

The magic part was still easy, but then, I rarely cast anything harder than what a second- or third-year apprentice would be capable of. What if, once I regained the capacity to regularly cast advanced or master tier spells, I found a serious degradation in my abilities there as well?

Perhaps I was worrying over nothing. I’d accounted for having an infant’s brain when I’d been setting up my reincarnation failsafe invocations. It could be that my struggles had nothing to do with my abilities and everything to do with my physical body being underdeveloped. I might very well find my full faculties returned to me in a handful of years.

Then again, I might not.

It was a sobering thought, one that I resolved to do a great deal of research into in the coming years. It was not, however, a problem I could solve right now. If my child’s brain simply wasn’t capable of supporting my thousands-of-years-old consciousness in its entirety, then that was a limitation I’d need to work around.

Right now, what I could do was set a teleportation beacon up inside my hideout. It would be safely hidden behind wards, which would make it harder to target, but not impossible. In the event of an emergency, I’d still likely end up using the one back home simply because it would be faster. Better to have to waste a bit of extra mana teleporting to two beacons than to get killed trying to lock onto one that was deliberately shielded and not getting out at all.

That did mean that I still needed to check in with Father. I’d do that as soon as I finished setting up the teleportation beacon. Then it would be time to find Tanner and get his decision from him. Busy, busy, busy…
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“Gravin,” Father said, referring to me by the name I’d been born with in this life. “I was just about to start working. It’s not that I don’t want to talk, but…”

“I understand,” I said. “Let me make this quick then. I’m going to be infiltrating the inner city today, where I suspect the cabal that attacked us is located. It’s just an exploratory pass, but if the worst should come to pass, I plan on using the teleportation beacon built into your mirror to retreat. I just need you to confirm that the enchantment is active and full of mana.”

“Right, let me check,” Father said. “I know I put some in last week.”

He was supposed to do that every day. A safeguard that expired because it wasn’t properly maintained was worthless to me. If only I could have built the enchantment to feed on ambient mana, I could have avoided this problem completely. Of course, if I could do that, I could have avoided almost all of my problems. Time would be my limiting factor instead of mana.

That was the world I’d planned to be reborn in, but I’d been particularly unlucky. Instead, I’d had to scrimp and save and budget with my mana until just recently, when I’d managed to successfully install a mana lattice in my core and raise it to stage two. Now, I had plenty of mana for small projects, but I still had to be mindful not to waste it. It was a closer balance, but mana still beat out time in regards to what I was in shortest supply of.

“This looks about half full?” Father said as much as asked. “I’m not really sure how full it was to begin with. Maybe it’s a little less than half?”

That wasn’t a good sign. Enchantments would start to degrade around that point. It was possible to repair them simply by infusing more mana into the enchantment, and it wasn’t like it was broken in any fundamental way—yet. But little things could and would start to go wrong. Father knew all of this; I’d told him before I left.

“Please put as much extra mana as you can into the enchantments,” I said. “My life could literally depend on that teleportation beacon functioning properly if things go wrong.”

Father paled and said, “Right. I’m sorry. I’ll give it some of my mana right away.”

I couldn’t see the mana, not through the mirror, but Father always got the same look on his face when he was concentrating. I watched for a few seconds, but it really wasn’t worth the mana to stare at his face. “I’ve got to get moving,” I said. “It was nice seeing you again.”

“Wait!” Father said. “Before you go, uh… It’s about your sister.”

“What about her?”

“Did you teach her any spells you didn’t tell us about?” Father asked.

“No,” I said, frowning. “Why, what happened?”

“I think she’s been playing with fire,” Father said. “We’ve found burns on her clothes a few times, and once she had a blistered hand. We haven’t actually caught her doing anything, but…”

“It’s possible. Elemental manipulation is a fairly standard spell for new mages learning to cast conjurations. She might have an affinity for fire. Still, it’d be impressive for her to figure it out on her own at this age. Hopefully, I’ll be done in Derro in a few weeks, and I can come back to see what’s going on.”

“Hopefully,” Father echoed. “Be careful, son. I know you’re smart and capable and powerful, but I’m your father. I’m always going to be worried about your safety. If you need to come back here, you do it, the council be damned. We’ll figure something out.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I think it’ll be fine, but I wanted to have some precautions in place just in case I encounter an unexpected amount of resistance.”

“Good luck,” Father said. “Don’t get yourself killed trying to fight a hundred mages at once.”

“I’ll do my best to avoid that situation,” I said.

The image faded from my hand mirror as I let the connection break. That got stowed away in my phantom space, and then I gave my hideout one last look to ensure I hadn’t forgotten anything. Other than the pile of leech stones off to the side, most under a quarter full, and the small sand pit I’d been sleeping on, it looked just like any other abandoned hovel. Maybe it was less dusty than it should have been.

It wasn’t until I’d ascended to the roof and prepared to drop back down to street level that I sensed something was wrong. I couldn’t see any of them from where I was crouched down, but I could feel far more mana than usual moving around, and in much higher quantities. Either a bunch of people were walking around with full halfshards or shards on their persons, or there were more enforcers out and about.

It had been close to a day since I’d killed that enforcer who’d attacked Tanner. It was entirely possible that his fellows were out looking for answers now. It was even possible that they’d found the body. I hadn’t done all that much to keep it hidden beyond removing it from the view of anyone who happened to glance down the street. That was still one more day than we’d have gotten if the man had lived to report back.

None of the large concentrations of mana I could sense were near my hideout, possibly due to luck but more likely because my wards had convinced them there was nothing here worth finding. Still, it would be best to collect Tanner as soon as possible so we could be about our business. Luckily, the way between my hideout and the home the street kids were all squatting in was free of enforcers.

I dropped down onto the street and started walking in that direction, all the while keeping a close eye on the movement around me. Just because the way was clear right now didn’t mean it’d stay like that, and I didn’t plan on being penned inside my safehouse for days while I waited for this to blow over.

Luck was not with me. As I got closer to the street crew’s home, I kept having to dodge more and more enforcers. It didn’t seem likely that it was just a coincidence—not after yesterday. Once again, I wondered where Tanner had gotten the shard and whose toes he’d stepped on doing it.


Chapter
Fifteen



Iwas not particularly surprised to find the street kids’ home abandoned. They’d left all their possessions behind, presumably because they planned to return later, but with the enforcers out in number, the best way to keep their home from being discovered was not to be there. I didn’t know how much a bunch of homeless orphans knew about a mage’s ability to sense mana, but I could see it being common knowledge that enforcers could just magically find people.

It did create a problem for me, though. I had no idea where Tanner was and only limited ways of finding him. The most obvious and least efficient method was to simply scry the city until I happened upon him. It could theoretically work, but I had no way to tell how long it would take or how much of my mana it would consume.

Were I in my old body and working with practically unlimited mana, I might have cast a master level divination that allowed me to peer backwards in time. The amount of mana it would take to look back even an hour was far, far more than my maximum right now, even with my mana crystal included and the slight streamlining of my efficiency thanks to my staff. I would be lucky to get a reading from five minutes ago if I used all my current reserves. There were other options I could use to narrow it down that had cheaper costs and longer range at the expense of accuracy and clarity, but they were still going to be expensive to use.

Blind luck and brute force were out, which left me with one option: being clever. The best kinds of cleverness were the ones I’d set up before I needed them, and unfortunately for me, I just didn’t have such an abundance of mana that I could afford to waste it heading off theoretical problems that might never come to be. Otherwise, I would have tagged the boy with a tracer yesterday. I’d even thought about doing it anyway simply because I’d considered the possibility of him running off. I hadn’t done it, though. It didn’t seem worth it since he hadn’t technically gotten what he wanted from me yet.

I regretted that decision now. It would have been so much easier to find him if I’d bet a bit of mana on this eventuality. Instead, I had one child out of over twenty that had likely scattered in every direction, and the easiest way to find the one I needed was to wait for them all to show back up in a day or two after the enforcers moved on. That assumed he didn’t get caught, which, considering I’d already rescued him from an enforcer once, wasn’t a given.

I could trace the enforcers to see if one of them would find Tanner. They weren’t trying to hide, so it wouldn’t be hard to tag them, though it would take a little bit more mana to make sure the tracer was hidden from their senses. That and there were probably thirty of them, so I’d be repeating the spell over and over again.

The most economical option I could come up with that might be viable was to take something Tanner owned and use that as part of a linking spell that would connect it to its owner. There was just one small problem with that: I had no idea which of these nests of cloth scraps was Tanner’s. For all I knew, the kids shared them or just slept in whichever one was unoccupied when they decided to go to bed.

Other than that, there wasn’t really much in their home, certainly not anything remotely resembling a personal possession. It was hard to use an object reading spell to trace its owner if I didn’t have the object to serve as a focus. That was a setback, but not one I couldn’t overcome, especially since I happened to have something Tanner had kept in his possession for several days.

Money was, admittedly, a very poor link. It would be difficult to sort out him from all the previous owners, but I could do it. Of more concern was that the shard he’d stolen was back in my hideout. There were plenty of enforcers roaming the area that I’d need to dodge, again, to go retrieve it.

They weren’t hard to avoid, but it was annoying. I would walk a block, duck behind a wall or into a house to wait for the mana I sensed coming in my direction to pass by, then resume. Three different times, I had to change direction entirely when enforcers would cluster together at intersections to update each other on their progress and coordinate their next moves.

My big advantage was that they seemed to be relying on the same thing I was to navigate: the ability to sense mana. Rather than being thorough with their sweeps, they would just stroll up and down the streets. Against a normal person, this would have been fine. Anyone hiding inside a house would have been detected, and I was almost positive that I caught an enforcer looting one house of a few tenners and halfshards that were stashed inside.

Their strategy failed against anyone who could properly shield their mana cores, and of course my enchanted gear was equally well hidden. I still had to move carefully, so much so that it took me five times longer to get back to my hideout than it should have, but I made it there without a single enforcer spotting me.

The pile of leech stones I’d snagged after that pickpocket had dumped them—not an uncommon occurrence, I’d learned over the last few days—was still sitting in the corner. Most of them had a slight glow to them, the sign of the mana they’d stolen while riding in my phantom space. One shard was completely dull, thanks to Tanner’s practice session.

I plucked it out of the pile and worked an object reading spell on it. As expected, the shard had changed hands dozens of times in the last few months, culminating with Tanner stealing it from a merchant while his friend provided a distraction before finally being added to my own collection of leech stones. I pushed out the other owners to focus on my wayward student.

It was hard, not in the least because money was a terrible focus for this spell. It had a transient nature, meant to be passed from one hand to the next, that muddied the results. Worse still, Tanner himself wasn’t used to having possessions, and apparently hadn’t much thought of the shard as his so much as it was something he was temporarily holding onto. He’d probably expected that I wanted it as payment for my services, not that I was interested in the mana itself.

Hard wasn’t impossible, however, and though it took me a few seconds, I was able to block out everyone else in a long line of ownership to focus on just Tanner. Visions of his activities over the day and a half he’d had the shard on him tried to crowd into my brain, but I wasn’t interested in those. The true purpose of the object reading was to combine it with a scry trace spell so that I could link it to its owner. The connection was tenuous, but for all my new concerns about my failing mind, I was more than skilled enough to manage the two spells.

The scry trace took hold using the essence of Tanner pulled from the object reading spell, and I got an immediate sense that he was somewhere off to my right. I frowned and took a second to orient myself. I was facing east. Was he outside the city?

If I’d used a tracer directly on Tanner, I’d get more than a vague sense of what direction he was in, but using it this way as a workaround limited the spell’s effectiveness. It also burned up all of Tanner’s history inside the shard, so I wouldn’t be able to do it again. That gave me a very limited window of a few hours to hunt the boy down before the trace broke.

Hopefully the enforcer presence would be thinner over where Tanner was located. I didn’t have time to keep dodging around them. I climbed back onto the roof of my hideout, waited for an enforcer standing at the intersection two blocks away to move, and set off toward where the spell told me Tanner was.
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There was a tower near the edge of the city, four stories high and made of stone. It had obviously been repaired many times, its walls a collage of mismatched materials. Despite that, it was in good shape. The enforcers apparently used it as some sort of headquarters, judging by how many were there. I counted four of them standing guard outside the front door, with another six roaming the grounds around the tower. Whatever buildings might have previously existed there had been cleared away, leaving a solid hundred feet of open ground.

When I’d first scried out the city, I’d mistaken this as some sort of garrison for the gate guards. It was only later that I’d realized there were no guards, and by then, I’d put the tower out of my mind. It was far too small to house the kind of people needed to effectively patrol an entire section of the city, which was why I’d dismissed it as a possible enforcer location when they were so much more heavily concentrated near Derro’s center.

Every floor had multiple windows, slitted to allow archers to fire out while providing them with cover from return fire. Its doors were also made of stone, a pair of heavy things with a drop bar on the back side that would take two grown men to lift. It was probably the most secure place I’d seen yet since being reborn.

And in the middle of that, in some sort of basement holding room, unless I missed my guess, was Tanner. He wasn’t the only one there, either, unless they were holding him in the middle of a rather anemic treasury. By my count, there were thirty or forty people with varying levels of mana below the enforcer tower and another ten inside the tower itself. Those last ten all had significantly more mana than the group I’d mentally tagged as the prisoners.

That made twenty enforcers guarding their stronghold and a few dozen prisoners, of which Tanner was one. At this point, I had to stop and consider whether he was worth the effort to save. I’d invested time, effort, and mana into him already, but he’d gone and gotten himself caught.

To be fair, the enforcers’ sweeping of the city was probably my fault. I’d killed one of them and hadn’t done a very good job hiding the body. If I’d let him live, it would just be a group after Tanner specifically. Regardless of whether they’d found the corpse, it was likely that they were pulling people in for questioning related to their missing comrade. One could easily make the argument that none of this would have happened if I hadn’t killed the man. One could also make the argument that I wouldn’t have had to kill him if he hadn’t attacked Tanner in the first place.

Did that make it my responsibility to save Tanner or any of the other captives? I wasn’t a hero. I wasn’t even a particularly good person. My reasons for being here were wholly selfish. I wanted access to that smuggler’s tunnel under the wall, but chances were Tanner wasn’t the only one who knew about it. I could probably find someone else who could help me.

While I watched from my perch on a house three blocks away, a pair of enforcers marched down the street, each with a child’s wrist firmly clasped in their free hands. I recognized one of them as a little girl from the street kids’ crew. She couldn’t have been much older than me. The other was twelve or thirteen, too old for the crew. Perhaps he worked for that Blue Rat guy.

The enforcers weren’t making any allowances for the kids, and the girl was struggling to keep up with their pace. She practically ran, but repeatedly stumbled and was dragged forward several steps until she could get her feet under her again. Even from a few streets away, I could see that she was crying.

My mouth firmed into a hard line as I watched the children being handled. I wasn’t a hero. I wasn’t going to leap to her rescue and challenge the enforcer to a duel. That would be stupid and, frankly, suicidal when all the other enforcers jumped me at the same time.

That having been said, I mentally marked the man who was dragging the little girl along. He wasn’t going to live to see the moons rise tonight.


Chapter
Sixteen



Unlike the Repository, the enforcers’ tower had nothing in the way of wards. Perhaps no one thought it was necessary when the place was filled with adepts who specialized in violence. I’d initially mistaken them for true mages, but the more I studied them, the more convinced I became that each knew only a handful of spells that they powered through the storage crystals capping their signature batons. They were dangerous due to their numbers, not their individual strength.

The true mages living behind the inner walls no doubt guarded their strongholds more thoroughly, but enforcers didn’t have that kind of budget. I knew because I spent ten minutes sitting not that far away from them, scrying the entire inner layout of the tower. The ground floor was administration, then barracks—including their armory—on the next two, and the top floor was split between three private suites and some sort of archive that I assumed was too sensitive to be open to the common enforcer, else it would have been located on the ground floor with the rest of the paperwork.

I wasn’t terribly interested in what was above ground, other than to note the positions of the enforcers, and perhaps to spend a minute or two seeing if there was anything worth stealing from the archive. Of far more relevance to me were the two floors below ground. The first one had interrogation rooms and a few cells in it. The sub-basement was split between a large holding cell and what appeared to be a pair of torture chambers, though the equipment was shoddy and uninspired. I suspected the fact that the captives in the holding cell would act as an audience to the torture was really more the point.

There was no one currently mounted on the rack there, possibly because they hadn’t finished rounding up enough suspicious people yet—or possibly because whoever specialized in torture wasn’t available. Whatever the reason, it meant I had some time to plan my attack.

Most of that time was spent debating whether or not I wanted to kill every enforcer there. I could, no doubt, and it would make my immediate goal far easier. Tanner was in the group holding cell in the sub-basement, which meant rescuing everyone else there by necessity. I wanted to do that anyway, since obscuring who exactly was being broken out would help shield us from reprisals.

But that only solved the immediate problem. This wasn’t the only enforcer outpost in Derro, and that wasn’t even considering what kind of response might come from the inner city. If losing one enforcer caused this much of a stir, then losing twenty was going to throw the whole city into turmoil. From a coldly rational standpoint, it was highly doubtful that it was worth it just to recover Tanner. I’d be better off waiting to see if the enforcers let him go with everyone else once they were satisfied with whatever they got, or to just find someone else to get me under the wall unnoticed.

Then I thought about that little girl being dragged by her arm while she fought desperately to get back on her feet, her face twisted up in pain. I thought of the other kids in that cell, caught because they were too slow or through bad luck. All of them were completely innocent, at least as far as the murder of an enforcer went. They didn’t deserve this.

Had I always had a soft spot for children? I’d certainly snuffed out enough young lives through sheer collateral damage in my more unhinged youth. Perhaps I was unconsciously trying to atone for that. I had spent quite a few centuries working to fix the various regions that I’d devastated with my magic as a young man.

I wasn’t sure I liked the implications of this train of thought. I already had enough concerns about how having a child’s brain was affecting my thinking. I was going to drive myself crazy trying to figure out if every thought I had was being tainted by my new existence, when the reality of it was that it was irrelevant. I’d been purely Keiran, but now I was also Gravin. I was going to have to come to terms with the fact that I wasn’t going to be the exact same person I’d been in my previous life. The old Keiran might or might not have cared about the fates of those children, but it didn’t matter. The new me did care.

My mind made up, I used shadow leap to cross the distance between where I was standing and the outside of the tower. I landed next to the west wall and immediately cast phantasmal step to slip through the stone. I’d deliberately chosen this spot because I knew there was an enforcer inside that room, sitting at a desk, being ground away under the wheels of bureaucracy.

Raw force could be shaped in a lot of ways. It was most efficient as a dart flung at high speeds, able to punch through armor and bone with relative ease as the force was concentrated into a small point, but that wasn’t always the best tool for the task. That shape had a tendency to make a considerable mess, one I wanted to avoid having splashed on me. I did not have a change of clothes, and wasn’t inclined to deal with having to clean up the ones I was wearing.

So instead of a force dart to pierce the back of his skull, I created a collar of force and clamped it around his neck. The trick to successfully rendering an opponent unconscious was to fully choke off the blood flow to the brain, which was easy enough to do as long as the caster didn’t care about leaving marks on the body. It didn’t make much of a difference to my plans one way or another, but as a mark of professional pride, I decided to leave as much mystery in the killing as possible.

I applied carefully directed pressure to the man’s neck. He tried to leap to his feet as he grabbed at the invisible hand strangling him, but his physical strength wasn’t enough to overcome the force that had locked onto him. If he’d been wearing any sort of shield ward, it would have brushed the conjuration aside without trouble. If he’d been any sort of mage, he could have countered it easily. If he’d seen me coming, he could have fought back. If, if, if.

It only took seconds for him to pass out upright, held in place only by the band of force clamped onto his throat. The spell would persist for another ten minutes, eventually killing him from lack of air. He’d be braindead well before that point. It wasn’t a pretty death, but by the time the magic dissipated, he’d be a corpse without a mark on him. At least he’d be unconscious for it.

The biggest risk was that someone would find him and save him before he succumbed to the magic, but I was keeping track of everyone’s positions. I knew that there were two enforcers in the basement, one in the sub-basement, and six more on the floors above me. I’d know if any of them moved closer to the office my first victim was dying in.

I stalked through that tower, one floor at a time, casting a strangling hand spell on any enforcer I caught. I found a man napping in a chair. He died without ever realizing he was being attacked. Another enforcer was doing maintenance on the armory. I caught him just as he was turning around. We made eye contact for a few seconds before he passed out, the baton he’d been cleaning only half-raised to point at me before it clattered to the floor.

I stole the mana from those storage crystals and added it to my own reserves. Let whoever came to clean this up think the theft was what motivated the attack. It would be just one more layer of obscurement between me and the enforcers looking for me. It might make the Repositories harder to hit later, but that had never been about the mana, and I was fairly confident I’d unraveled enough of those defenses to have a decent idea of what I could expect to encounter in the inner city.

Then I stalked up the stairs to kill the enforcers up there. While I was working, two more enforcers had entered the building with more prisoners, but they’d gone straight into the basement. So far, my intrusion remained undetected. I wasted two minutes in the archive room, just to skim the titles on the shelves and confirm it was nothing but records. I’d hoped it would be sensitive information, but it appeared to just be paperwork from years gone by, shipped off to another storage room to make space for new paperwork. It was disappointing, but not unexpected.

With fully half of the enforcers dead or dying, it was time to start the hard part of this job. The first basement level was easy enough, containing no prisoners to witness my actions. I simply went down there, ready to use an aura of silence if needed, killed the two enforcers, and moved on. It was the enforcer in the sub-basement who’d have a few dozen witnesses that would be a problem. I’d come back for him last, after I cleared the grounds.

I did not expect to get all of them using the same spell. I’d either have to use something much messier, or I’d need to expend a great deal of extra mana to get them all at once. It felt wasteful, but then again, it was their mana in the first place. I went to the tower’s second floor and opened all of the doors, including those that were locked. It cost me a bit more mana to unlock them, but I wanted to be able to see outside the tower from every angle.

Force spells relied heavily on line of sight to work. Once I had everything set up, I’d need to be able to run from room to room in a hurry to target each enforcer still outside. I made sure to clear anything in my way and to push something up to the wall below the window slits so that I could see out of them quickly and easily, then chose the person most isolated from everyone else. The strangling hand would hold him upright, hopefully allowing me to grab two or three other people before anyone realized what was wrong.

I cast the spell three more times in quick succession through three different windows before I heard the cries of alarm go up. I caught one more enforcer as he ran into my line of sight, then rushed to the south-facing window to take out the two that guarded the front entrance. That left three more enforcers.

One of them must have known some magic besides basic combat spells because I heard a woman’s voice yell, “In the tower!” right before two of the remaining three enforcers rushed for the door. The last one tried to flee by jumping over the wall that surrounded the tower grounds. I caught him at the edge of my range and left him passed out right up against the stone.

There was no more time for patient murder after that. Without knowing exactly what kind of spell the enforcer had used to find me, and without access to more powerful enchantments that could hide me from a multitude of sensors, I couldn’t afford to assume that I would be able to ambush the remaining enforcers.

Boots thumped up the stairs as both enforcers dashed into the barracks. Without hesitation, the woman charged at the room I had hidden in. Her own force spell led the way, blasting apart the furniture I’d dragged around to use as cover, but running out of energy before it could reach me. Behind her, the second enforcer began casting his own spell.

Force bolt took much less time to cast than strangling hand. I made two of them in the blink of an eye and fired them into the faces of the enforcers. Blood splashed through the air, but neither was close enough for it to reach me. My victory secured, I stopped only long enough to drain their storage crystals, as well as the ones belonging to the two door guards that I could access just by poking my head outside, before heading downstairs.

It was time for the tricky part.


Chapter
Seventeen



Knocking the last enforcer out was easy. Doing so in a way that allowed the prisoners to go free was not. In fact, it was downright impossible. I’d initially assumed he would have the keys to the large shared cell and the individual cells on him, but that turned out to not be the case. I’d thought to just wait for him to get too close to the bars, close enough for someone to grab the keys off him after I used a strangling hand spell on him, but from the looks of it, that wouldn’t have worked anyway. The enforcer knew better than to get within arm’s reach of the bars.

So I had a man who wouldn’t get close enough for any of the prisoners to grab him—smart of him, but annoying to me—and who didn’t have the keys on his person anyway. On the bright side, it meant I didn’t need to wait for him to get into position before I attacked him, but it also meant it was going to be more difficult to get the prisoners free without them seeing me.

There was no hiding that someone had attacked the tower. I’d left close to two dozen bodies in the tower and on the grounds, a fact that I expected to be noticed soon enough as new enforcers returned with more prisoners. That did mean I couldn’t afford to waste too much time on this, lest I find myself fighting through those enforcers on my way back out.

The simplest solutions were often the best ones. I could scry for a bit and hope to spot the keys hanging out in the open somewhere. I could wait for the enforcer to get too close and give him a telekinetic shove toward the bars. It was possible that he did have the keys, just hidden away inside his pockets somewhere. Or I could do it the hardest, but simplest way.

With very few exceptions, most spells were either internal, touch-based, or line of sight. Divinations bent the rules on that a bit in that there were plenty of spells that created what was essentially a second set of senses that moved independent of the caster’s physical location. Even for those spells, though, the important part was that the origin point was set. Other facets of the spell, things like range or damage, might have gradients that could be altered with more mana or by channeling the spells through a wand or stave, but taking a spell that worked on something requiring physical contact and projecting it remotely was extraordinarily difficult to do, even for novice or basic tier spells.

I doubted there was a single person in that cell who appreciated quite how hard it was to use a simple unlocking spell on that door while sitting on the stairs, out of sight, relying on a scrying divination to show me my target. Projecting that touch-based spell fifty feet into a room I couldn’t even see was one of the more difficult feats of magic I’d pulled off since my reincarnation. It took a great deal more effort than just maintaining an invisibility spell while I ran to the lock, but that would have been twenty or thirty times more expensive.

The lock clicked loudly as it turned, causing everyone to freeze and look at the door. The enforcer frowned as he set down the cloth he’d been using to clean some blood off one of the various knives laid out on a tray and snatched up his baton. “Alright, which one of you was messing with the do— Huark!”

Strangling hand took hold mid-sentence. The enforcer’s hand came up to grab at his throat, but there was nowhere to get a finger between his skin and the band of force pressing down on it, not without digging through his own flesh. I didn’t give him much time to do that, either. In less than ten seconds, he was unconscious.

I was already walking back up the stairs when one of the prisoners pushed on the cell door. It swung open with a creak I could hear even on the floor above, cuing me to pick up the pace. I splurged a bit of mana on life sense to make sure I could track where people were, something I would normally reserve for a combat situation when I needed accuracy to fight. It was not strictly necessary here, but it helped me keep track of Tanner in the chaos that was the sub-basement.

I made it back outside the tower and fled to a hiding spot where I could observe the freed prisoners’ escape. They started coming out in groups of two or three, hesitant to poke their heads out the door for fear of sudden death falling on them like a bolt of lightning from the skies. I could see it in the way they moved. The enforcers were all dead somehow, just bodies without a mark on them lying scattered across the grounds. The lock had turned on its own, obviously magic.

They probably thought they were caught up in some sort of game between competing nobles, or mages, or noble mages. I’d seen that happen a time or two myself, and it inevitably led to a lot of innocent people being killed. Those first people who rushed out were brave, desperate, or just plain stupid. They had no idea what was going on or whether they’d be struck down in their attempt to escape the enforcers who’d captured them.

Tanner was in that group, of course.

I plotted out his course from my high vantage point and picked a spot about four blocks ahead of him, but only two away from me. He wasn’t making a lot of effort to be subtle, and I needed to stop him before he drew the wrong sort of attention and got caught all over again. I dropped life sense once he was out of the tower and away from the others. It was easy enough to track him through just his mana alone out on the streets.

I reached the empty building about twenty seconds before he did, mostly by going across roofs and empty yards to stay off the streets. The back wall of the house had collapsed ages ago, allowing easy access inside. A bit of weight reduction magic to allow me to vault over the rubble got me there fast enough to get into position with seconds to spare.

My hand shot out to grab Tanner’s arm as he ran by. He was twice my age and close to a foot taller than me, but with a strength invocation powering my limbs, I managed to drag him off his feet and into the house. He let out a startled, “Oomph!” as I stopped him and pulled him backward, but had enough sense not to shout or draw attention to himself.

“Hi, Tanner,” I said.

“Holy crap!” he yelped. “Where did you come from?!”

“Keep it down, please. Let’s keep walking, but a little less suspiciously, alright?”

“To hell with that. Enforcers are all over the neighborhood. It’s like a swarm of sand mantises has invaded. We need to get far away from here until they calm down.”

“Sure,” I agreed. “And we should do it without attracting suspicion, which running down the street does.”

“You don’t understand. There was some freaky stuff happening back at their watch tower by the east gates. Bad things are going down, and we need to not be in the east side of the city when it does. You can stay if you want, but I’m getting out of here.”

“Tanner. I need you to listen to me. We’re going to leave the east district together, and we’re going to do it slowly and without drawing any attention to ourselves. Once we’re safe, we’re going to talk about what comes next. Either you become a mage today, or you wait until you’ve practiced the basics enough to do a better job at it, but regardless of your choice, I want you to take me to the smuggler’s tunnel.”

“That wasn’t the deal,” Tanner said.

“I know, but there’s a real possibility you’re going to get yourself killed before you can live up to your end of the bargain,” I told him. “Having to save you wasn’t part of the deal, either, but here we are. So, time to pay up.”

“That… that was you?” he asked.

I rolled my eyes and said, “Come on. This tunnel is in the south side of town, right? Whose territory was it again?”

“Hyago, in the South Wall District,” Tanner said, his voice subdued.

“Great, let’s go then.”

Together, we walked at a normal pace, though we avoided the main roads. Instead, we took side streets and alleyways, and sometimes trespassed through houses, empty or not. Tanner proved to be a remarkably good guide once I got him back on track. I just had to keep him from jumping at every shadow and sharp noise, something I would not have expected from a kid who had grown up on the streets.

Maybe he’d only recently been orphaned and lost his home. That might explain a few things. I decided that I didn’t care right now, not when I had so much else going on.
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“Did you really kill all those enforcers?” Tanner asked suddenly, coming to a halt about an hour after we’d started walking. We were crouched under a partially collapsed building, one that had been big enough to take up a whole block when it was standing. Now it was a rat’s warren of tunnels that looked dangerously unstable, which was probably why most people avoided it.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t want them coming after you once you’d escaped.”

“You killed them to help me?”

“Keep moving,” I said, ignoring the question. “The faster we’re through here, the better.”

We didn’t need to risk our lives crawling through this partially collapsed building, but it was the only way to get into the South Wall District without going through an enforcer checkpoint. News of the raid on one of their headquarters had spread faster than I’d thought it would, and the city was now crawling with them.

I’d probably caused more problems for the people of Derro than I’d solved by attacking that one base, but I didn’t have the time or the energy to go around killing every enforcer in the city. I had to wonder what the enforcers were even looking for, considering I’d left no witnesses alive behind me. My best guess was they were just grabbing anyone with a lot of mana, which probably meant anyone with a reasonable amount of money on them. Presumably they’d be letting the people who turned out to just be rich and not rogue mages go.

“It’s kind of tight here, but just stay low and you can squeeze through,” Tanner said as we came to a spot where one wall had toppled into another, creating a sort of triangle of open space between them. “You didn’t answer.”

“I killed them because I needed you,” I said. “We have an agreement, and you can’t fulfill your half locked up in a cell.”

“They’d have let us all go in a day or two.”

“Maybe, but I have no way of knowing that. I wasn’t willing to take the risk.”

Tanner stopped and twisted in place to give me an incredulous look. “But you didn’t have a problem attacking an enforcer tower? How is that less risky?”

“Because I knew I’d win. Those guys barely counted as adepts.”

A minute later, we were able to stand back up. My hands and knees were covered in dirt, a problem for later. I suspected it would be a waste of mana to clean myself up now. Sure enough, Tanner went over to a pile of rubble that led into a sinkhole and said, “This will take us to the middle of South Wall, and then it’s just a few minutes to the smuggler’s tunnel.”

We climbed down and I took a quick look around. It looked like some sort of sewage tunnel to me, albeit one that was bone dry and likely hadn’t been used since before the city’s collapse. There were probably hundreds of tunnels just like this one, broken and isolated from the system in whatever event had destroyed the city.

It was perfect for getting under the inner wall unseen.


Chapter
Eighteen



It was a five-minute walk through the dark to reach the first intersection. I’d have probably broken my neck tripping over rubble if not for my light spell. Tanner sucked in a breath when he saw it, but otherwise just nodded and started walking. I noticed he kept one hand on the wall anyway. Maybe it was just a habit for him, or maybe it was to help with his balance. There was more rubble in the middle where a channel ran through the dried-up sewer tunnel, but the path wasn’t completely clear at the edges, either.

Tanner paused for a moment once we reached the intersection and studied something carved into the stone. It was a series of lines pointing in different directions, each one with a different quantity. I got the impression that it was meant to be read blind, just by touching the wall. The grooves were deep and big, spread out to be easier to read.

Light was a novice tier spell. Even non-mages could learn to cast it easily. In most cases, it was getting new spells to not leak light that was the problem. Doing it on purpose was so trivial that it was the accepted starting point for any mage beginning their training in conjuration magic. Even a child would be able to cast a light spell with basically no training.

Instead, someone had taken the time to carve quarter-inch-deep grooves in solid stone, as if that were the easier way to navigate down here. It was ridiculous. It would have been much, much easier to light the place up, or failing that, just clear the rest of the rubble out of the way so that people could walk in the dark without tripping and breaking their necks.

“This way,” Tanner whispered, beckoning me to follow him as he went right.

“Why are you whispering?” I asked.

“Don’t want to disturb anything living down here,” he said. “This section is sealed off from the rest of the tunnels, so the light’s probably fine. Just habit, I guess.”

“What kind of things could possibly live down here that would be dangerous to us?”

“I don’t know. Those are just the rules for using the tunnels.”

It was certainly possible for some sort of subterranean animals to be using the tunnels to nest in, but if they were, I couldn’t imagine keeping quiet was going to do anyone much good to avoid them. The kinds of creatures that lived underground tended to be extremely sensitive to vibrations, and not just in the air. It was incredibly difficult to hide from those types of predators without the aid of magic.

They probably weren’t monsters, at least. If they were, they’d have all starved decades or more ago back when the mana disappeared. Even then, I struggled to come up with any sort of monster that lived underground but which could be fooled by a lack of light and tiptoeing around. I supposed there were a few weak ones that lived near the surface but burrowed underground to form their homes, but if those were what was living in the tunnels, they would be making regular trips up to the surface for food.

Tanner led us deeper into the tunnels, but after another two intersections, we climbed back up to street level. This time, we emerged through a hole that had been dug, rather than formed as a result of a natural disaster. It was inside a wide, squat building that reminded me of a factory floor, all open with evenly spaced pillars holding up the roof.

There were some people not too far away sitting in some sort of living space complete with some stone benches and chairs that had been dragged into a circle. They barely glanced up at us as we climbed up out of the sewer before going back to their own business.

“Ignore them,” Tanner said. He pointed to a set of double doors that were somehow still intact. “The exit is over here.”

“And how much longer until we get to the right section of the tunnel to get under the wall?” I asked.

“Well, that depends on how fast we walk, and whether or not any of Hyago’s people notice us. We might have to sneak in.”

Ah, there was the complication that had been missing from this plan. I’d thought it felt too easy. Just walking over there after killing a bunch of people would have been anticlimactic, though I’d admittedly been mentally preparing more for a bunch of enforcers showing up at an inopportune moment. Getting caught by some street gang just as we were about to go in was probably more likely at this point, anyway.

“What do you know about Hyago?” I asked.

Tanner paused and shuddered. “He knows magic, too. I think he moves stuff for someone in the inner city. That’s why the tunnel exists.”

A rogue mage-turned-smuggler wasn’t the craziest thing I’d heard. If he really was a mage and he wasn’t actually part of the cabal, he might be someone I could work with myself. Undoubtedly, he’d have a better understanding of the inner city than Tanner did.

“These seem like details you should have mentioned a few days ago,” I said.

“I told you I knew where the tunnel was and I’d show you how to get there,” Tanner said, his shoulders hunched defensively. “I never said it would be easy.”

“What else haven’t you told me?” I asked.

He pushed open the door, letting in the noise from outside, and mumbled something that got drowned out. Before I could say anything, he darted out into the street. I took a moment to remind myself that Tanner was an actual child, unlike me, then followed him.

“What did you say just now?” I asked.

“That, uh… You know, that the tunnel probably has some people watching it.”

“Why would there be anybody guarding a smuggler’s tunnel under a wall? The whole point of smuggling is that people don’t know you’re doing it. It’s supposed to be hidden when it’s not in use.”

“Right, that makes sense. But, uh, in this case, the entrance is kind of inside Hyago’s main base.”

I should have let this little shit die when that first enforcer caught up to him yesterday.

“Have you ever seen the tunnel?” I asked. “Do you actually know that it exists, or were you just planning on getting what you wanted and then screwing me over?”

“No, I’ve seen it!” Tanner said.

“You’ve seen the secret smuggler’s tunnel inside the base of a mage who controls a district in the outer city?” I asked. I didn’t make any effort to hide the skepticism in my tone.

“A few months ago, he hired us to do a smash-and-grab on some merchant. I was the one who had to deliver the box with the stuff he wanted, so I got to go inside. I saw them loading things up to go in the tunnel.”

“How do you know the tunnel goes under the wall? It could go anywhere.”

Tanner shook his head. “Hyago’s base is right near the wall, and the tunnel was facing north. It has to go to the inner city.”

Every time Tanner opened his mouth, this plan got worse. It had started as a smuggler’s tunnel, presumably safe only because its location was hidden. As long as I didn’t run into the actual smugglers while I was using it, everything would have been fine. Except now it was located inside a street gang’s hideout, and it might not even go where I needed it to.

This was my fault, really. Tanner was a kid, and not a particularly smart one. I was the fool who’d believed his claims. The worst of it was that I couldn’t even safely scry it from here to see if it was worth sneaking in since the hideout belonged to someone who could apparently do magic. I’d need to actually get to the building itself to determine if it had any wards first.

The odds that I was chasing a dead end seemed high, but I needed to stay out of the eastern part of the city for a while anyway. I could either see this through and maybe find a way under the inner wall undetected, or I could find a random spot to relax in and wait. It wasn’t worth going back to defend my current hideout, not when chances were that no one would find it and, even if they did, there was nothing there but a pile of mostly dull leech stones.

“Alright, let’s go have a look at it,” I said. “But I swear, if it turns out we can’t access the tunnel, or if it doesn’t lead past the wall, the deal’s off.”
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Hyago’s home base was a warehouse of some sort, not unlike that factory floor we’d come up out of. There were two ways in, and the first wasn’t really a feasible option. That was another chunk of sewer tunnels that took a winding route from about six blocks over, which was the easy way in, except that it was bound to be guarded. Even Tanner admitted, once I’d started pressing him for information, at least, that he’d had to go through a checkpoint at the end of the sewer where it connected to the building.

The other way in was to crawl through another partially collapsed building right next to Hyago’s base. This one was even bigger than the first one we’d gone through, and Tanner did not know a route through. As long as we didn’t disturb anything, it probably wasn’t too dangerous to go crawling around in there, but that didn’t guarantee we’d find a way through, or even that one existed.

He explained all this to me with some trepidation in his voice. It was obvious that Tanner hadn’t even begun to think this plan through. When he said he could show me where the smugglers’ passage was, he’d been thinking something like point me in the right direction and let me figure out the rest. Probably, he expected me to get caught and killed. No wonder he’d wanted his payment first. In his mind, he was sending me to my death.

I stood next to the boy, a block away from the warehouse that had no visible entrance on the ground, and shook my head. “You really tried to screw me on this,” I said. “My fault for believing you. You know what? Get out of here. Our deal’s off. I’ve already given you enough of my time and mana.”

“But—”

“Not to mention saving you from those enforcers,” I added. “You got the better end of this, you lying little bastard. Unless you want to see exactly how I infiltrated that tower to save you, I suggest you make yourself scarce.”

Tanner glared at me. His fists clenched at his side, but for once he did the smart thing. Instead of taking a swing at me, he spun on his heels and marched off. Part of me wondered if he was going to go run straight to Hyago to tell them I was coming. If he did, would they believe him?

It didn’t matter. By the time he got to that sewer entrance and made it back here, I’d already be done. The warehouse had no windows, possibly by design. It wouldn’t do to have every passerby getting an eyeful of a secret smuggling operation. That meant I could walk up to it without worrying about anyone inside spotting me. The most I’d need to deal with was hidden sentries on the street, but with no quick way in, they were going to have a hard time signaling anyone inside.

They would, unless this Hyago guy was a better mage than I was giving him credit for, but I doubted they could hide the mana usage from me. If some sentry hiding nearby did report me with a divination spell, it would still tell me something important about the mage’s capabilities.

I walked around the block, approached the warehouse from behind between the houses, and used a spider climb invocation to scale the wall. It took me less than twenty seconds to reach the roof, where I paused in surprise.

“Huh,” I muttered. “Wasn’t expecting that.”


Chapter
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Almost the entirety of the roof was made of glass. I hadn’t seen a single piece since arriving in Derro, so finding a skylight over a hundred feet wide was surprising, to say the least. It wasn’t all one piece, of course, but each pane was big enough that I could have used it as a bed, and there were hundreds of them all set into a metal framework that was anchored directly into the stone. The glass itself had some sort of glazing that made everything inside shadowy and indistinct. I’d seen that before; it was likely one-way.

My first thought was that it must have been miserably hot inside that building. There was a reason desert dwellings had small windows, and it wasn’t to deter thieves from crawling in through them. I dispelled that thought almost immediately after squatting down to study the skylight. The glass itself appeared to be normal, albeit most likely made with transmutation, but the framework had wards anchored to it.

My bet was that the runes were on the underside, but even without being able to see them, I could tell that they were heat wards, not unlike the ones in my shield ward amulet. On an average day, those runes drew the most mana out of the inscriptions just fighting off the relentless sun beating down on the wastes.

I couldn’t even begin to guess why Hyago had gone through the trouble of having an enormous skylight installed in his smuggling headquarters, unless of course Tanner was wrong about what this building was. He’d been right that something was happening here, but he’d been wrong about—or had lied about—enough of the details that I wasn’t willing to take anything he’d told me on faith anymore.

Either way, the skylight was bad news for me. It meant the interior would be well lit, and that the spot I’d opened to use for hiding was exposed to the people inside the building. There was a thin border of two feet of stone all the way around the outside edge of the roof, but if anyone inside climbed up high enough on the side opposite from me, they’d be able to see me.

I would be better hidden inside the building clinging to one of the shadowed corners near the ceiling than I was right now on the roof. That meant my highest priority needed to be getting inside the building, which I couldn’t confidently do without checking for wards first. Given the thickness of the stone, if there was a ward layer on the inside, I was going to have some difficulty feeling for it manually.

For buildings, that was rarely the case. Wards were meant to protect, which meant they usually went around the exterior. I was reasonably confident that this building wasn’t warded beyond the skylight itself. Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to settle for only being reasonably confident. Ward scanner was a relatively expensive divination, but I had the mana to spare thanks in part from the gains I’d gotten from the enforcers.

The spell took me ten seconds to cast, ten long seconds where I was vulnerable to detection from the people I could see inside the building. When I was done, I placed a hand flat on the roof and sent a pulse of magic through the entire building. The skylight’s wards jumped out at me immediately—no surprise there. As I’d expected, the building itself wasn’t warded, but there were wards on the sewer tunnel leading into it. There would have been no way for Tanner to sneak in there without me handling them.

There was another set of wards on a partitioned area in the southeast corner of the floor, possibly a vault or Hyago’s personal quarters. I could only speculate on what those wards did unless I wanted to get close enough to touch them or spend considerably more mana on even stronger divinations. Seeing mana through a divination was not impossible, but it was difficult and expensive. Since I didn’t care about that vault or the sewer entrance, I didn’t bother investigating further.

It seemed Hyago was not ambivalent toward his security, but neither was he rich enough to afford a full suite of detection wards. Otherwise, the entire building would have been shrouded in a ward that alerted them as soon as anyone not keyed to the ward itself entered. Since there wasn’t anything like that running, I felt safe using phantasmal step to sink through the roof and spider climb to hold my position in the shadowy upper corners. The amount of sunlight spilling in through the skylight would make it even harder for anyone to see me.

Harder, but not impossible. There were a number of invocations that could banish the shadows to the caster’s eyes, and at least one person in the building had enough mana in their core to cast it. It was best not to linger out in the open with only the darkness to protect me.

It was only as I started to seriously look around for a better observation spot that I realized what I was seeing. The skylight wasn’t some arbitrary aesthetic decision. Row upon row of planters had been placed in the floor in the center of the building and, even as I watched, six men entered from the sewer tunnel carrying heavy metal buckets full of water. Some sort of overseer started directing them to various rows to water the plants growing out of soil that looked far richer than anything else I’d seen since being reborn in the wastes. It was even beating out the greenhouses back at the Arbor.

This was a grow operation, though it was too soon to tell what exactly they were trying to accomplish. Plenty of plants served as base components for various drugs. They could be making healing ointments, or it could be street drugs that did anything from cause mild euphoria and hallucinations to fracturing the user’s psyche. Or it could be neither. Perhaps alchemy wasn’t as dead of a discipline as I’d initially thought. I certainly hadn’t seen much to convince me otherwise up to this point, but this wouldn’t be the first indoor herb garden I’d come across.

I had a suspicion that this wasn’t the only place like it in the district. The people guarding the place were one thing, but it didn’t take half a dozen men to take care of a few hundred feet of planters. One person could have done it full-time. Two people could have tackled it as a side project. Six was massive overkill, unless they were going to finish this site in an hour and then move on to the next one.

None of this was relevant to me. I wasn’t here to steal from these smugglers, just to borrow their sewer tunnel leading under the wall. If it didn’t work out, I might be able to find my own elsewhere, but that would involve a lot of earth reading, which was both tedious to perform and time-consuming. My self-imposed clock to hunt down and neutralize the Wolf Pack before they could launch any new attacks against my home village wouldn’t allow me to spend weeks searching. It would probably be faster to just pick an abandoned building somewhere and dig my own tunnel than it would be to find an intact stretch of sewers.

Before I invested the mana and time into any of that, I needed to see if the tunnel here went where Tanner thought it would. To do that, I needed to get inside, preferably without being noticed. If my suspicions about the grow operation were correct, the workers would be finishing up and moving on to their next location soon, but the others would remain.

I didn’t like my odds for remaining unnoticed that long, and I had no idea if the security in the tunnel would grow stronger or weaker later on. I could get past what was here now, if I was willing to pay the price.

I scuttled across the wall until I was directly over the hole in the floor on the north wall. The exposed sewer tunnel ran beneath it, just as dark and rubble-strewn as the one Tanner had led me through. I pulled my staff out, took a few seconds to build an invisibility spell in my head, triggered it at the staggering cost of two full cores’ worth of mana per second, and flung myself into the open air.

I was halfway to the floor before I cast weight reduction, which didn’t do a whole lot to slow me down in the time I had left. It was more to lessen the impact of hitting the floor to something manageable. It took me three seconds to touch down in the tunnel, then another two to scurry out of sight of the hole.

I let invisibility drop with a grimace and mentally examined the staff. Those few seconds had burned through all the mana I’d stolen from the enforcers and then a bit more besides. With a sigh, I placed my staff back in my phantom space. If this sewer tunnel didn’t lead to where it was supposed to, I was going to string Tanner up by his ears.

I walked into the darkness, my eyes sharpened with magic since I didn’t want anyone above noticing the glow of a light spell. After the first turn, I judged it safe enough to switch over to the cheaper and more effective method and summoned up a dimly glowing ball of magic, one that cast just enough light to see about ten feet ahead of me.

There was good news and bad news. The tunnel was not as straight of a shot as I wanted it to be, but it did tend to go generally north. In all likelihood, it would pass under the wall. I might have already pushed past that threshold, for all I knew. The problem was that there was a whole mess of interconnecting lines down here, some collapsed and some not. Derro’s sewers hadn’t been laid out in anything remotely resembling a grid pattern, either, which made navigating them all the more difficult.

I could get back if I needed to. Even without magic, my memory was good enough to retrace my steps. But I wasn’t trying to get back, and after half an hour of roaming around, building up a mental map of the dried up and unused sewer system below Derro’s streets, I still hadn’t found another way up to the surface, let alone one that led to the inner city.

There were spells that could help me here. Divination as a discipline excelled at gathering information, but I was a bit concerned about being detected by the mages I’d come to spy on. Very few mages with wards to detect divinations were content to merely block the spells from reaching them. Most mages wanted to know not only that someone was looking at them, but who that someone was and where they were. I didn’t have the distance to insulate me that I’d enjoyed during my scrying of the outer city.

I’d give it another hour or so. There didn’t appear to be anyone else down here, and nobody had seen me go in. If I didn’t find an end to this chunk of sewers soon, then I’d reconsider spending mana on a scrying spell with a light touch, one that had a decent chance of beating out whatever detection wards might be lurking ahead.

If only I had another six mana crystals just like the one I’d placed in my staff. That would have been enough to blanket the whole inner city in a massive ward scanner, one that would give me far more information than the localized version I’d used earlier. Unfortunately, even creating that many would take me weeks, never mind trying to fill them.

Abruptly, the bricked walls of the sewer vanished into a wide-open darkness, some kind of massive sinkhole that had formed in the middle of the city. Even brightening my light spell to its maximum range didn’t give me enough to see the far side. The sinkhole itself was filled with water, its surface smooth, dark, and glassy. A small wooden boat was tied to a makeshift stone pillar about thirty feet away.

That was as good a clue as any that I was on the right track. Somebody was crossing this lake for some reason, else that boat wouldn’t be here. I stepped closer to the lake and frowned. There was mana down there, something big. It was moving, too, following my light orb as it drifted out over the water.

“Some kind of mana-sniffing aquatic monster,” I muttered, watching intently as ripples formed across the surface of the underground lake.

Water exploded into the air as something vast lunged up out of the lake, reaching for my spell and ripping the mana out of it.


Chapter
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Even blinded, I could feel the mana swimming around under the surface of the lake. And it was fast, far faster than I’d be able to move that rowboat even if I were a grown man enhancing my muscles with an invocation. The light orb the monster had snatched out of the air had been high up, close to the ceiling even. Crawling over the open water with a spider climb spell was not appealing.

I was confident the monster wasn’t going to drag itself out of the water to come after me, if nothing else. Even if it did, I could tell that it was far, far too large to fit into the sewer tunnels. Retreat was very much an option, perhaps even the smartest one. I hadn’t expected to encounter this kind of natural hazard blocking my way. It shouldn’t be here, not in a desert city.

The sinkhole itself was plausible, but the fact that there was stone overhead meant that someone had done some work to seal it back up again. It obviously wasn’t a natural underground cavern, not considering the broken sewer tunnel running right into it. Given the size, I had to wonder at its origins.

I might very well be standing at the edge of a crater left by whatever cataclysm had scarred this entire island. It was certainly big enough, and deeper than I could discern just from standing here. How far down did it go? What else was swimming in there? For that matter, where had all the water come from? It wasn’t exactly rare in the wastelands, but this was an absurd amount to be collected in one place.

This lake was a mystery to be explored after I’d finished with the business that had brought me to Derro. For now, I only needed to find a way to get across it. Unbidden, Tanner’s words came to my mind. No light and no sound while in the sewers. It had seemed pointless back when he said it, but now I was starting to think that was because the boy was repeating things he’d heard without understanding the context. If the smugglers really were crossing this lake for every trip to the inner city, both of those stipulations seemed like excellent suggestions.

I’d made things more difficult for myself by ignoring Tanner’s instructions. It might be impossible to cross the lake unnoticed now that the monster had already been alerted by my light spell. It wasn’t diving back down to the depths either, choosing instead to swim laps up near the surface, probably hunting for more magic to devour.

How would I approach this problem if I were still an archmage? The simplest solution would be to teleport to where I wanted to be instead of walking. Alternatively, I could fly across the lake shrouded in magic that would hide my presence, defending myself and killing the monster if it became necessary. Another possibility was to use an offensive divination to assert mental dominancy over it.

All of those solutions ran into the same issue: they were costly. Flight was probably the cheapest in and of itself, but only if I discounted the extra mana I’d need to hide the spell. Actually, now that I thought of it, for the length of time I was likely to need to fly, an aura of untraceability would probably suffice. I would also need an aura of silence to mute the sound, as well as a spell of dark vision. Sharpened senses would not suffice down here where there was no light at all.

All of that would add up to five to six cores of mana a minute. How many minutes would it take to cross the lake? If I flew uninterrupted at maximum speed, probably only one or two, but that made a lot of assumptions. For all I knew, the cavern ceiling could drop low enough to touch the water in places, forcing me to navigate to find a space around them that had air. Besides that, maximum speed was meant for overland flight through the sky, not for blindly skimming across the surface of an underground lake. My shield ward would most likely be thoroughly tested if I tried that.

It also didn’t account for interference from the monsters living in the lake. I’d seen one behemoth creature already, but that didn’t mean it was alone in there. I was confident I could survive contact with it if the worst should come to pass, but as I studied my mana crystal and calculated my reserves, I became less sure.

The mana was there, but only just barely. If this thing caught me and managed to steal enough off me, I could end up stranded in the water. I needed this monster to settle down so I could confirm my route across the lake.

Or I needed to draw it away. That could work. It wouldn’t even take much mana, not if a simple light spell was all it took to get such a reaction from it. It might also help answer the question of whether the massive lake monster lived by itself or if it had friends.

I conjured up three new lights and sent them racing out across the surface of the lake in different directions. Immediately, I felt the mana moving under the surface change directions and swim unerringly toward the closest light. It was almost unnerving how calm the surface of the water remained as it traveled, silent and invisible to the naked eye.

I didn’t bother to watch the monster surface and snap up the mana this time. Instead, I cast a scrying spell in conjunction with aura of untraceability, which I hoped would give the magic the cover it needed to prevent it from being discovered. The goal was simple: find the fastest route across the lake.

In the meantime, the monster turned in a wide arc and shot off for the second of my three light spells. As a novice tier spell, light couldn’t really get all that far from the caster. I’d modified these three, tripling the mana cost to allow them to move up to a thousand feet from me instead of a mere hundred.

They quickly reached their maximum range, and I directed them to flee from the monster. In all likelihood, I could keep them out of its reach indefinitely, judging by the speed at which it swam. As long as I could successfully hide my own mana, and assuming I found the way to the far side of the lake clear of obstacles, this problem could be easily overcome.

Numerous smaller chunks of mana rose up from the depths in my senses, each one appearing one at a time. Unfortunately, it wasn’t possible to do more than count numbers based on that sense, but considering the size factor inherent to the maximum amount of mana a single core could hold, it was probably safe to assume that other monsters did live in the lake, just not ones the size of that massive creature who’d shown up first.

The new monsters weren’t half as fast as the original one. They also seemed to want to avoid that particular monster, no doubt concerned about becoming its next meal. The scrying spell I had sweeping across the surface of the lake—and rapidly draining my mana since I’d had to imbue it with dark vision—seemed to be going unnoticed.

This was going to be expensive, but not prohibitively so. I couldn’t see myself taking this route again, so I’d have to make finding a place to hide or an alternate exit back out of the inner city a priority once I was through the other side. Hopefully I’d be able to tell what wards existed on the wall once I had the opportunity to examine it from the back side. It was simply too big for something like ward scanner to give me reliable results, but given what I’d seen of the skill levels of the mages living here, I expected there would be gaps in their defenses for me to exploit.

I had one last test to perform after I finished my scrying, which thankfully returned a clear field for me to fly across. There were some stalactites hanging down dangerously low on the eastern side of the lake, even a few that appeared to stab deep into the water, but as long as I stayed on the west side, I had a smooth shot to the far shore. I even found a little wooden dock with its own rowboat over there.

Now, as long as my defenses were sufficient to keep me hidden from the monsters’ mana sense, I was in business. The fact that nothing had gone after my scrying sensor told me that I was most likely safe, but I wouldn’t like to be proven incorrect when I was a thousand feet away from the shore. My whole crossing would take less than two minutes if nothing went wrong, not even half the time I wasted testing the senses of the lake’s denizens.

I used greater telekinesis to send a chunk of stone skimming out across the lake’s surface while I watched to see if anything would go after it. It had a tinge of mana to it, the remnant of my spell, but aura of untraceability was wrapped around that, the same thing I planned to do for myself. It would be better to know if the combination was going to fail now.

There were a few sources of mana that moved in the stone’s general direction, but nothing that went straight at it. It was probably just a coincidence. Whatever was living in that lake was aggressively chasing the two remaining light spells I had going, with a multitude of small ones going after one orb and the big one pursuing the other by itself. The few smaller monsters that had gone after the big one’s prey had quickly disappeared from my senses when they got close.

I couldn’t think of any other tests that didn’t involve dangling myself like bait to see if they’d take it, and that seemed pointless considering the time frame involved. I had a solid plan that included no less than five simultaneously channeled spells: flight, aura of silence, dark vision, aura of untraceability, and light.

It was expensive and convoluted, but I thought it had excellent odds of moving me to the opposite shore without wasting over a week’s worth of mana generation on a single teleportation spell. It would only be roughly two days’ worth instead. It wasn’t ideal, but it was relatively safe. At least, it was if I proceeded under the assumption that there were no other defenses I’d need to overcome. That seemed to be a generally safe bet, what with the mana-eating monsters in the lake and a warding field’s general inability to span huge open spaces.

I did have to wonder where exactly all the mana was coming from that kept these monsters alive, however. Perhaps there was an entire ecosystem deep under the water with plentiful resources for them to consume and grow. Somehow, I doubted it. If such a place existed, they wouldn’t be rushing to the surface to chase after a puny little ball of light. These creatures were half-starved. Or they were rabid.

That, like so many things, was a question for another day. I reviewed my course in my mind one last time, sent my enhanced light orbs out to their full range to drag every bit of mana I could sense in that water far away, summoned my staff from my phantom space, and began casting my spells. Aura of untraceability was the first, and cheapest, of them, followed swiftly by aura of silence, dark vision, and, finally, flight.

My feet lifted off the ground, my body angled forward, and with my staff gripped tightly in hand, I shot off into the darkness. It took me approximately three seconds to realize that, for whatever reason, the giant fish monster had sensed me. It had apparently just been playing around before, because it turned in place and started swimming after me. That wasn’t the issue, though. I was too fast, and it was too far away to intercept my flight.

The issue was that a second massive mana source had appeared in the water at the bottom of my range and started rising quickly.
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Icurved sharply to the left, but even as I altered my flight trajectory, I suspected it was a useless gesture. The gigantic monster that I’d distracted was too far away to get involved, but its friend appeared to be much smarter. It ascended through the water at an angle altered to match my new direction.

Just as the monster hit the surface, I reversed direction. Something massive, covered in pebbly scales and with far too many eyes and teeth, breached the water. Its whole body twisted to bring its mouth around in my direction. There was no way it was going to reach me just going by the laws of motion—I was too far away—but this was a monster, one with probably fifty times more mana than me. I couldn’t get complacent.

I raised my staff to channel a lightning bolt through it, always an effective move against waterborne monsters. The power built up, flowing through my mana crystal and out into my staff, more mana than my own core could hold at once. Without the staff, I would have had to channel it through myself, building the spell outside of my core at the cost of reduced efficiency.

With it, and with my mana crystal linked to it, I was able to construct the spell directly from my reserves housed inside the staff with practically no transference loss and at nearly the same casting speed. Those fractions of a second were important, but I had that much time to spare at least.

I scrunched my eyes up as cold water from the monster’s breach struck me and let loose the magic I’d built. The whole underground lake lit up for half a second as the lightning bolt split the air, its course constrained by the magic that had brought it into existence. It smote the monstrous fish creature in a brilliant burst of sound and fury.

The monster didn’t seem to care.

Arcs of lightning trailed across its scaly body, leaving blackened scorch marks and seared flesh. The spell had hurt it, but not enough to slow it down. I blinked at the afterimage dancing in my eyes and threw myself backward to get some distance. The monster’s body, already twenty feet out of the water and close to brushing the top of the cave, continued its arc toward me, its mouth perfectly lined up with my body.

Something shot out from between its razor-edged teeth, something that could have conceivably been a tongue on a normal creature. In the monster’s case, it was a pale, ambulatory tentacle-looking thing that could only be considered small in the context of the enormous monster it was attached to. It was still at least three feet wide and more than long enough to reach me.

The tongue deflected sideways when it hit my shield ward, but the amulet I’d carved the inscription in burned against my chest from the abrupt mana pull. That much kinetic force likely would have broken my body otherwise. I quickly pulled more mana through my mana crystal and started feeding it into the alabaster disc to reinforce the rune structure.

Undeterred by its lack of success, the monster’s tongue circled around the outside of my shield ward and squeezed. Abruptly, I was jerked forward and down as it started to drop back into the water, threatening to take me with it. My shield ward was the only thing keeping the tentacle from crushing me, and it was rapidly running out of mana.

It might not be able to physically hurt me, but the fish monster was diving again, and I was going down with it. My flight spell couldn’t resist the force dragging me down, nor would it help keep me mobile once I was underwater. This fight had only been going on for four seconds, and I was already losing.

My shield ward did nothing to protect me from the shock of cold water, and dark vision wasn’t designed to help see underwater. I could make out a vaguely mouth-shaped hole that I was being steadily dragged closer to below me and not much else. My staff was torn from my hand and floated somewhere above me and to my right, its position only clear in my mind thanks to the enchantments connecting it to me.

If I didn’t do something, I’d be pitting my shield ward against those teeth in about two seconds. Fortunately, I knew the weakness of big monsters, especially aberrant ones like this. They didn’t just want mana, they needed it. Lack of mana caused them actual pain and was guaranteed to be lethal in the long run. For something this big, so obviously divorced from the natural world, it might kill them outright to have their mana forcibly removed.

So that’s what I did.

My right hand went up to call my staff to me. I needed contact with it to access my mana crystal. My left hand slapped against the tentacle dragging me into the monster’s mouth, and I cast mana drain’s bigger, meaner cousin: rupture core.

My own mana supply immediately bottomed out. Rupture core was a master tier spell that cost about thirty times as much mana as mana drain. The fish monster froze immediately, then let out such a loud screech that the water itself shook with it. Mana signatures in my mind scattered, even the other big one.

Some mages gave their spells fancy names for a variety of reasons. Some of them wanted to veil the true purposes of their spells from any amateurs who might stumble upon their work. Others were just pretentious. I’d met an archmage once who’d tried to use rupture core on me, only he’d called it “the Severing Blade of Heavenly Judgment.” Regardless of how grandiose the name was, I’d successfully fended off the attack.

The fish monster did not have my skills at corrupting hostile magic. Rupture core ripped right through it and touched on the mana core buried deep in its body, where the magic promptly and immediately tore it in half. Mana washed out, infusing its flesh to full, painful saturation, and the excess started bleeding into the water, where I was waiting to claim it.

I got back everything I spent on rupture core and then some in the next four seconds while the gargantuan monster convulsed in place. At some point, its own teeth severed its tongue-tentacle, releasing me and saving my shield ward from being utterly decimated. I shrugged the chunk of bleeding meat off of me and pushed back up to the surface, where my still-running flight spell let me climb completely out of the water.

Sometime during the fight, I’d dropped both of my aura spells. There was no need to try to hide my magic or any noise from my flight when the monsters in the lake had obviously seen through them somehow anyway. I wasn’t sure exactly what senses they’d used, though my first guess was something that detected heat. Either way, there was no point in wasting the mana to keep them going.

I had two choices now: either I could continue my flight, probably unchallenged, to the far side of the lake, or I could attempt to harvest the rest of the mana still surging through the muscles and bones of that giant, hundred-eyed and tentacle-tongued monstrosity. The way it was thrashing in the water, I was hesitant to dive back down and get close, especially with my shield ward so low on mana. Since its entire body was saturated, I had a good sense of its size and shape now.

It was over a hundred feet long, not counting the trailing tentacles growing out of its belly. Dozens of fins all over its body flailed wildly, each one the size of a small sail. No matter where I looked, there just wasn’t a good place to touch it without risking being tossed around by some sort of growth, not to mention the mass of its main body was the farthest thing from being still.

I considered how much empty space there was in my mana crystal, then how much was in the fish. It had already attacked me, and I’d as good as killed it. I might as well collect the spoils of victory. The water would make it a bit more difficult to use remote casting, but I could manage it.

The first thing to do was swap my flight spell for a simple levitation instead. It cost a fraction of the mana and was more than sufficient to hold me in place without moving while I worked. Thirty seconds later, I had a modified mana drain scraping mana from the rampant bleed over in the monster’s body and recycling it into my mana crystal. It was neither fast nor efficient, but the monster was in no condition to fight back, and its death throes had scared off everything else in the lake.

My mana crystal refilled before I’d completely drained the monster, so I paused to charge my shield ward back to full as well. It was probably pushing it, but the mana was right there, and it seemed wasteful not to get as much use out of it as possible. I also refilled the enchantment on the hand mirror I’d made to speak with Father. Handling it reminded me of my family, and I found an unexpected pang of homesickness spiking through me. Maybe I’d use some of this extra mana to teleport back home for a visit. I could always come back down here and hunt the other monster fish to top my reserves back off later.

It was only as I started getting into the handful of storage crystals I’d stolen from the enforcers that the monster finally expired. With its death, the waters became smooth and flat again. I could no longer see the corpse in the water now that it was bereft of mana, not even with dark vision. Other slivers of mana flickered about at the edge of my awareness, too far away and too small to be worth hunting down.

Of the original monster fish, there was no sign. That was fine by me; I couldn’t hold more mana right now anyway. I activated my flight spell and skimmed across the lake to the far side while I pondered the strange denizens living down here. Monsters came in a dizzying variety of forms, and I’d certainly seen a few new ones since my reincarnation, but something felt off about that creature. The whole lake was highly suspicious, but it would keep until I’d dealt with more pressing business.

I touched down on the far side near a second rowboat and shook my head. I could not imagine a powerless human with a dormant core braving those waters in that tiny boat. The wooden hull would be a thin shield, far too fragile to save the boat’s passengers, and there wasn’t a non-magical boat in the world that could move fast enough to outrace those monsters, certainly not one powered by nothing but the muscles of a man holding a pair of oars.

That must mean these boats were magical. I didn’t sense any mana in them, but that didn’t mean they weren’t inscribed. Carefully, I climbed into it and looked around for traces of runes carved into the wood. There was nothing in the interior, and I hadn’t seen any on the outside, but there was still one spot left to check.

Standing back on the stone, I used telekinesis and lifted the boat out of the water. “Aha,” I said. There, covering practically the entire hull, was a set of runes. I spent a few moments examining them, mostly looking for the magic that would hide the boat from the monsters’ senses. To my surprise, there wasn’t one.

What it had instead was magic to soothe the creatures as they approached, to turn them from ferocious maneaters into passive guardians. It wasn’t even that expensive of a spell to cast, but whoever had designed it had done it specifically with these creatures in mind. That mage had known the physiology of the fish monsters very well — suspiciously so. They didn’t strike me as something that could be easily or safely studied.

Perhaps these monsters weren’t natural. That might explain the apparent familiarity the rune carver had with them, but it also opened up a lot of new questions. Who would bother to make a giant underground lake and grow monsters to fill it? The mana costs alone were staggering, especially in an environment as starved as this one.

I glanced back at the lake again and wondered just how deep it went, and what could be hidden at the bottom. I had a sneaking suspicion that I wasn’t done with this place yet.


Chapter
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The far side of the lake led to just as much a mess of sewer tunnels as the first part had been, forcing me to scry the tunnels to find a way out. They didn’t seem to be laid out in any sort of logical pattern, though I suspected they corresponded with the streets above. Maybe if more of them were intact, it would be easier to see how it was all supposed to fit together.

My scry sensor went up and down tunnels, trying different passages more or less at random while I built my mental map of the place. I’d been at it for about five minutes when my scrying revealed a passage that had been dug out of a wall. It was clearly not part of the original sewer system, meaning somebody had come along after everything had been wrecked and made a modification.

That probably meant that it was the right way to go. I started walking that way while my scrying sensor swept the rest of the tunnels. Halfway there, I paused. I’d found a ladder leading up to the surface, but in the opposite direction of the hand-dug passage. That was my exit, but if I took it now, I’d be leaving the mystery of what someone, probably a mage, had been doing making modifications underground.

It didn’t escape my notice that the suspicious tunnel went back in the direction of the lake. If it hadn’t warranted further investigation just by virtue of its existence, that would have sealed the deal for me. That having been said, my primary goal at this point was to determine if it was safe to establish a hidden teleportation beacon. By their very nature, they were meant to be eminently visible, and though I’d taken steps to make sure the one I’d set up in the outer city was veiled by wards, that did not make it impossible to find.

I’d simply judged it worth the risk since I didn’t plan on actually staying in that ruined building. If an enforcer managed to find it, it wouldn’t lead to me. I doubted any of those weak excuses for mages could actually see through my wards, but it was technically possible. The inner city, on the other hand, was likely to have a few skilled practitioners of the arcane arts, at least if I was judging them by the two mages they’d sent out to attack my home village a month back.

Then again, calling them ‘skilled’ might be going overboard. I’d tutored literal ten-year-olds who were more capable than the mages I’d fought against, though admittedly they’d all been the scions of wealthy noble houses given access to every resource they could possibly want and trained from the time they could walk. Maybe it wasn’t fair to compare them to the mages here. These mages had been forced to concoct elaborate schemes to harvest mana from thousands of people in order to gain the resources they did have, and that still wasn’t much.

I located a dead-end tunnel that nobody would have any reason to visit, then marched over there to set up the wards that would shield my teleportation beacon from detection. Those were visible by necessity, since they were relying on inscriptions physically carved into the ground. I kept the space as small as possible, a bare three-foot circle. Once they were completed and empowered, I inscribed my teleportation beacon in the center. With any luck, no one would sense anything.

On the off chance that someone did come looking, I used stone shape to raise a dome just a little bit taller than me over the whole circle, then spent twenty minutes and far more mana than I should have telekinetically dragging rubble forward to cover it. From the perspective of anyone using only their eyes, it looked like nothing so much as a dead end that stopped a few feet earlier than it used to. Unless they were intimately familiar with what the collapsed sewer tunnel had looked like before, I couldn’t imagine anyone guessing there was something hidden under the pile of stone.

Idly, I wondered if it would have taken less mana to stone shape the pile itself to allow access to the ground beneath it than it was to move the pile over to cover what I’d done next to it. It was probably a wash, but at least this way I didn’t have to deal with loose stones trying to fall on my head while I worked. No matter how I looked at it, I was still ahead a decent amount of mana thanks to my time at the lake.

With my retreat secured, my options were to leave, explore at street level, or investigate the tunnel that had been added to the sewer network. The third option was the one I was most curious about, so I started making my way back in the direction of the lake while I sent my scrying sensor ahead. In the interest of remaining undetected, I didn’t look past the tunnel itself. I needed to know what the ward situation looked like, if it existed at all.

Once I reached the place where brickwork turned into rough-hewn stone, I paused and placed a hand on the wall. It took me ten seconds and four full cores worth of mana to generate a pulse of ward scanner that swept down the tunnel, a cost I considered well worth it when my spell found a ward line about fifty feet in front of me.

Wards weren’t inviolable. There were ways to get around them or cut through them, and if they weren’t cleverly designed, destroying one might not even alert the mage who’d laid it down. I padded down the tunnel until I reached it, then kneeled down to examine it closer.

Unlike my veiling ward that hid the teleportation beacon, or a ward stone with complex inscriptions carved on it, this one was an intangible ward made of pure magic. It had a detection trigger keyed to proximity that circled the entire tunnel like a ring. It would not be possible to avoid setting it off by crawling across the ceiling or flying through the center. Dispelling it would also trigger the ward since it was set up as a dead man’s switch.

Bypassing it was possible, but would probably be expensive. Since it relied on a proximity trigger, the easiest way to get around it would be to use a spell like earth swim to ghost through the ground outside the tunnel and then step back in later. Easy was not the same as cheap, and earth swim used over twice the mana that flight did, not to mention that it would be at a literal swim speed, so I’d need to channel it for longer than the flight across the lake took me. The distance I’d need to earth swim to avoid the ward was long enough that teleportation might actually be the cheaper alternative.

The absolute cheapest way to defeat the ward would be to do something similar to what I’d done to Iskara’s paralysis traps, where I worked tendrils of my own mana through the spell and broke it apart. It would even give me a bit of mana if I did it right. This particular ward was far more complicated than anything Iskara had made, though, so it would be something of a time investment to do it properly.

Then there was the simplest solution. The ward wasn’t connected in any way to the mage who’d cast it. I could just walk into it, let it trigger whatever it was going to do, and deal with the consequences. As far as I could see from my initial examination, the ward was holding down another spell that had been cast, which was why dispelling it wasn’t an option unless I wanted to deal with that second spell in some way.

Getting a look at that second spell was a bit trickier, but necessary if I was going to unravel the ward and slip my own magical weight into its place. I poked at it for a minute, determined to get a good look at what I was dealing with, then stopped and started laughing.

I should have known it would be something simple. The detection ward’s only purpose was to release a summon shadow construct spell that would, presumably, stalk whoever set off the ward. Shadow constructs weren’t dangerous, nor were they difficult to destroy. I could walk through this ward, spend three seconds destroying the construct it unleashed, and continue on my way.

I took another minute to make sure there wasn’t anything hidden under the shadow construct spell or farther down the tunnel, but as far as I could see, everything had come up clear. It wasn’t really worth the additional ten minutes to pick apart such a low-powered ward for the extra mana, not when I’d generate more in my own core just staring at the wall in that timespan, so I strode through.

The ward flashed out of existence, its purpose spent when it detected my presence. Without it there, the secondary spell collapsed down, completing its own mana pattern and forming the construct. Really, the fact that the spell had been set up to trigger upon the ward collapsing was more impressive than the actual construct itself.

Shadow constructs were essentially invisible in a dark tunnel like this. Even with my light spell illuminating my way, there were still plenty of shadows, and it slunk through them as it watched me. Without knowing that it was there, I might have missed the faint ripple it left in the darkness as it flowed around behind me to take its position.

I scrunched my eyes closed, raised one hand to cover them, and lifted my staff in the air. Mana flowed out from the crystal into the smooth wood, shaped by my will, and a handy little spell called light bomb erupted over my head. Even through my hands, I saw spots in my vision.

I mentally watched the animating enchantment for the shadow construct unravel as I took a blind step toward it. The construct was farther away than I liked, but I managed to capture some of the ambient mana before it could disperse into nothingness. It was probably only half what I would have gotten if I’d been able to capture and drain the construct completely, but that would have required far more work in addition to the mana spent keeping it restrained.

I dismissed my staff back into my phantom space and sighed. It was proving to be a decent workaround tool, but all of my magic was harder to cast because I was essentially using my mana crystal as an external core. Spells were weaker, more difficult, and took more mana, though the staff itself helped mitigate that last issue.

A stage three core would help immensely. My total capacity would be ten times higher than it was now, but if I advanced at such a young age when my core was only a quarter the size of an adult’s, it would stunt my long-term growth. My original plan had called for some very complicated and expensive rituals to age myself up faster, but I had nowhere near the mana reserves needed for that. I could only hope to find something to help in the Wolf Pack’s coffers after I hunted them down.

Blinking rapidly to help clear my eyes, I finished settling the mana I’d stolen from the shadow construct into my crystal and started walking down the tunnel again. My ward scanner spell hadn’t shown me any other wards ahead, but that didn’t mean it was completely safe. Mechanical traps were my biggest concern, since I’d already confirmed the lack of wards, and my ability to feel mana would alert me to anything living coming my way, unless, of course, they knew how to shield their mana core like I did.

Maybe I would run the occasional pulse of life sense as well, just to be safe. Whatever was down here, someone was protecting it. It would be foolish to assume one pitiful shadow construct was the limits of this area’s defenses, especially considering the giant fish monsters I’d already encountered.

Five minutes of careful exploration later, I stood in front of a barred metal door that practically glowed with mana in my eyes. Unless I missed my guess, I was right above the edge of the underground lake. I wondered if I’d find the owner of that overblown fish tank on the other side.
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Ihad to be overthinking things. For the past five minutes, I’d been poking at this door, trying to figure out what the trick was. It wasn’t warded at all. There were no magical traps. I’d even gone so far as to waste mana on a second ward scanner spell to confirm there weren’t any sort of magical trip lines directly behind the door—not that it would have mattered, since it swung outward toward me.

After confirming there was no trace of magic on or near the door itself, I sent a scry sensor to the other side to see what was waiting for me. It wasn’t that I was expecting a loaded crossbow attached to a pulley system pointed directly at my face, or more realistically, a foot over my head, but it was possible. My shield ward would have protected me anyway, but it would have been nice to know about beforehand.

But there wasn’t one. There were no poisoned darts in the walls, no scything blades waiting to drop down from the ceiling, no hidden pressure plates that would trigger a roof collapse, no floors waiting for me to step on them so they could swing open and dump me into a spike-filled pit.

And it didn’t make sense. What was the point of an unlocked door at the end of a hand-dug tunnel connected to an old, ruined sewer system? Somebody had gone through the effort to set it up. Somebody had left that detection ward and built a shadow construct to spy on whoever set it off. The door was an obvious defense point, but I couldn’t find a single way it was actually being defended.

I was starting to think someone had put this door here just to mess with people, but I’d run out of tests to perform, or at least, ones I was willing to waste mana on, so there was nothing left to do but open the damn thing and see what would happen.

Even though I hadn’t been able to find a single clue about what would happen when I opened the door, I still moved back thirty feet and used a telekinesis spell to turn the handle and pull. It swung wide, revealing more darkness behind it, and I sent my orb of light forward to show me what it could.

After a short hallway of no more than ten feet, I found myself in a massive room, one so big that my light couldn’t brighten the whole thing at once, so I sent three more out to do the job. The floor turned into some sort of wide, flat, paved brick, mostly smooth but for an occasional piece that had been forced out of place by the slow, subtle shifting of the ground, but that wasn’t the interesting part.

Many centuries ago, I’d been forced to briefly suffer the company of a petty, foppish nobleman who’d spent the tax money he’d taken from the suffering peasants of his duchy building an exotic menagerie of rare and magical creatures. He’d been inordinately proud of the beasts, as if he’d personally gone out and captured each and every one with his own hands.

I’d only been interested in the one, a particularly rare specimen called a black-ringed octopus, so named for the suckers on the underside of its tentacles and, more importantly, for the black, necrotic wounds they inflicted on anything unlucky enough to be caught by one. I’d wanted to study how the living creature managed to safely consume necrotized flesh, but finding one in the wild had proven problematic.

I could still remember walking next to that idiot of a duke, counting the cages and pens as we passed them while he spun outlandish lies about his exploits. In fact, the sight of that endless line of iron bars was what stood out to me the most from that visit. Whatever else he might have been, the duke had been no slouch about his menagerie. There had been hundreds of rare and beautiful animals and monsters inside those cages.

With the giant room fully revealed by my magic, I saw a similar sight. Dozens upon dozens of pens had been dug out of stone walls, each one blocked off by anywhere from five to twenty feet of bars. None of them had doors, but then, with magic involved, there were other ways to bypass the wall of iron.

The things inside the cages were not natural. I glanced around the giant empty room and saw disfigured and mutilated creatures, one after another after another. Sometimes, I could recognize what an animal used to be, but usually the alterations were too severe. In a few cases, I spotted characteristics of two or three different animals that had been fused into one horrendous amalgamation of flesh, bone, and teeth.

And then there were the thankfully rare cages that held monsters that had been sculpted from meat and magic, things that had never been natural, and whose creator had not cared for such distractions as bilateral symmetry or skin. When the lights went up, about half of the misshapen creatures trapped in the cells reacted in some way, but every single one of the flesh-crafted abominations immediately went into a frenzy.

They slammed against bars that suddenly seemed too flimsy to hold them back over and over again with no regard for how they might be hurting themselves. It was entirely possible they didn’t feel pain. In a way, I hoped that was true. It would be a small mercy to them. Several of them were ramming themselves into the iron with such force that I could hear the stone around their pens cracking.

Strangely, I didn’t feel a bit of mana coming from any of them, nor had my scrying sensor spotted them. The cages must have been enchanted to trap it all inside, perhaps to keep it from dissipating into the environment. I spared a moment to consider that this might be yet another form of mana farming the local mages had thought up to compensate for the lack of ambient mana, which might explain the attention given to hiding them.

The monsters weren’t the only thing in the room. The very center was dominated by a huge circular table about as tall as I was. It was festooned with leather straps and metal bands, all currently undone and dangling over the edge of the table, giving the whole thing the look of some sort of torturous jellyfish.

Four more workbenches surrounded it in a rough circle. There was an extra-large gap in the formation at the far side, presumably to allow whoever owned the place to lead their next unfortunate victim to the table and strap it down. The workbenches themselves contained a multitude of saws, knives, hooks, and clamps, and I spotted a suspiciously large collection of buckets stacked up next to one of them.

As disgusting as it was to stumble into a flesh crafter’s lab, I couldn’t say I was surprised. I hadn’t spent a lot of time studying the giant fish I’d killed, but it had displayed some of the signs of being a manufactured life. The only surprising part was that someone could cobble together a creature like that using such crude equipment. Perhaps there was another lab somewhere else in this underground complex better suited to marine experimentation.

I spotted a single door on the far side of room, sandwiched between a cage with something that looked like the unholy spawn of a lion and a giant spider and one of the more aggressive, skinless aberrants. It was vaguely humanoid except for a third arm coming out of its right shoulder, but its muscles were grossly out of proportion. The third arm was twice as thick as a normal one, but its left arm was barely more than bone with some red muscle fibers clinging to it. Its legs were shorter than mine, despite being over six feet tall, and where a face should have been was a stack of three overly large eyes more or less lined up down the right side.

I’d have been worried about it trying to grab at me as I walked past, but the only limb long enough to reach me was the one on its back, and that wasn’t getting more than a few meaty, bone-tipped fingers through the bars. As long as it didn’t break through the cell itself, I didn’t see any way it could manage to attack me.

That was important, because much like the door I’d come in through, the one I was heading toward was at the end of its own short hall, the depth of the cage on either side, by my guess. I was fully planning on examining that door as well, and I’d prefer not to need to keep an eye on the abomination in the cage next to me. By my guess, the stone that made up the wall separating that hallway from the interior of the cage was less than six inches thick. A strong enough monster could break through that given some time and motivation.

I doused the lights until only a single orb was left to guide me as I hurried across the floor. It didn’t do much to calm the monsters down in their cages, but I’d seen what I needed to. Right now, I was still close enough to the maximum amount of mana I could hold that draining the chimeras would be wasteful. I was more interested in finding the mage responsible for the lab and getting some answers from him.

The new door looked the same as the old one, with the sole exception being my position on the inside this time. I took a moment to inspect it, but I already knew it wasn’t warded. It was well within the range of my last ward scanner spell, and that had come back blank. I was more concerned with what I hadn’t found that might still be there. I already knew whoever owned this place was capable of shielding against mana detection and scrying.

My shield ward was full, my core was full, and my mana crystal was almost completely full. I could cast a single master tier spell right now, as long as it was one of the easier ones like teleportation. Short of leaving Derro and coming back in a year or two, I wasn’t going to be more prepared than I already was to face the unknown.

I still sent a scry spell through anyway, just in the interest of thoroughness. It was entirely possible that I’d spot some mechanical trap in time to avoid triggering it. Unlike the foul menagerie I was currently standing in, the next room was a simple hall that led to a well-lit botanist’s paradise. There were rows upon rows of wooden planters with hundreds of samples growing in them. Herbs had been hung up to dry on lines under lights that had to be magical but nonetheless didn’t emit any mana that I could sense.

That was interesting, but it was the hallway leading up to it that I cared about. That was simple brickwork, so similar to the sewer tunnels that I suspected this whole underground lab might have been integrated with the sewer itself. There was no channel in the center of the hall, but the dimensions otherwise matched up.

What I didn’t find was any sort of trap on the door. Backing up and using telekinesis to open it would send me back out into the line of sight of the chimeric beasts, and they had, for the most part, quieted down. No one had come to check on them, but I didn’t see a good reason to press my luck with a second round. I pushed the door open myself.

Immediately, I was hit with a rush of warm, humid air and an almost overwhelming number of smells. Without a backward glance, I stepped through and pushed the door closed behind me.
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Whoever had set up this operation had devoted a lot of mana to keeping it hidden. I breached the mana shielding enchantment right as I passed from the hallway into the main grow chamber. Between one step and the next, I went from being unable to sense any mana at all to it practically exploding in my mind.

The tables were a bit too tall for me to comfortably examine the various plants sitting on top of them, but I could feel the mana in them. Someone had done their best to recreate the natural environment of an area that wasn’t scarred over in order to grow alchemical reagents. It appeared alchemy wasn’t a completely forgotten discipline after all.

Who owned this place? More importantly, how hard would it be to take control of it? I hadn’t even begun to catalogue the resources available to me now, but I was already considering a few concoctions that could prove immediately useful, as well as several others that would keep for extended times and wouldn’t have any sort of negative effect on my phantom space. An emergency stash of potions was never a bad thing.

A few healing potions would be a good start. The basic ones were easy enough to make, and I knew a few dozen recipes using different ingredients. Whatever was growing in here, I was positive I could find a way to mix them together so that the imbiber would heal rapidly. I wasn’t expecting to find the rare, esoteric ingredients for something like a potion of limb regeneration, but wound closure and blood replenishment were all that a person really needed to survive an imminently fatal wound. The rest could come later.

Sadly, a mana potion would be a waste of time. It would require more mana to brew one than I’d gain from drinking it. Besides, with my tiny core, most of the effects would be wasted on me, even for a weak mana potion. My crystal did a better job of holding extra mana for when I needed it.

Most temporary potions or elixirs wouldn’t be all that useful right now. All they did was store magical effects I could duplicate on my own, albeit at a slight savings in mana since I’d be stealing already grown reagents from this room instead of having to invest mana into budding plants. Shape changing potions were great for people who lacked the ability to cast the spell on their own, but inefficient since I already knew the invocations for dozens of forms. It was the same with potions of night seeing, spider climbing, flight, and a variety of other effects.

Really, there was only one single thing I was interested in at the moment. There was an ointment that had been part of my original plans, one used to smooth out the pangs from artificially aging too fast. That was a complicated process that could easily kill the subject if it was done too quickly, since the body needed time to properly build on itself, and all the magic did was stretch what was already there. It was all too easy to overstretch and tear or break pieces of the body.

The ointment of aging helped alleviate that by providing all the energy and nutrients a body needed during the accelerated aging process. On my own, I could shave perhaps two or three years off my journey to adulthood as long as I was careful and consistent. With an unlimited supply of ointment to reinforce my body, it would be more like ten years.

With the proper preparations, almost all of which were out of reach, I could form a nutrient vat to submerge myself in a magically-enforced slumber for a year and emerge an adult, my core fully intact and ready to advance to stage three. I had just such a vat secreted away inside one of my vaults in the Night Vale, if only I had a way to reach it.

But right now, if I could find what I needed here, I could get the process started. It wouldn’t be an instant change, of course, but it would be a beginning. Once I dealt with the Wolf Pack, I could devote my time and effort to expanding my core size. This route also had the benefit of leaving me active so I could take a hand in shaping events to my liking. There was no telling what the Council back home might try to do to my family if I wasn’t there to serve as a deterrent.

I didn’t recognize most of the herbs, flowers, thistles, or weeds growing in the planters, some of which were large, rectangular troughs up to ten feet long, others singular pots with lonely occupants. The walls were lined with trellises that had flowering vines creeping across them. In places, I caught flashes of bright colors from berries hidden behind the leaves.

Not recognizing them by shape and color did not mean I couldn’t make use of them. Each and every one had mana running through it, and any accomplished alchemist could get a feel for that and at least make a guess as to what kind of properties they could expect to find in a given sample. It would take me hours to sort through the dizzying variety, but I had no doubt I could catalogue this entire room.

Not all plants could grow in such restrictive climates, of course. Sometimes, a plant needed actual sunlight, not artificial mana lights. Even mana shaped to mimic daylight couldn’t always provide everything a particular plant needed, which I supposed was probably why those smugglers had their own grow room. It was too much of a stretch to assume they weren’t connected to whoever owned this place. Perhaps their leader, Hyago, was the mage in charge of all of this.

If I hadn’t been actively examining the various mana signatures in the room, I might have missed the feeling of something shifting above me. It was a presence, something mobile and doing its best to hide its mana. If it hadn’t moved, it could have remained hidden, since it appeared to me as nothing more than three thin, fragile lines of mana, easily lost in the noise. Once it did move, though, it became more obvious.

The lines shifted like the limbs of some sort of three-legged spider, scurrying across the ceiling and hiding behind the mana lights pointed straight down at the plants. The creature, whatever it was, drew closer, then passed overhead. Once it was behind me, the legs started extending as if they were gently bringing something down from the ceiling.

“How curious. A street child has wandered where he doesn’t belong,” a voice said behind me. It had a soft, hissing quality to it, not quite a lisp, but something close to it. “Nothing new there. Children often worm their way into places better left alone, but to find one here is a surprise.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see a deformed man not much taller than I was. He was hunched over, his right limbs larger than his left, and his face disfigured. Despite his apparent height, he still loomed over me due to two black lines of twisted cloth reaching up into the darkness, the hem of some sort of robe that was draped across his body and belted at the waist. The third length of cloth was braced against the floor now, helping support the man’s waist. Even as I watched, the three limbs worked in unison to bring the man a step closer.

Now that he was within a few feet of me, I could see the gaps in the shielding hiding their mana. It was better than the shrouds I’d seen other mages craft, but not quite the complete concealment that a true shield would offer. Similar to throwing a threadbare shirt over a lantern, most of the light was blocked, but there was a glow that the thin patch couldn’t quite hide. The robe was an interesting example of local enchanting techniques, but not without its flaws.

“Tell me, child, how did you get here? Someone must have brought you.”

“You are wrong,” I said. “I came on my own. I saw an interesting tunnel dug to connect to the sewer lines of the city and decided I wanted to know more about what was at the end.”

“Impossible,” the man rasped out. “I would have known if you’d come from that way.”

I shrugged. It didn’t matter if the man believed me or not. In all likelihood, he’d be dead in the next few minutes anyway. I was making assumptions, but I’d be surprised if the man wasn’t a member of the cabal I’d come here to find. He was certainly strong enough to be a mage, and unless I missed my guess completely, had a stage two core. It was admittedly hard to tell through the robe shrouding his mana.

“Do you have any loclamir growing in here?” I asked. “Or really, anything at all that focuses mana into its roots in a Falinshir weave?”

“You know a bit about alchemy? Even more curious than I thought,” the man said. His robe pushed him forward until we were face to face. “Does my appearance not scare you, child?”

“I’ve seen worse.”

The man started cackling, then quickly cut himself off with a fit of coughing. I took a step back to avoid being sprayed with his spittle. “You’re brave or stupid. I haven’t decided which,” the man said. “Either way, I’ll find a use for you.”

“I have no interest in becoming one of the aberrations you keep locked up in those pens.”

“No one ever does,” the man told me. “You seem remarkably calm, considering you’ve been caught in my domain.”

“Hmm. Yes. About that loclamir?”

“I’ve never heard of it, but I have a few substitutes with the right mana structure in the roots,” the man said. “What do you need them for? I can’t imagine you’re some grubby-fingered, sneak thief looking to grab something to peddle for a night’s food in your belly and shade over your head.”

“I’m looking to make an ointment of aging,” I said. “I would also be willing to buy some if you have any in stock of sufficient quality.”

Rather, I’d love to know if I should bother to go looking through his storeroom for it later. I doubted either of us thought we’d both be walking away from this conversation alive.

“Aging? Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up. You might end up looking like me.”

“I’d just make a malleable flesh potion to reshape my body to my liking if that were the case.”

“As if it were so easy,” the man said, his voice full of scorn. “Just a pinch of this and a dab of that. Hah!”

I pointed to my right at a leafy plant with a thick stem. “Drippings from that to serve as a catalyst in a base solution of liquid mana.” My finger moved to a different potter with a small red herb, its body hidden mostly in the dirt except for what appeared to be a bundle of red pine needles. “That, ground into a powder and dissolved at a ratio of three parts in ten to the liquid mana to serve as a lifeforce stabilizer while remolding the flesh. Mix using the Caldiver method for three hours, add some of this bearded leaf here for the isolator component, then let sit in a blue box for six days until it’s ready to be activated in a high-density furnace.”

The man’s eyes darted around, following my finger as I pointed out the different ingredients he’d need to craft the potion. His mouth worked silently for a moment, and I could see him processing the directions, trying to poke holes in it.

“It… could work,” he said begrudgingly. “Worth experimenting on, at least. How do you know this? Who are you?”

“Keiran,” I said. “And yourself?”

“Vurican is my proper name, but everyone just calls me Freak.”

“Seems rather rude.”

“Not because of my appearance,” Freak said. “I have… proclivities…”

“Ah, because of the flesh crafting.”

“It’s a misunderstood art.”

That might have been because Freak wasn’t very good at it, but I didn’t see any point in insulting him to his face. I couldn’t tell if it would set him off or if he’d just laugh. There was something broken in the man’s head, and that was a dangerous state to be in when combined with the ability to use magic.

“I think I’ll keep you,” Freak said as he studied me. “You’re too interesting to waste on the cutting table.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



I’d been studying Freak since he’d revealed himself to me, mostly to determine how best to kill him when he made his move. He had a shield ward of some type built into his robe, probably a very basic one. Flexible cloth rarely made a good material for inscription, though I’d seen some mages use a hardened trim to hold the runes in shape.

Freak’s robe was enchanted for strength and movement, possibly to the point where it would reflexively defend him. Physical attacks wouldn’t be effective against him, not unless they were overwhelmingly strong. It would have to be something that came in one big strike as well, as the robe could probably handle a group of needling attacks coming from multiple directions easily.

There was a brewer’s ward stone on his person somewhere, too, probably hidden in a pocket in the robe. That was mostly to protect him from a mana backfeed when he was working, but it did make it harder to affect his core directly. It wasn’t proof against a deliberate attack, but hitting him with any sort of mana drain would have to come after I’d subdued him since I’d need time to overcome the ward stone.

The best way to win would be to strike quickly and decisively with overwhelming force. For the moment, Freak seemed to think he had the upper hand. I’d already clued him in that I wasn’t a normal child, mostly to see if he’d react. A mage with bonded familiars had been part of the group that attacked my home, and he’d had more than enough time to spy on us. I hadn’t been able to determine how much information he’d fed back to the cabal in Derro before I’d eliminated him.

Assuming Freak was part of that cabal and would have access to the information, the answer was apparently none. Perhaps he didn’t know about the child mage living in the village of Alkerist, or perhaps he did, but hadn’t made the connection that it was me. I was a long way from home, after all, and I’d taken some pains to hide my full abilities.

Or perhaps all of my assumptions were wrong.

“Are you part of the Wolf Pack?” I asked.

“I am, little boy,” Freak said with a hissing laugh. He held up one of his deformed hands. It had only three fingers to go with its thumb, upon one of which was an all-too-familiar signet ring. “You are surprisingly well-informed about a variety of topics.”

“Your cabal-mates have been interfering with my business,” I told him. “The only reason I’m even in this city is to deal with all of you.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

I stared directly into his misshapen black eyes and said, “With excessive violence.”

Freak started laughing. “Maybe I’ll cut you up after all.”

“Even if you could, I wouldn’t be able to satisfy your curiosity that way.”

“Oh no, my poor naïve child. You are grossly mistaken about that.”

Six new tendrils grew out of Freak’s robe, making him look like nothing so much as a giant, grotesque, lop-sided spider. From a pocket on the inside, he pulled out a small metal rod with a hook on the end and brandished it.

My blood ran cold at the sight of it. “A soul hook,” I said. The enchantments on it were potent, far stronger than anything I’d expected to find in Derro. Worse, my soul was a weak point in my defenses, being so delicate with all of the invocations I’d laid down before my reincarnation. That magic wasn’t necessarily fragile since souls were by their very nature resilient, but a soul hook was a tool designed to interact with them.

Specifically, it was designed to remove them.

Of all the possible threats, having my soul harvested by this demented alchemist was high up there on the list. It wouldn’t necessarily be the end of my existence—it was merely difficult to use magic as a disembodied soul, not impossible—but it would be an extreme inconvenience. It would be far less of a hassle if I avoided letting Freak use his soul hook on me in the first place.

“Would you like to fight back?” Freak offered. “I do love when my victims struggle. It always gives me clues as to how best to use their body after.”

Was there anything else I needed from this mage? Some information about the rest of his cabal would be ideal, but it wasn’t worth the danger. No, it was better to kill him now, then raid his archives at my leisure. His lab represented a treasure trove of resources I could already see a few good uses for.

It hadn’t worked so well against the fish in the lake, but then, that had been considerably larger than the hunchback in front of me. I raised a hand into the air and reached into my phantom space, then withdrew my staff and channeled a lightning bolt through it.

Freak’s face lit up in surprise as I pulled the staff out of thin air. He had a single frozen instant of his crooked eyebrows shooting up before my spell struck him. I aimed it deliberately to throw him back toward the door so that the plants would remain undamaged. I cared far less about his chimeric experiments in the other room, and if he managed to survive the lightning bolt, I’d prefer to fight him in there.

The robe protected him from the impact, if not the lightning itself. Freak’s hood slipped back when he struck the door, revealing scraggly black hair growing in random tufts on his scalp. It was a bit thicker on the left side of his head, enough so that the length would have partially hidden his general baldness if it wasn’t standing on end right now.

Light welled up from the runes stitched into his robe as mana flooded through them to protect Freak from the spell. Despite that defense, I could still smell seared flesh and smoke in the air, and as he pulled himself back to his feet, he clutched at his chest with a grimace.

With the robe’s defenses literally smoldering, I suspected it’d lost much of its integrity. A trio of force darts formed in front of me and launched themselves through the air. Surprisingly, Freak was still aware enough to duck beneath one. He took the other two on an arm he threw up to protect his face, tearing the robe further and bloodying him in the process.

I threw a mind spike at him, not out of any expectation that it would incapacitate him, but just to test his mental defenses and possibly distract him for a second while I cast my next spell. The stone around Freak rose up like a pair of enormous, toothy jaws and clamped down on him, then ground down against each other like a chewing mouth with the unfortunate mage caught between them.

I narrowed my eyes as I watched the jaws work. A creature caught in them would be shredded and pulped under normal circumstances, but that didn’t appear to be happening this time. The jaws closed and ground together, but there was no blood. No screams echoed out into the room. The worst that could be said for the attack was that long, shredded strips of black cloth got tangled in the teeth.

A misshapen arm bulging with muscle covered in steel burst out from between the teeth, followed by a leg. They forced the jaws apart despite the animating magic. After a few seconds of straining, the arms slackened, but by then, the spell had run its course and the stone jaws fell apart into a screen of loose gravel.

Freak stood there, his robe hanging off him in tattered strips, his skin the dull gray of burnished steel. Mana flickered around him in a shell, some sort of secondary defense that he’d activated while caught in my stone jaws spell. The twisted smirk was gone from his face now, replaced by anger and pain.

For a moment, I thought he’d lash out with a spell of his own. I prepared myself to counter it, but instead, he just jerked the door open and retreated into his menagerie. Was he actually trying to run away, or just moving the fight to an area that he thought favored him? I’d had some hopes of harvesting the mana in that room after I killed Freak, but he’d proven more tenacious than I’d expected.

Chanting came from the room, the first I’d heard from Freak since we’d met. He was obviously able to cast spells without the words, which likely meant that whatever he was using was difficult for him. That meant intermediate or even advanced tier magic, which made it a smart bet to stop him before he finished.

A few months back, I would have considered it an extraordinary waste of magic to shadow leap a hundred feet through an open door, but right now, I had the mana to spare, and it would be far better not to make my entrance through such a predictable location. Just because my shield ward would almost certainly catch whatever spell Freak was casting did not mean it was wise to let myself get hit by it.

I emerged out of the shadows around the operating table and spotted Freak standing in front of one of his abomination’s cells. Whatever his spell was, it was taking him long enough to cast that it was ripe to be countered, if only I could get close enough. I hadn’t known where he was at in the room and could only see one clear landmark for my spell to latch onto though, which meant there was considerable distance between us.

I started forward, only to trip over some sort of mechanical foot pedal built into the base of the cutting table I hadn’t noticed in my initial inspection. It was only a second of vulnerability, but in a fight, a second could be the difference between life and death. I was far too used to being so overwhelmingly powerful that my victory was never in doubt, but I wasn’t that person anymore. That single moment of inattention could very well have led to my death.

Luckily for me, Freak was preoccupied with completing his spell. Unluckily, the pedal seemed to trip some kind of mechanical operation in the table, causing one end to tip down and the other to swing up. It smacked into my shield ward in the process, pushing me back and causing me to stagger three full steps before I caught my balance.

By the time I had returned my attention to Freak, he’d completed the spell and removed the bars in the cage. I hadn’t even caught if he’d done it with magic or by some hidden catch somewhere. Either way, the abomination was no longer locked inside.

It looked like it had been some sort of great cat originally, but now its tail was three times longer than it should have been, the bones stretched out on some sort of whip-like cord. Additional muscle had been packed onto its forelimbs and shoulders, giving it a hunched over appearance, and its lower jaw had been split down the middle to allow its mouth to open wider. It no longer had a tongue.

All the extra bulk made it appear ponderous and slow, but nothing could be further from the truth. The flesh crafted cat blurred forward, almost too fast to even see, and slammed into me. My shield ward flared with power, shoving both the cat and me apart a good twenty feet before we came to a stop. I lifted my staff to smite the monster, but as I did so, I saw past it.

Freak was standing in front of a second cage, but this time, there was no chanting. He made a lifting motion with one hand, and the bars rose up at the same time to free a second flesh crafted beast. Without waiting for the monster to leave its pen, Freak ran to a third set of bars.
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The chimeric aberrations were nothing but a distraction at this point. Fighting them was a waste of time, one that I couldn’t afford unless I wanted to let my opponent unleash the entire menagerie on me. I had better uses for my mana, and killing them all now would prevent me from harvesting the creatures later when I put them out of their misery.

Flight was probably overkill, but I fully planned on replenishing any mana spent on this fight at the end, and it defeated the immediate issue of having flesh crafted animals and monsters attacking me. As far as I could tell, I wouldn’t have to worry about any sort of ranged attacks from them, and even if I did, those would put far less pressure on my shield ward than standing on the ground while they tried to maul me.

I was almost sure the spell Freak had cast was puppet master, which meant that he was directly controlling his experiments like extensions of his own body. It was possible to sever the link, but it would be easier, faster, and cheaper to kill the monsters than it would be to attack the spell directly. If I was right, however, that meant he could control at best a handful of the creatures before his mind reached the limits of his ability to multitask.

At least, it could under normal circumstances. Freak was an alchemist, though, and an elixir of fractured minds wasn’t off the table. If he had one handy, instead of his limit being three or four, it might be ten or more. Even if he didn’t, killing one of the monsters would just free up part of his mind to take control of another one. Regardless of whatever preparations he might have made prior to using puppet master, the solution was still to kill him as soon as possible.

His robe was somehow still functioning despite the beating it had taken, and Freak was taking full advantage of that to scuttle around. Worse, his skin hadn’t yet lost that metal sheen, meaning just about any conjuration I could use below the advanced tier was worthless. Transmutations were a possibility, but the ones that I thought might be effective had long cast times.

I didn’t want to get up close, not when he still had that soul hook, but my ranged options were limited. Most mages with any real measure of skill could resist mind magic, and until that transmute flesh to steel spell of his wore off, blunt trauma was out of the question. Even the master tier spell I’d used on that giant fish wasn’t likely to do much of anything against powerful mage. Freak would need to manually keep his mana stable without his core holding it in place, and the spell might cripple him in the long run if he couldn’t repair the damage, but it wouldn’t do much to help me win this fight.

No matter how I did this, it wasn’t going to be cheap. But a glance around the room told me there was plenty of mana to restore my reserves. It was best to end this now with a spell strong enough to cut through his defenses and precise enough not to collapse the ceiling and leave me buried under hundreds of tons of rubble.

Before I could begin to cast the master tier spell that would end the fight, I caught a surge in mana coming from one of the aberrations below me. Fiery red light was starting to leak out through its cracked leather skin, painting a pattern of black ribs lit from inside. It took only a moment for me to recognize the magic: a disturbing spell known as incendiary organs, often used by necromancers.

I had just enough warning to conjure up a force wall before the monster exploded in a rolling wave of fire. Most of the heat broke against the wall, and my shield ward kept the rest from reaching my skin. By the time the bursts of fire ended, the corpse was splattered fifty feet in every direction.

Incendiary organs was a nasty spell in that it flooded every organ with explosive magic, then set off a single one with a mere spark. That explosion chained into new ones, causing the subject to blow up, throwing organs in every direction. Those in turn blew up half a second later, spreading the damage even further.

It wasn’t an easy spell to cast, especially against an unwilling target. I suspected the monsters in Freak’s menagerie didn’t have the intelligence or the willpower to resist being turned into bombs, and even if they did, he could easily have given himself all sorts of ways past their defenses when he had them strapped to that table beneath me. The ones who managed to resist, well…

When the table had tipped itself, a sliding panel had also opened into the floor. I couldn’t see where the new hole ended, but my guess was the lake below. Failed experiments were probably dumped in the water, food for the lake dwellers. The whole mechanical mechanism looked quite clever to me, but that sort of engineering had never been my specialty, nor did I have a lot of interest in learning.

In the time it took to craft a force wall, I finished casting the master tier spell I hoped would end the fight. Telekinesis was a versatile, if limited, spell. There were plenty of variations, and apprentices since time immemorial had been encouraged to explore the limits of that line. Greater telekinesis retained all its weaker cousin’s flexibility at the cost of increased difficulty to cast and mana used to fuel the magic.

Beyond that was the master tier version: grand telekinesis. With it, I could reach out my mental hand and crush any of these aberrations to a pulp. It also cost roughly three hundred and fifty times as much mana to cast as lesser telekinesis, and took me a full five seconds to pull together instead of being instant and reflexive, so it wasn’t something I wanted to use unless absolutely necessary.

Channeling grand telekinesis for a single second would drain my current core fourteen times over. Without my staff to help limit transference loss, I could expect to use this spell for at most three seconds before I was completely out of mana. With the staff, I might get five. In reality, I’d already used about a fifth of the mana my crystal was holding for me, so the duration of my spell was even lower than that.

One second was enough for the magic to grab hold of Freak and rip his head off his shoulders. In my haste, I misjudged the exact alignment of the spell and got the arm he’d raised up into the air as well. Flesh-turned-steel let out a tortured squeal as telekinetic force strong enough to level castles bore down on it. Immediately, it gave way, sending the severed arm and head flying in one direction while the rest of the body slapped against the bars Freak had been standing in front of.

I cast a pair of stone needle spells to impale the still-living monster below me, then swooped down to use paralyzing touch to hold it still for mana draining before the body went down the convenient disposal chute. With that threat neutralized, I wanted a better look at Freak’s body. There was a suspicious lack of blood all over the place where I’d ripped him apart, and I needed to know if that was because of some lingering enchantment holding his blood in, or if it was because he wasn’t dead.

Flesh crafters were notoriously hard to kill. Smart ones would build redundancies into their bodies that made decapitation or heart failure trivial to recover from, and thus far, Freak had been a surprisingly resourceful opponent. I hadn’t expected to need a master tier spell to pull off a decisive win, but he’d done an excellent job defending himself against the advanced tier magic I’d started with. It was entirely possible that a single second of grand telekinesis was not enough to kill him.

If he was still alive, hopefully I’d have shredded his defenses and left him easy to finish off. That robe of his had been obscuring his mana to the end, and I wasn’t sure if what I was still sensing was residual mana that was rapidly emptying out of his body, or if it was hiding an intact mana core. What I didn’t know was what the flickering aura still limning his still form meant. There were so many spells that presented with the same visual indications that it was impossible to narrow it down.

I could make some assumptions given his focus on flesh crafting and, presumably, alchemy. I hadn’t seen him use any potions or elixirs, but he could have taken some before he’d revealed himself to me. Considering how badly he’d underestimated me, that did not seem terribly likely, but I wasn’t ready to dismiss the possibility. Some concoctions were cheap enough and lasted long enough that any reasonably wealthy alchemist could afford to maintain their effects indefinitely.

The light was a soft white, almost cream color, probably not a reflection of Freak’s soul. It was just as strong now as it had been when it flickered to life back in the grow room, and if not for the fact that the flesh crafter’s soul hook had gone flying with the severed limb, it would have been enough to keep me from going anywhere near the body.

I double checked that the soul hook was still far, far away from me and spotted it gripped in Freak’s hand thirty feet off to the side. Neither the severed arm nor head moved. The room was silent save for the slight wheezing growl of the paralyzed monster. Once I thought about it, that was somewhat strange. The first time I’d come through this room, they’d all reacted to various degrees when I’d lit the place up.

It wasn’t fully lit now, but there were a number of cells I could see into, thanks to the single light spell hanging in the air. That one was Freak’s, mine having been dismissed after I’d entered the grow room earlier. Light was another one of those spells that had a lot of variations and could be something that needed a constant drip of mana to maintain, in other words cast as a conjuration, or have a dedicated reservoir to draw from, meaning it was an enchantment.

Different mages had different styles, and it wasn’t uncommon to pick one and stick with it for everything. I tended to prefer longer-running enchantments over things I had to actively channel mana into, even if they weren’t as efficient. At least, I had in my previous life. Efficiency was the most important factor in almost everything I did these days, so I’d switched over to channeled spells for the most part.

What all of this meant was that despite a number of ongoing spell effects in the room that had been powered by Freak’s mana, I couldn’t safely assume he was alive or dead yet. I’d just wasted the last ten seconds staring at his body, looking for some sign so I wouldn’t need to approach him, but there was nothing definitive so far.

While I was contemplating whether life sense would give me an accurate reading or if that robe would block that, too, I noticed that the growling had stopped. That was the clue I needed to make a decision. There was no way that monster would have stopped on its own, and I hadn’t done anything to shut it up.

I didn’t even need to look to see that it was dead. Whatever that aura was, it was obviously feeding off the life essence of the aberration. Though it looked no different, I could feel the magic growing heavier. Something black and goopy bubbled up out of the top of the corpse, almost like tar except that it could stand on its own. It took a moment to reform into the rough shape of Freak’s head, shoulder, and arm, then he was back in the fight.
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The only good news was that the aura around Freak faded away as his regrown top half solidified. My best guess was that it was some sort of life shell that was powered by the souls of victims. He’d probably used it on that cat monster right before he’d cast incendiary organs and blew it to pieces. When my spell dealt him a wound too grievous for his spell to handle on its own, it grabbed hold of a second victim to give it the power needed to keep Freak alive.

Unfortunately for him, the new flesh was plain skin, not transmuted steel skin. I immediately hurled a force bolt directly into his face. He threw his still-metal hand up to catch the spell, which forced the limb backward. Though his hand smacked into his face quite hard, Freak didn’t let that stop him. Almost at the same time I cast the force bolt, he cast his own spell.

It was a greater telekinesis variant called many hands. Rather than concentrate all its power into one single movement, it spread it out into numerous smaller ones. It took a nimble mind to direct them to their full capabilities, but it allowed a person to function in place of a whole group as long as the tasks weren’t something that required a lot of muscle.

Even if a single hand couldn’t muster the force needed to move something, multiple hands could work on the same object, as Freak proved by sending eight of them my way. My shield ward kept them from grabbing me, but did nothing to stop them from opening other cells or, worse, snatching up the fallen soul hook from where it was still held tightly in Freak’s former hand.

Many hands was a good spell. It had flexibility, a reasonable mana cost for what it achieved, and could accommodate a wide variety of skill. It was easy to learn, and beginners could start with two or three hands and work their way up to a full twenty as they practiced with it. It had a lot going for it, but speed was not one of those things.

Flight could be activated instantly, and unlike many hands, the problem with using flight in such an enclosed space was avoiding accidentally crashing into things. I had no need to worry about that; I planned on intentionally crashing into something. I oriented myself at Freak and willed the spell to send me forward, an upraised hand leading the way.

The soul hook came flying in from my left, carried on a magic hand and heading straight for the outstretched fingers Freak was holding up to receive the weapon. I fired off a single force bolt through the telekinetic hand, disrupting the magic’s structure for a moment. The hands created by the spell were an application of force magic, that being the primary component to the conjuration needed to modify the original telekinesis spell, and by hitting it with another force spell, I could scramble it for a moment.

It was barely a blink as my force bolt passed through it, but that was enough to make the hand drop its cargo. The soul hook clattered to the floor, and before the hand even had time to pick it back up, I reached my target. My palm made contact with the bulbous contours of Freak’s head, and I cast mana siphon.

I didn’t know how much mana Freak had left, and I didn’t want to risk using mana drain and not getting enough. Restoring my own reserves was important, but the goal here was to tap Freak’s core and run it dry. Mana siphon wasn’t as efficient, but as long as I could hold the connection, it would keep going until there was nothing left.

I crashed into Freak’s body, still mostly steel, and relied on my shield ward to protect me from the ragged tendrils of his robe as they tried to pluck me loose. Meanwhile, mana flooded into my core continuously. Just as fast, I sent it to my staff, which was only just now catching up to me from where I’d left it floating in the air when I’d used flight to cross the room in an instant.

I pulled enough mana out of him to completely recover what I’d lost casting grand telekinesis, which meant that Freak had a stage three core. This was the first confirmation I’d found that mages here even knew how to advance that far, and it was an ill omen for my future plans. Thus far, I’d compensated for having a pathetically small mana core with superior skills, knowledge, and equipment. That could only take me so far, though.

If I was lucky, I’d stumbled across one of the most powerful people in the Wolf Pack. Otherwise, I might need to retreat and prepare some more advanced tools if I wanted to kill the rest of them. But first, I needed to survive this fight. I couldn’t trust that Freak was out of options just because I’d drained his mana core to empty. He could have a hidden mana crystal or a potion of some sort reserved for desperate situations.

I wasn’t interested in risking Freak coming back to life again or seeing what other tricks he might have up his sleeve. Now that I was able to get within touching distance, I just needed to finish him off. It was overkill, but I’d make the mana back soon. I used another master tier spell.

Despite my best efforts over the years, I’d never been able to unearth who’d come up with this spell originally. It had such a pretentious name, which told me that it had been created during the Razkalian Era. That predated my own birth by at least fifteen hundred years, likely more. Whatever records that might have credited the master mage who’d designed it had been lost.

Ridiculous name aside, Chill of the Infinite Void, as it was called—and always capitalized in full in the manual I’d discovered it in—was a powerful spell that drained every last scrap of heat out of a subject. It could be used in a wide area as well, making it a flexible spell that excelled at killing large groups of enemies. I didn’t need it for that purpose here.

I wanted it because it left its victims as nothing more than frozen statues that quickly crumbled to pieces under their own weight. Freak’s skin flashed to a cold, pale blue, his pain-filled grimace locked in place and his tar-sludged hand held out to receive a soul hook that would never reach him. Unless that black tar regenerating spell could build Freak an entire body from a chunk of frozen flesh no bigger than his fist, it wouldn’t be saving him from this.

On the off chance that the black tar regenerating spell could in fact rebuild Freak from a chunk of frozen flesh, I floated back ten feet and eyed up the body. It seemed like there was something at work trying to save him, otherwise he would have collapsed into himself and shattered already. Chill of the Infinite Void was a fast-acting spell. In fact, most of the mana cost associated with it came from just how quickly it removed heat from the area.

I suspected the rest was wasted on dispersing that heat away somewhere else. If I’d written the spell, I would have designed it to store that heat as a second attack. A compressed ball of all the heat taken from a fifty-foot-wide sphere would do a considerable amount of damage. Modifying the spell had been on my list for decades, but somehow something else was always more important, and I’d never gotten around to it.

It probably wasn’t necessary, but I was equal parts cautious and impatient. I threw a force wave into the iced statue that had been my opponent and shattered him to pieces. At that point, the telekinetic hands of Freak’s spell all disappeared, along with the light orb that had been hanging in the air. That answered whether he preferred enchantments or channeled light spells, I supposed.

That should have been the end of the battle, but Freak’s many hands had managed to open a dozen other cells. All sorts of aberrations were loose now, and without their master to control them, they went wild attacking anything and everything in sight. I would have been content to let them tear each other to shreds, but I’d used several powerful spells and needed a top up.

I floated up near the ceiling, cast a few new light orbs out into the room to illuminate everything, then swapped out flight for levitation. After that, it was a simple matter of taking the time to remote cast mana drain over and over again. I didn’t quite fill my lost reserves from the freed monsters before they finished killing each other, but I got close.

Now it was time to rob the place blind. I might just need to upgrade my phantom space with more room soon.
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The first thing I did was locate Freak’s alchemy lab. It wasn’t hard to find, being in another chamber just off from the grow room. After I was done sweeping it for traps, I spent a few minutes cataloguing the equipment, most of which was in decent shape if not terribly advanced. It would be more than sufficient for what I needed it, and I quickly started touching pieces to pull them into my phantom space.

After that came the bottled potions and elixirs, along with the jars of ointment, tinctures, unguents, salves, and creams. Freak had apparently been some sort of packrat, uncaring if his creations expired. Or maybe he saved them to test on the poor creatures that ended up on his operating table. It wouldn’t have surprised me.

Regardless of his motives, I had no use for a bruise salve that had started to separate back into its component parts. It took me another twenty minutes to go through everything in Freak’s stock, most of which got discarded. Of far more value to me was the supply of processed ingredients just waiting to be used in some recipe or another. Those, I could do great things with. I’d need to set this lab back up somewhere else soon.

The rest of my time was spent harvesting as many of the plants as I could. Some weren’t ready yet. Others needed days or weeks to go from being harvested to being ready to use. I took what I could and stole the mana from the rest. Without Freak around to keep this place going, there was no point in planning a return trip. Most of the remaining plants would wither and die, starved of the mana they needed.

I kept exploring, hoping against hope to find some sort of massive storage crystal. There was so much mana left in this lair, but I didn’t have the capacity to take it with me. I hadn’t been planning on confronting a member of the Wolf Pack inside their own lair so soon, and my preparations were lacking. There had to be something here, though, something that was acting as a power source for all the enchantments in the lab. There was no way Freak was doing it himself. He’d never be able to leave!

Then again, maybe he never did leave. He’d seemed a bit unhinged when we’d spoken, and practically all the magic he’d used was calculated to take advantage of the place we’d fought at. If that was the truth, though, where did he acquire the creatures for his experiments?

“From his cabal-mates,” I muttered to myself. “Damn it. There’s probably nothing here.”

But then I got lucky. Tucked away in a back closet was a pillar of granite, eight feet tall and three feet square at the base. It was shielded, just like everything else in the base, but I could feel the mana in it when I touched it. It had four or even five times the storage capacity of my own mana crystal and it was unattuned, a smaller version of the mana batteries I’d installed in my own labs.

“Perfect,” I said.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



Under normal circumstances, a mana battery’s job was to provide a source of redundancy to the ambient mana in the air. Most enchantments, at least the ones I’d made or interacted with in my previous life, were designed to keep themselves powered indefinitely, but experiments could have unintended consequences on the local mana pressure, and in order to preserve complex or expensive enchantments, mana batteries functioned as backups just in case the ambient mana temporarily dried up.

Here, of course, there was no ambient mana. All of the lab enchantments had to be powered directly from the battery, which gave Freak a convenient spot to pool his resources, and saved him from the tedious task of adding more mana to each individual enchantment.

If I cared at all about preserving the lab’s integrity, I couldn’t have moved that pillar of granite. The enchantments were rooted in it, and freeing it looked something similar to the process of pulling a stump. The roots got left behind while the main trunk was cut away. It was the same case here. Each enchantment I severed caused something else to fail, though rarely did it happen immediately. The grow room’s lights were the first to go, those having been enchanted to pull from the battery directly without any sort of internal reservoir.

I left the mana shielding in place until the end. Without wasting time on a more thorough examination of how exactly the enchantment had been performed, I could only guess at how long it would last. If it was at least half an hour, that’d be enough for me. I had my eyes on a few specimens in the grow room I wanted to salvage but which weren’t in a state where they could be harvested just yet, but everything else was going to get sucked dry and its mana stored in the battery as soon as I was done cutting the granite pillar loose from the floor.

There was one other enchantment I was hesitant to cut, so much so that I traced it to its source in the ceiling above the menagerie. It was some sort of mental effect that I suspected was designed to aid Freak in keeping his pets under his control, similar to a necromancer needing enchantments to grow their horde to impressive sizes. It had been modified since Freak’s flesh crafting victims were still alive, but the basic principles were the same.

It was kind of clunky, but it technically worked. The enchantment had been modified extensively, making me suspect that Freak had needed to update it each time he finished a new project. Maybe he’d gotten lazy about that, considering how badly a few of the more grotesque creations had reacted to my presence. Even now, while floating near the ceiling in total darkness examining the enchantment, I could hear them pacing back and forth in their cells, agitated.

Once I’d confirmed that the enchantment had enough mana in it to not break immediately upon removal of the lab’s battery, I went back and began the process of using stone shape to split the pillar from the ground and shrink it to a more manageable size. I ended up with an oblong rock about five inches long that still weighed at least five pounds after I added a gravity twist enchantment to it.

In practice, what I had was an inelegant storage crystal. It was designed to power enchantments, which made accessing it to manually draw mana from its reservoir difficult. Adding mana to it, however, was as easy as could be, and right now, that was what I needed. I could begin the process of draining Freak’s lab completely dry, or at least as dry as I could get it in the next half an hour or so before the mana shielding enchantments collapsed. I suspected if there was any significant source of mana left at that point, somebody would notice and come investigating.

I considered sticking around to see if I could ambush another member of the Wolf Pack, but I suspected it wouldn’t just be one person, and that whoever showed up would be ready for a fight. Freak had been a difficult enough opponent that I was hesitant to take on two more mages that might be equally strong at the same time, especially not ones fully armed and armored. I shuddered to imagine how much worse the last fight would have been if Freak had been able to down some of his potions or had started with his full menagerie under the influence of his puppet master spell.

Instead, I spent my time mana draining Freak’s circus of abominations one after another. Once I took the time to examine them individually, I found a great deal of animal and monster hybrids, some of which would live for a long time before they starved due to lack of mana. Others were destined to die a much quicker death once I stole what they needed to survive. Regardless of how well the beasts would have fared if left to their own devices, I killed them when I was done.

There was no sense in leaving any resources for my enemies to recover. Each body went through the open chute near the cutting table to be dumped into the lake below. Their corpses could feed the fish down there. I might even take the time to go down myself and hunt that other big one if the mana battery had room for it. It was almost full already.

Before I left, I located Freak’s soul hook. Such a tool had its uses, but it wasn’t something I wanted left lying around where my enemies could find it. It also wasn’t something I personally had a use for. I took half a minute to transmute it from rune-engraved steel into a handful of sand, then scattered it across the floor.

While I worked, I considered where the best place to set up my new alchemy lab would be. Ideally, it would be some place secure where I could create my own grow room, but that wasn’t necessary for what I needed to produce. I could expand the crucible chamber I’d hidden back in the wastes, but it would be difficult to obtain more resources after my pilfered stash ran out.

If I was willing to put the time, effort, and mana into it, the best thing to do would be to recruit some of the Arborists back home to tend to my gardens. I already had a corner of one of their greenhouses being used to grow a few things for me; it wouldn’t be a stretch to put up another greenhouse exclusively for my use. I had no doubt I could trade them something for their services.

The problem was that I’d been exiled. There were a few people in charge who would not take well to me showing back up and acting like I’d never left. But then, I did have enough power in my hand to flatten the entire village if I needed to. People like Karad and Solidaire couldn’t stop me anymore.

Was it even worth it to deal with them, though? There were plenty of other places I could set up a new village. I could probably poach at least a few people from Alkerist, and getting my family out of there would ease my concerns for their safety, if only because I had a constant fear that the Wolf Pack would send more people to retake control of the village, and my father wouldn’t have time to let me know so I could return to defend it.

One good thing about the wastes was that it didn’t so much have seasons as it did slight fluctuations in temperature and very little in the way of rainfall, so while we’d need to plant a crop of food immediately, we wouldn’t be waiting on the weather. As long as I picked a place near water and applied liberal amounts of mana to the seeds, it wouldn’t take even a month to get our first harvest.

It was something to talk to my parents about. Despite how the village treated Father, the idea of leaving it didn’t appear to have ever crossed his mind. It was easy to see why. He’d been born and raised there, and other than some childhood exploration and a few days out in the wastes after Noctra had kidnapped him, he’d never really left.

Mother would probably argue about leaving her garden, but I could easily transplant the entire thing. I might even convince her to let me help her ignite her core. That would make those tasks far easier for her to complete, though I suspected it wouldn’t be a strong enough argument to convince her to leave the village.

As for my sister, she’d probably see the whole thing as some sort of adventure. There’d be no need to convince her it was a good idea as long as she thought it sounded fun. If nothing else, I could entice her with offers of magic lessons. According to Father, she’d been experimenting on her own anyway.

I set aside a few plants while I worked. A light orb floated around overhead, bathing me in the sole pool of illumination left in the lab. Once I’d finished the grow room, I ransacked Freak’s personal chambers. Most of my loot was in the form of books. There was no magical equipment to be found; apparently, he’d worn what he owned into battle, and I’d destroyed the robe and brewer’s ward stone when I flash froze him and broke him into pieces.

The books were about what I’d expected, mostly alchemy recipes and botany guides that I was interested in skimming through to get a better grasp of what kind of local supplies I could expect to find, and what the best uses for them were. There was also a single book dedicated to crafting and maintaining workshop enchantments, though it appeared to be nothing more than a beginner’s guide.

Those I kept. The rest was comprised of a surprising amount of erotic fiction—I hoped it was fiction at least, but I wasn’t willing to dive into the contents to make an accurate judgment about whether the characters really existed—that I left behind. They had some use as paper to be recycled for future use, but… No. I’d find other sources.

There were some other personal effects I opted not to take with me after checking them over. Freak had apparently been a collector of masks, and had a variety in wood, stone, metal, clay, and, creepily enough, animal flesh. I hoped it was animal flesh, at least. That one was well-preserved, but I wasn’t eager to figure out where the leather had come from.

With that, my looting was complete. I’d decided while I was working that I’d be delaying my exploration of the inner city for another day. The teleportation beacon I’d set up was well-hidden and had enough mana to last two weeks before it started to degrade. That gave me plenty of time to sort through my haul and decide on my next steps once I spoke with my family.

If Alkerist’s leaders would cooperate, I’d set up the alchemy lab in one of the rooms available in Noctra’s old lab. If they didn’t want to cooperate, I might just do it anyway. If not there, I could use some space at the arbor, or I might begin construction on a true home of my own out in the wastes. I had the mana for it now. Either way, I expected to secure some help from the head of the Arborists. Shel had to be bursting at the seams with questions for me by now.

Gathering up the few plants I’d spared to take with me, I began the slow process of teleporting back home. I left behind a lair thoroughly stripped of anything that had the slightest value and a single enchantment that would watch for about two weeks for anyone entering Freak’s lab, record what they said and did, and then last for another month before it ran out of mana. As long as I returned to claim it before then, it would be as good as if I’d been there myself.

It was an expensive spell, but worth it. If I was lucky, I’d get the identities of at least one other Wolf Pack mage. If not, well, I’d still gained a massive amount of mana. Today was a solid win for me.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Even with a teleportation beacon, the spell was not cheap. If Father hadn’t been the one supplying the mana to keep it active on the scrying mirror I’d left him, it wouldn’t have been worth the effort. Keeping it active for over a month had cost him far more mana than it saved me.

I appeared near my parents’ pallet in front of the scrying mirror. It was leaned up against the wall with the bottom wedged in some type of stand that appeared to be a small wooden log cut into a square with a groove carved into the top of it. The mirror was a bit dustier than I would have liked, but that was bound to happen when it was basically left sitting on a floor made of hard-packed dirt.

I’d forgotten for a moment exactly how… quaint the village was. Logically, I knew, but seeing it was something else. Briefly I considered transmuting the dirt to smooth stone, but the mana wasn’t worth it, especially not before I’d talked to my parents about moving. For a permanent dwelling, I would have considered it an investment. For this hut in the middle of a village of perhaps two hundred people, a hut that we might very well be abandoning, there was no way.

I swiftly unloaded the planters onto the floor, more than happy to be relieved of that weight. It was far greater than I could have managed without magic, mostly because I’d made the decision to bring the dirt and all with me. My phantom space was also stuffed to bursting, but only with things that weren’t alive. An already harvested herb was fine; a still living plant would not fare nearly as well. In fact, it would be a struggle just to get the phantom space to accept putting a plant in there. Animals or monsters were completely out of the question.

The curtain that served as the hut’s front door twitched aside and my mother strode in, a scowl on her face and her strides heavier than I’d expected. “Alright you, go back to your own home and quit play— Gravin?”

She rushed across the room and grabbed me up into a hug, one that lifted me off my feet. To my surprise, I found myself returning that hug just as fiercely. Having my feet dangle in the air may have been undignified, but there was no one else here to see it. Besides, most of my communication had been with my father alone, though on occasion Mother had shared the mirror with him. I saw Senica least of all.

“What are you doing here? Did your Father…?” Mother trailed off. “No, I would have known if he’d contacted you.”

“Contacted me about what?” I asked. “Is something going on?”

“It’s probably nothing. Just some people getting sick lately.”

“If it’s nothing, why would you think I’d be here because of it?”

“It’s… Well, it’s who is getting sick,” Mother said. “So far, it’s only affecting people from the Garrison and the Barrier Wardens.”

“Oh, that,” I said. “Let me guess. Sudden light-headedness, maybe they get a bit dizzy, followed by a massive headache and general body ache lasting anywhere from one to four days, during which time the person has a hard time holding a conversation or concentrating on anything?”

“I don’t know how long it’ll last,” Mother said. “They just started getting sick all at once in the last day or two. You know what’s wrong with them?”

“I’m surprised it took this long,” I said. “You remember what Noctra did to Nermet? Well, that was the worst case, not the only one. But everyone else had much lighter touches, if at all. Most of the mind magic used on them was just to induce a kind of selective amnesia, but even weaker than that. The enchantment just kind of encouraged its victims not to think too closely about what Noctra had been doing. He used it on the people he had to interact with regularly, the ones he thought most likely to catch on.”

“And now the enchantment is wearing off?” Mother asked.

“Starving, more like. And as it does, it starts constricting. Don’t worry, they’ll all be fine in a few days.”

“But you could fix it?”

I shrugged. “Sure, I guess. But why would I waste the mana on it? It’s a pain to remove. It’ll break down on its own and they’ll all be fine after.”

“Maybe you should consider helping. Karad’s one of the people who’s sick.”

“He’s not high up on my list of people to help,” I said. “For obvious reasons.”

“A gesture of good will now might ease the transition when you return,” Mother argued.

While that might be true, it wasn’t like I needed it, especially if I set up a new village somewhere else. “About that,” I said, “I wanted to talk to you and Father about moving out of the village.”

“Moving out?”

“Maybe with a few other people. Setting up something small and defensible and, most importantly, not in sight of a cabal of hostile mages.”

In my mind, I pictured a little magical utopia, where everyone was ignited, and a small patch of land thrived under their care. Reality was rarely so kind, of course, and never for long when it was. But really, what did we have left here?

“It sounds lonely,” Mother said. “Senica would miss her friends. So would I.”

“You could come back and visit once I’ve finished dealing with the Wolf Pack. I’ve already intercepted two groups heading this way and gotten rid of one of their inner circle in Derro. I’m not sure how many are left, but it’s a start.”

Mother paled at my words, and I schooled my face to smoothness to prevent myself from cringing. She’d never quite gotten over trying to pretend I was a normal little boy most of the time, and when I did use magic for something, it seemed like she still tried to slot me into the role of “harmless friendly child, but with magic.”

Mentioning killing people always seemed to shock her. Being exiled for torturing some captives for information probably hadn’t helped. Sometimes I wondered what lies she told herself about me, and what lies she told Senica. We’d all agreed to shield my sister as much as possible until she was older, though from what I’d been hearing, I didn’t think they were going to be able to keep her from magic much longer.

If we weren’t in a barren wasteland with practically no mana, she probably would have ignited her own core already. Perhaps I needed to take a day or two to give Senica a grounding in some basic magical theories so that if I wasn’t around to oversee the ignition, she’d still know how to do a good job of it. It would be at least two or three months for her to gather the needed mana, not including the time it took her to practice and the mana she’d spend doing that.

“Maybe we should move,” Mother said. “All of us. We could just leave, go somewhere where they can’t find us. That might be better.”

“I don’t think the entire village would agree to that,” I said.

It wasn’t an impossible plan, though it would certainly be expensive. It might actually be cheaper to build a whole new ward stone, one that isolated the village and prevented people from approaching it or scrying on it. Anyone who knowingly tried to enter would find themselves confused and turned about, and anyone stumbling in accidentally would pass by without ever actually seeing the village itself, never thinking twice about the path they’d taken to go around.

Those kinds of spells never worked out in the end. For one, they were devilishly tricky to keep running, especially when some dumb villager inevitably passed the ward boundaries and needed to be rescued to return back home. For another, even in the mana-rich environments I’d grown accustomed to in my previous life, those kinds of wards were a nightmare to keep powered.

We could probably make it work, but only if I regularly went hunting for more mages to rob in Derro. At some point, I’d run out of victims and the wards would fail. It was better to use that mana to empower myself to make the next hunt easier, and it would ultimately serve the same purpose.

Alternatively, if I ignited enough cores, the whole village might be able to support it indefinitely. That was still a lot of work on my part, and it would probably take a year or more to get it running. I didn’t know exactly when the Wolf Pack would send out its next group to reclaim Alkerist, but I was sure they would sooner or later. The village had cost them too much to abandon it now.

The cheapest and easiest solution really would be to take my family and a select few other people, then leave the rest of the village to fend for themselves, but I could understand Mother’s reticence to that solution. That was why I’d gone to Derro and started hunting the mages who’d been secretly controlling our village for an entire generation now. That, and because I had some questions about what had happened to the island I’d been reborn on that I couldn’t find the answers to here.

“Um… what are these plants for?” Mother asked.

“Various flowers and herbs I confiscated from a lab in Derro,” I explained. “I want to make something and I need these for materials, but they’re not ready to be harvested yet.”

“Like medicine?”

“Something like that, yes.”

I wasn’t planning on telling my parents about my plan to use ointment of aging to increase the rate that I grew older. Something told me they’d be against it, but I doubted they’d notice if I only added a few extra years. At least, they wouldn’t right away.

“Medicine that could help the sick people in the village?”

“Karad and his lot?” I asked. “I don’t need medicine for that. I… suppose it couldn’t hurt to go fix them up.”

I was flush with mana right now, and I did want a spot to set up my new alchemy lab anyway. It might smooth things over if I did Karad a favor first, assuming he was still the leader of the village. When I’d left, the Council, as they’d called themselves, were splitting up Noctra’s responsibilities between the four of them, but in practice, most of that work had fallen on the leader of the Garrison. That had made him the most politically influential person in the village, though not to the point where he could do whatever he pleased like the former governor.

“Let’s just leave these here for now,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll be safe enough for the moment. Now, where are all the sick people? I’m assuming they’d be quarantined either singularly in their homes or all together somewhere.”

“In their homes,” Mother said. “We didn’t think it was too serious at first, and by the time we realized we had nearly twenty people all sick with the same thing, they were already all home.”

“Your plague protocols leave much to be desired,” I told her. Considering the size of the village, if an actual plague ever came through here, there was little doubt that it would obliterate the entire population.

“What’s a plague?”

“An outbreak of a deadly and contagious illness,” I said. Every now and then I stumbled over a weird knowledge gap in my parents’ education. I supposed it was an inevitable consequence of living in such isolation that they could accurately count the number of people they met throughout their entire lives, and that number being under a thousand people. Some of them couldn’t even name the next closest town, or didn’t believe it actually existed.

Sighing, I said, “Let’s start with Karad. Can you take me to his home?”


Chapter
Thirty



This time of day, the villagers were busy in the fields or gardens. The children were in school, and only a few of the older generation who’d grown too weak to continue working were relaxing. Of course, that included our nosy neighbor, Malra. She spotted us as soon as we left the hut. I knew because I could feel her mana core, unusually full for a villager’s, right near the window in her hut she liked to spy out of.

A glance over in that direction revealed an older woman with gray hair and a lot of wrinkles staring at us, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. As soon as Malra realized I’d seen her, she flinched back, and the curtain closed so fast I’d have sworn it was magic if I didn’t know any better.

Mother followed my gaze and let out a soft laugh. “She doesn’t like to talk to me much anymore,” she said. “Things were already strained with her helping herself to our garden while we were gone those few days. After all the rumors about your exile, she came around trying to get the details from me, then left in a huff.”

“She’s heading somewhere in a hurry,” I said after we walked past her house. I could feel her mana core leave the hut and slip around the backside to the street running parallel to ours. I was sure that news of my return would have spread through the whole village by the time I was done with Karad.

I expected Mother to try to take my hand while we walked like we used to, but it seemed she’d broken herself of that habit. Other than the initial hug when she’d first spotted me, it was almost like she’d gone out of her way to treat me like an adult. It was nice, and I was thoroughly annoyed at the part of my mind that wasn’t happy about it.

The village felt even smaller than I remembered after my recent experiences in Derro. The streets were empty and quiet except for the occasional retiree. There was no market. There were no farmers bringing their crops in to sell, no enforcers patrolling. It was just six streets of huts unevenly spaced apart by their gardens of varying sizes surrounding a single square that had the village’s two administrative buildings.

We reached Karad’s home in under ten minutes. Knocking wasn’t a thing here, mostly on account of how no one had actual doors. Instead, Mother said, “Melain? Karad? It’s Xilaya. Can I come in?”

A hand reached out and pulled aside the curtain that blocked the entrance into the hut to reveal a young woman in Garrison leathers with a short sword hanging off her belt. She started to say something, but the words caught in her throat when she saw me standing next to Mother. “Are you out of your damn minds?” she hissed, stepping through the empty doorway and forcing us back.

“Hello, Nianta,” I said. “I’m surprised you’re on your feet. I hear everyone else is sick.”

“I caught it early, and I’m feeling much better now,” she said curtly. “Xilaya, get that boy out of here. He’s exiled.”

“It’s a leftover from Noctra,” I said, ignoring her words. “It’s probably not going to kill anyone, but if it was, Karad would be the most likely person.”

Mother shot me an alarmed look, but stayed quiet. It was true what I’d told her earlier. No one, not even Karad, was going to die from the enchantments Noctra had been weaving in their minds, but there was no reason they needed to know that.

“Let me guess. You’re the only one who can stop it,” Nianta said.

I shrugged. “The only one here, at least. Unless some new mages moved in who I don’t know about?”

“Wait here,” the Garrison woman said before spinning on her heel and walking back into the hut. I caught a low murmur of her talking with someone else, another woman, and thirty seconds later, Nianta reappeared. She gestured for us to follow her in.

Karad was propped up in a padded chair, one that I recognized from Noctra’s manor outside of town. I suspected a lot of his furniture had ended up in the homes of the more influential citizens of Alkerist, and why not? It wasn’t doing anyone any good back at the manor. Its location a mile away from the village itself made it inconvenient to use for administration purposes, and since no one was working on any sort of nefarious schemes, there was no need for the privacy so much space afforded.

Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they got around to building a new town hall at the north end of the village at some point. Any other direction would cut into field space, but there was a thousand feet of empty scrub grass between the village and the edge of the arbor.

The commander of the Garrison was a ridiculously handsome man in his late thirties or early forties who normally had sharp, clear eyes. I spotted a lot of new gray hairs coming in around his temples that weren’t there before, but that was overshadowed by the stress lines wrinkling his forehead and the pain-induced clench of his teeth. Another woman I hadn’t met, but who I thought was his wife, hovered nearby, worry plain on her features.

“You,” he said, looking straight at me. “You did this?”

“No,” I said. “This is… a very minor version of what would have happened to your nephew if my father hadn’t donated mana to him for over a month so that I could remove the subjugation enchantment from his mind. I assume Noctra worked his control over all of you, but I suppose it could have just as easily been Iskara.”

Her cabal name had been Perfidy, and mind magic always struck me as something more in line with her abilities, anyway. Noctra might have been the one in charge of the village, but Perfidy had been the person responsible for handling him. She’d only been an adept, not a mage, but more and more, I considered the difference academic. Most true mages around her seemed to source their mana from whole crowds of people anyway. The fact that she couldn’t generate her own like a mage could wasn’t all that relevant if it came down to a fight.

Karad started to reply, but interrupted himself with a pained wince. Once he’d recovered, he said, “You knew? Never said anything.”

“I never checked,” I admitted. “I knew it was a possibility, but your Council was borderline hostile towards me. It wasn’t worth the time or mana to spare people who so obviously hated me a few hours or days of discomfort.”

“Typical,” Karad said. “You’re only ever interested in what benefits you. Still a monster walking around in a child’s body.”

“I am,” I said. “I don’t think I ever made any effort to disguise that fact. But I was always willing to deal fairly with you.”

“Let me guess, you’re here to offer a deal now. You fix whatever’s wrong with me, with all of us, and you get something in return. What? Your exile status lifted?”

“No, no. I don’t want to live here anyway. I merely need a temporary place to set up some equipment I acquired in Derro. I doubt I’ll be here more than a week, then a few days here and there in the future until I decide where to set up my own home.

“Let me be clear. I’ll be here as long as I want. I’m not asking for permission. What I am offering is to take a few hours to remove the lingering enchantments from everyone Noctra was working on in exchange for the lot of you not hassling me.”

Though to be honest, I expected that I’d be hearing from Shel as soon as she learned I was home. She’d been the only one who’d managed to talk me into igniting her core before I’d decided to leave. There were three other students I’d been preparing to undergo the ritual who would probably be looking for my help as well, though it was possible they’d managed to complete the process without me. Part of me hoped they had, but if so, their improved mana generation speeds probably weren’t up to my standards.

“I can’t make a decision on behalf of the whole Council,” Karad growled, his eyes scrunched shut as a fresh spike of pain stabbed his brain.

“Suit yourself. I guess I’ll be on my way then.”

“Wait!” Karad’s wife said. What had Mother said her name was? Melain? That sounded right.

“Yes?”

“There must be something else we can do. Please.”

I thought for a moment. It would probably save me some hassle in the long run if Karad owed me a favor. “Fine. I’ll fix up Karad. In return, he will do his best to convince everyone to leave me alone. If he manages that, I’ll take care of everyone else on the condition that they have to be brought to me at Noctra’s manor.”

The Garrison commander cracked open an eye to size me up, then sighed and said, “Fine. You win.”

“Alright. Go ahead and lay down.”

“Why?” he asked.

“So I can reach your head without having to stand on my toes,” I told him.

Melain helped her husband over to the overstuffed pallet they shared, and I took up a position sitting just behind him. He flinched when I touched his hair, but other than that kept control of himself. If I didn’t know any better, I might not have thought he was afraid of me.

The mind magic on Karad was subtle, so subtle that if I hadn’t specifically been looking for it, I would have missed it. That wasn’t a testament to Noctra’s skill. He’d used an extremely light touch because he was an amateur who knew enough to know that if he screwed something up on people who were mentally healthy, it wouldn’t go unnoticed.

All the enchantment did was encourage people to view Noctra in a friendly light, something I should have thought to check months ago. They’d given the former governor the benefit of the doubt, leaned into the most charitable interpretation of his actions, at least in theory. Without him alive to spin the narrative to his benefit, the enchantment hadn’t done much to save his posthumous reputation.

The enchantment had only survived as long as it had because it fed off the host’s own mana core to renew itself, but it wasn’t enough to endure indefinitely. With the nightly mana tithing being a part of everyone’s routine here, that had probably hastened its demise. It also explained why not everyone had been afflicted at the same time. People who frequently used all of their mana would have starved their enchantments faster.

Removing the spell took me about ten minutes and cost me enough mana that it’d take five hours to regenerate it. Karad gasped and jerked upright the moment I was finished, almost smacking into my nose with his skull. Only the shield ward hanging from my neck prevented it.

“Karad?” Melain asked.

At the same time, my mother started forward. “Gravin!”

I waved her back. “It’s fine. I’m not hurt.”

Karad stood up and peered around. Tentatively, he lifted a hand and waved it back and forth. I watched his eyes follow the motion. “The pain’s gone,” he said. “Thank the spirits for that.”

“More like thank me,” I grumbled, but everyone ignored me. Melain rushed to her husband and was swept up into a hug while Nianta and my mother watched. Rolling my eyes, I stood up and moved over to the door. I raised my voice to say, “Now, I’m off. You go do your meeting and convince the rest of the town to leave me in peace while I work. As long as they agree, you can bring anyone else Noctra got his mind magic into to the manor to be fixed.”

The smile faded from Karad’s face, and he clutched his wife to him tightly. The fear was more evident in his eyes, like he was remembering all the reasons he’d wanted me gone in the first place. “A deal’s a deal,” he said. “I’ll come find you later at the manor and let you know what I was able to get people to agree to.”

“Perfect,” I said. I glanced at Mother, who nodded back, and we left together.


Chapter
Thirty-One



We walked for about two minutes before I got tired of my mother’s silent judgment. “Just say what’s on your mind,” I told her.

“You should help the rest of them, too,” she said after a moment.

“I will, provided the village agrees to my terms.”

Mother shook her head. “You should help them because that’s how we all survive. Everybody works together, everybody helps each other.”

“The way Malra helped herself to our garden?” I asked. “Or our neighbors helped themselves to the chairs at our table? Or how the village decided to place me under house arrest, not because I killed the person taking advantage of us, but because I didn’t do it under their authority?”

“Yes, there are some people who are selfish, but if everyone acted that way, we’d all die. If you want people to stop treating you like an outsider, you have to stop acting like one.”

I paused and looked up at her. “Is that what you think I want?”

“Isn’t it?” Mother sounded unsure now.

“No. I want to protect my family from the mages in Derro that are harvesting mana from, well… it seems like almost everybody. I have nothing against this particular village, but the important part of it is you and Father and Senica. I’ll bargain fairly with the Council as long as they’re fair with me, but I don’t owe them anything.”

We started walking again, this time in silence until we reached the edge of town. I could tell Mother wanted to say something, but she couldn’t figure out the words that would convince me to change my mind. To her, the village was everything. She’d been born here, lived here her whole life, and never gone farther than exploring just outside the barrier when she was a child until Father had been kidnapped and we’d been forced to chase after him.

As far as I could tell, the village hadn’t treated them well. The accident from when they were kids that had broken the barrier had turned Father into a pariah with almost no friends, and Mother wasn’t much better off. Senica seemed to be doing alright, but I doubted she was going to give up on learning magic. That would alienate her from the other children sooner or later, especially since it seemed unlikely that any of them would be following the same path.

And yet, leaving had never crossed their minds. The wastes meant death, either slowly to starvation or quickly to a monster, but death nonetheless. As bad as the village might have been day-to-day, they associated it with being safe. Now that I’d repaired the ward stone and they had an actual barrier—at least for some portion of the night—to protect them, there was some real safety to be had.

“Tonight, I want to talk to you and Father about leaving,” I said. “I’m not going to force you to do anything. I just want to discuss some ideas and get your thoughts on them.”

“I… I can’t promise anything except that we’ll listen,” Mother said.

“That’s all I could ask for.” I paused again. “You don’t have to come all the way with me. I’m sure you have other things to do.”

“No, nothing that can’t wait a bit. There are still a few hours until Senica gets home, and I haven’t gotten to see you in months. I’d like to see what you’re up to now that you’re back.”

Alchemy was not exciting to watch, but if it made her happy…
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I let myself into Noctra’s home using an unlocking spell. The inside was significantly dustier than I’d expected, so much so that I paused in the doorway and used a bit of elemental manipulation to gather up the majority of it into a ball of hard-packed dirt and sent it out through the door. Mother watched it go with a blank expression, but said, “Handy for cleaning, I suppose.”

“Just for getting the big stuff. It’s not worth the mana to actually clean things properly,” I said. At least, it wasn’t right now. Once I’d advanced my core another stage or two, mana would be less of a concern, and I could afford to be more frivolous with it.

Some rooms in the manor were clean enough, but most had been collecting dust for months. With Noctra’s death, it looked like the solution had been to just close the doors and forget about what was behind them. There was a path going from an exterior door to the ward stone that was relatively dust-free, and an office room or two showed signs of use, but the east side of the manor where Noctra and Iskara had lived and worked was closed off.

I burned a bit more mana clearing the way until I found the room I wanted. Once, it had served as some sort of experimentation lab for Noctra. The floors were textured clay tiles, easy to clean and good for preventing slips. There were no windows, but hooks built in the walls held empty oil lanterns. I wouldn’t be using those, if for no other reason than I didn’t need the smoke contaminating anything. A pair of light orbs went into the air to hover near the lanterns.

The reason I’d chosen this room in particular was that I remembered it had two workbenches against the back wall and a wide table in the middle. All of it was too tall for me to conveniently use, but I’d make do by adding some platforms in front of tables. After using elemental manipulation to give it as thorough a cleaning as possible without having any soap to add to the mix, I decided I was ready to start setting up. A bit of dust left in the corners wouldn’t hurt anything, after all.

One by one, I started pulling pieces of the pilfered alchemist’s lab out of my phantom space. My mother watched from the doorway for a minute, then said, “You can just make things out of nothing like this?”

I stopped and glanced back at the half-full table. Technically, I could do some transmutations to make it look like I was creating something out of nothing, but that was far too expensive. “No, I took all of this from a mage who tried to kill me a few hours ago.”

“Spirits protect you! Are you alright?” she demanded, rushing toward me as she spoke.

It was so abrupt and caught me so off-guard that my shield ward activated, stopping her from grabbing hold of me. She blinked down at me, her arms pressed against the magic that kept her from touching me. “What is this?”

I took over manual control of the wards to let Mother through. “It’s a defensive spell that keeps things from hitting me. It reacts automatically unless I tell it not to. Sorry, you surprised me. But I’m fine, honestly. The fight took more mana than I wanted, but I got it all back and then some. The crazy amount of mana I pulled out of that mage’s lair is actually why I’m back. I need to use some of it up and he had a lot of alchemy supplies, so I’m looking for a place to set up a temporary lab.”

I let Mother fret over me for another minute until she was satisfied that I was uninjured, but eventually I had to disentangle myself from her grasp after she showed no signs of letting me go. I got back to work and gave her a heavily edited account of my time out in the wastes and Derro. If I’d known she was going to get this clingy at the thought of me being in danger, I wouldn’t have mentioned where I’d gotten the alchemy equipment from or the mages I’d ambushed on their way to the village.

Eventually, someone else showed up. I sensed their mana at the edge of my range, outside the manor, just one person but with a core holding three times as much mana as mine. Nobody else I’d sensed in the village had that much mana, so my best guess was that it was someone from the arbor, probably my one-time student, Shel. Unlike my father, she’d taken an active interest in learning magic and didn’t pay much attention to personal boundaries.

Whoever it was must have sensed Mother standing near me. My own mana was kept strictly hidden, a trick not unlike walking around with my stomach clenched all the time, except in my mind. I tracked their progress while I bustled back and forth in front of a workbench. Various reagents were laid out in front of me, waiting to be processed so I could add them to my mix. I had everything I needed for a trial run at an ointment of aging, though almost all of it was substitutions and compromises from the recipe I was familiar with.

It would probably work, though perhaps not as well as my version. The mana saturation was a bit low on a few of my key ingredients, but in all fairness, I hadn’t found anything that could match the saturation levels I was used to in just about everything I normally used. I was compensating with a lot of extra ingredients, which required more calculations to properly balance the recipe, not to mention all the extra mana I had to personally invest to keep everything working together in harmony.

Knowing that I’d be interrupted any moment now, I focused on prep work and told my mother, “You’re going to want to take a step to the side. Someone’s going to be coming through that door any second now.”

The door burst open about six seconds later, revealing Shel standing there. “You’re back!” she said as she strode into the room, only to pause and look around. “What… What is all of this?”

“Alchemy equipment,” I said. I’d need to put a lock on the door when I started the delicate part of the process.

Shel’s eyes sparkled as she looked at me. “Are you going to teach me how to use all this?”

“Depends how long I stay,” I told her. “And how good of a job you’ve done with my corner of the new greenhouse.”

“Everything’s growing just fine,” Shel assured me. “Though there’s one patch that’s just grass, but it’s blue? I wasn’t sure if that’s what you were going for with that section.”

It wasn’t what I was hoping for, but it was about what I’d expected. I’d made some alterations to a few seeds in the hopes that with mana embedded into them, they’d grow into something useful. Not every experiment could be a success, unfortunately. I’d find some use for the grass, but I’d been hoping for something else.

“How long is it?”

“Six inches, maybe?”

I frowned. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to use it for anything but compost. “Very well, come over here and I’ll explain what all of this is. This isn’t really suitable for a beginner’s alchemy lesson, but I’m making something as a personal project. Just try to follow along as best you can.”

“I need to go soon,” Mother said from by the door. “Senica will be getting home from school. You’ll come home tonight?”

“One way or another,” I said. I gave Shell a look. “It’ll be easier if the Council agrees to leave me alone.”

“You have my vote,” she said. “I imagine Karad will also vote yes, considering he’s the one who brought it up. And I might note that he’s looking better today, presumably thanks to you. Solidaire will probably also vote yes if it means getting his men back in fighting shape.”

“Which leaves just Melmir. Does it matter if the vote isn’t unanimous?”

The leader of the Collectors did not like me, initially because he thought I was going to put him out of a job. To be fair, if I’d stayed long enough, I would have. That had only grown when the Council had realized they didn’t really have a lot of leverage to control me. Though in his defense, Melmir had advocated for exile. Solidaire had wanted to murder me, presumably in my sleep.

“It does not,” Shel assured me.

“Good. Then yes, I’ll be home this evening, Mother. If you need me earlier, have Father use the scrying mirror to get my attention.”

I said my goodbyes, then turned back to my work, my one-time student hovering over my shoulder.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Ireceived three visitors over the next hour while I finished up my preparations. None of them were as bad off as Karad had been, but each one resulted in another ten-minute break. Karad himself came to the manor with the third one, and not just because the man had needed someone to help him make the walk.

“The Council agrees to your proposal,” he said.

“Obviously they do. You’re sending people to me to treat.”

“On the condition that the rest of the afflicted Garrison and Barrier Wardens be gathered in one place in the village to be treated there. The trip out here is too much for them.”

I paused in the act of grinding a few leaves to powder and considered it. “Fine, but it’ll be a few hours before I’m done here. Anyone who doesn’t want to wait can make the trip, otherwise I’ll take care of it when I head back to my parents’ home for the evening.”

“I would prefer if you attended to them immediately,” Karad said. He gestured at the alchemy tools filling the center table. “Surely this can wait an hour.”

“It could, but it won’t. You burned away any compassion I had for your group months ago, Karad.”

“This attitude right here is exactly why you’re not welcome,” Karad said. “You refuse to abide by anyone else’s authority or work for the betterment of the village as a whole.”

“True. That’s why I won’t be staying long. It was just cheaper for me to use a building that was already set up and which had access to the greenhouses which I helped repair. And besides, it’s not like you’re not getting anything out of it.”

Karad started to say something else, but Shel interrupted him, “Just let it go, Karad. He told you when he’ll be by, and if anyone doesn’t want to wait that long, they can come to him. That’s not unreasonable. He’s not a healer, and nobody is in danger of dying.”

“How sure are you that nobody will die while you play around with your leaves and your flowers?” Karad asked.

“Is anyone worse off than you were?” I asked.

“I don’t think so…”

“Then I’m completely sure. You were nowhere near the threshold for permanent damage. If you find someone who can’t talk or isn’t aware of their surroundings, come let me know. As long as it’s just pain, even if it’s enough to knock them flat, they’ll be fine eventually.”

Karad grumbled, but gave up the argument and left. Once it was just me and Shel, I said, “This next part is where I can’t be interrupted. You can stick around and watch, but I won’t be stopping once the process starts. If anyone does show up before I’m done, keeping them out of the room is your responsibility.”

“Got it. Will you be able to answer questions while you work?”

I hesitated to say yes. I could do it, but I didn’t want to. “Not this time,” I decided. “I’m kind of winging it with a lot of unfamiliar ingredients I’m using as substitutes, so I need to pay close attention to manage the reactions. If everything goes well, I’ll be making a lot more of this stuff.”

Shel took up her position, and I began channeling mana into the various pieces of equipment in front of me.
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“Uh… this looks like mud,” Shel said as she peered down at the clay jar.

“Ointments often do.”

“I guess. What’s it do?”

“If it works right, it’ll make me older,” I explained.

Shel glanced up at me. “Temporarily, you mean? What would be the point?”

“No, permanently. It won’t be by much. A few days, maybe. The ointment is magically charged and should contain everything a body needs to remain healthy. It will force a growth spurt, the same as physically aging. If I do it every day, I could age three or four times faster than normal.”

“Kids these days, always in such a hurry to grow up,” she quipped. Then she narrowed her eyes and looked over at me. “But I can’t see you looking for a job in the fields. It’s something else. Your core?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “How is your training with sensing mana coming along?”

“Harder without direction, but I’m still progressing,” she said. “Why?”

“You’ve noticed the difference between adults and children.”

“Significantly bigger cores.”

“And slightly faster regeneration,” I said. “That might be harder for you to judge since your own core is ignited, but trust me, it’s a measurable difference.”

“So that’s why? All this work so you can become an adult with an adult-sized core faster. No, there’s got to be more to it.”

“You remember what I was working on when you all started your basic mana control exercises?” I asked.

“Something to do with your own core, but I was never quite sure what.”

I used telekinesis on the ointment to swirl it around slowly, making sure that nothing was settling toward the bottom before it finished hardening. The color was darker than I’d expected, but the process was otherwise smooth. In a few minutes, it would be ready for testing.

“Most people here are dulls. That means they have a dormant core. Unignited. A stage zero. You and my father have an ignited core. Stage one.” I pointed at my chest. “Stage two.”

“What does that mean, though? And are there more stages past two?”

“It means more than doubling your current mana generation again. And stage three means increasing the amount of mana your core can hold up to ten times over. But if I advance to stage three now, when my core is three times smaller than an adult’s… Well, the modifications don’t really grow with you. My core would stop growing, and I’d have to break the stage three changes in order for it to start again, which would leave… I guess you could call it a form of scarring.”

I gave Shel a minute to digest that, then said, “And you’d like to know how to get to stage two.”

“I would.”

“You’re not even close to ready,” I said. “Noctra was trying to figure it out. I’ll point out the books he had on the subject. That will get you halfway there. When you feel like you understand what he recorded in his own notes, come find me and we’ll discuss all the parts he hadn’t figured out yet.

“And now, I’ll need a little privacy.”

“You will?” Shel asked. “For what?”

“Because I’m about to take off my clothes and smear this all over my body.”

Shel’s mouth formed into an ‘O’ of surprise. “Well, I suppose I will go explore the library. Can you point me toward what books I’m looking for?”

“Check his private study, the bookshelf on the left side. I believe there were three volumes. The ones talking about dust jackals are what you’re looking for.”

Shel left, leaving me to peel off my clothes and sweep my body with elemental manipulation to remove as much dirt and grime as possible. It was important for the ointment to be slathered directly onto the skin.

I scooped up two fingers of the ointment and rubbed it into my chest. “Cold,” I muttered. Maybe if I tweaked the ratios a bit, I could get something that was a bit warmer.
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After half an hour of letting the magic soak into my body, I scraped the ointment off and got dressed. I was in need of a bath, but otherwise ready to move on with my evening. Other than collecting Shel, who was busy flitting around Noctra’s old office, it was time to go home and try to convince my parents to move out of this village before it became a deathtrap.

I’d always been wary of leaving them here. Even with the scrying mirror and doing my best to keep my mana crystal at least half full, there was a chance an attack would come and I’d never know. Maybe my father would die in the opening strike. Maybe the scrying mirror would malfunction, or an enemy mage would destroy it. I would have felt much better if my family wasn’t here.

I’d done my best to keep the Wolf Pack’s attention in Derro, up to and including killing what I hoped was one of their inner circle and a few dozen of their enforcers. If that wasn’t enough chaos to keep the cabal’s interest firmly in their own city for a few days, I’d have to start breaking buildings.

“Did it work?” Shel asked, drawing me out of my thoughts as we walked together.

“Too soon to tell,” I said. “It doesn’t seem to have had any adverse effects, but I’m not sure how it’ll do at actually aging me up. If it worked as well as I think it did, I’ve advanced four days of growth. It’ll take another few weeks of daily treatments to see a noticeable physical change.”

I’d see the difference in my mana core, something I had much better awareness of, long before I grew taller. A month’s growth there was significant enough to tell if it was working. If so, I’d push myself up to about nine years of physical age as quickly as possible, then stop. Puberty was full of all sorts of delicate hormones that this simplified version of the ointment of aging would have difficulties with.

By that point, I hoped to have this whole Derro problem taken care of so I could devote a lengthy stretch of uninterrupted time to finding the edge of this mana desert and figuring out what happened while I was reincarnating. It was obvious that some number of years had passed, and that something catastrophic had occurred. The fact that one of the moons was missing from the sky and no one seemed to even realize it was gone told me it had probably been at least a few hundred years.

A lot could happen in that length of time. Kingdoms had risen and fallen faster than that. If it wasn’t for the five remaining moons, the similar language—though it had enough differences that I was beginning to suspect I couldn’t blame it all on regional variances—spoken as my previous life, and the soul invocations I’d cast myself before my reincarnation, I would have given some serious thought to whether I was even on the same planet.

Shel and I parted ways when I reached the edge of town. She went back to her home in the arbor, and I reported to the Garrison barracks to remove fraying mind enchantments for two hours. I finished just in time to see people gathering for nightly tithing. Rather than find my family in the lines, I slunk off through the shadows.

I hadn’t expected my parents to be home, but Mother and Senica were there. Seeing my surprised look when I walked in, Mother said, “Your father donates enough mana for the whole family now, and it’s not mandatory anymore.”

Senica looked up and saw me. “Gravin!” she yelled as she launched herself off her pallet, a doll going flying into the air. I strongly considered leaving my shield ward up to protect me from what looked like it was sure to be a teeth-rattling tackle, but I opted to let her pass through and reinforced my muscles with mana instead.

The hug hit every bit as hard as I expected, but Senica didn’t seem to notice or care. “You’re back,” she said. “Where did you go? What did you do? Did you have any adventures? Did you use magic? Can you show me?”

I pushed Senica back to arm’s length and said, “I’ll tell you all about them soon, okay? I promise. I need to talk to Mother and Father first.”

“Dad won’t be home for a while,” Senica whined. “Want to play while we wait?”

I smiled softly and said, “How about a quick story then?”

Senica practically dragged me to the table, which had three chairs now. With me not around, I supposed they didn’t need a fourth anymore and hadn’t bothered to try to replace it. I briefly wondered what had happened to the furnishings in the hut I’d used at the arbor, but Senica quickly distracted me. I told her a few stories of hunting monsters out in the wastes, heavily altered to make it seem like I cleverly used terrain and long-range spells instead of just casually annihilating them with brute force. It was more entertaining that way.

The curtain swished as Father pulled it aside. We made eye contact and he nodded. “Welcome home, Gravin.”


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Father’s hesitation upon entering the hut was not lost on me. He wasn’t surprised to see me, but he had the air of a man dreading a task he knew he couldn’t put off any longer. After glancing at the row of potted plants I’d left lined up by the wall to be moved to the arbor, he slumped down at the table with a sigh and asked, “Did you do this?”

“The headaches certain people are getting?” I asked. “No. Nothing to do with me, well… other than killing the guy who was feeding those enchantments.”

“The rumor out in the fields is that you’ve cursed the village,” Father said. “You’re not safe here. People are getting scared, starting to ask if you’re some sort of monster in disguise. There’s been a lot of fearmongering.”

“How quickly everyone forgets all the good I’ve done here.”

It wasn’t terribly surprising. In a way, it was almost a good thing. I wanted my family out of here, and an immediate danger from their neighbors might do more to convince them than a possible danger in the future that might never materialize.

I was in a hut made out of mud bricks with dirt floors. What little furniture it contained was carved from rough wood with very little thought given to sanding or smoothing it. The beds were pallets laid out on the ground with a single threadbare blanket each and no pillows. This wasn’t an opulent palace or richly decorated castle.

My parents were practical people, concerned with eking a living out of the dry, sandy soil that surrounded the village. They didn’t have the time or the disposition for politics, so there was no need to be subtle or to drop hints. Besides, I’d grown used to having enough personal power that I didn’t need to play those games anyway, even if it wasn’t necessarily true anymore.

“I want you to leave the village,” I said.

“For how long?” Mother asked.

They weren’t dismissing the idea out of hand. That was a good start. Hopefully that meant I could convince them. “Permanently. And I’d prefer if you didn’t come back to visit until this mess with that cabal Noctra was connected to is finished.”

“You mean until you’re done…” Mother trailed off and glanced at Senica.

“Yes,” I said.

“How long will that take?” Father asked. “We’re going to run into food issues if we try to leave. Even if we pick the garden clean first, we’ll end up with enough food to last a week or two before it starts going bad. That’s not enough time to establish a new food source.”

“No, no. That’s not a problem,” I said. “We can transplant everything in the garden, and I can supplement that with some meat if needed. It’s not too difficult to hunt down food as long as you’re not picky.”

“What about monsters attacking us?” Mother asked.

“I’ll make a new ward stone. If it’s only covering a home and a garden, it’ll be cheap enough that we can keep it active all the time. Most of the problem with the big one here is that it’s covering a lot of extra land with the fields, the arbor, and the manor. Well, that and draw stones are ridiculously inefficient. Even the storage crystals I made aren’t as good as if Father powered the ward stone directly.”

Any concerns they had about safety or survival, I had an answer for. Truth be told, they were contributing more to the village than they were getting from it, which made sense. The village had Garrison people who weren’t out farming, and Collectors and Barrier Wardens, not to mention at least a fifth of it was getting up there in years and definitely wasn’t producing nearly as much as they consumed.

The hardest part was going to be the initial setup. I wasn’t content to let my family live in a cave or on a plateau somewhere in the wastes, especially since I wouldn’t be there to protect them myself. I was envisioning a house made of stone, steel, and glass, enchantments powered by the mana battery I’d taken from Freak’s lab, with a permanent ward stone that boasted a thousand-foot radius. There would be individual bedrooms in addition to a common area.

I’d need a few workshops for myself and some training areas for Senica and possibly Father. There was a spark of interest buried deep down in him; I’d seen it more than once. But when it came time to actually learn how to be a mage, he’d balked at the thought. Knowing what I did now about his youth and his time under the village’s previous governor, I suspected a misplaced sense of guilt was responsible for his refusal to learn magic.

As a child, Father had accidentally gotten a friend of his killed playing outside the village. A monster had chased them back in, and Lord Emeto had ended up fracturing the ward stone trying to strengthen the barrier to catch it and keep it out. The feedback from that had also slain the governor himself, who’d been cultivating my father’s talent for mana manipulation. The whole incident had turned Father into something of an outcast and put him off the idea of ever becoming a mage.

I could respect his decision if that’s what he truly wanted, but I thought some time away from the constant disdain of every single one of his peers might do wonders for changing his mind, especially if he was in a position where learning to cast spells would allow him to defend his home from monsters.

I laid out my plans to my parents and provided solutions to their questions. By the time the conversation started to wind down, there were no remaining doubts about whether it was possible, only whether they wanted to leave.

“My biggest issue is that it would be just us,” Mother said. Father didn’t argue, but I got the impression from the look on his face that he considered that more of a perk. “I know we could do it for a few weeks, or even months if we needed, but what about Senica?”

“I’ll be fine, Mom. I can practice magic,” she said.

“You say that, but…”

“Just think on it tonight,” I said. “I’ll be here for another day or two.”

“You’re leaving so soon?” Father asked sharply.

“I only came back to get some projects in motion so that the mana I’d gathered wouldn’t go to waste,” I explained. “Speaking of which, I should get these relocated before bed.”

I gestured to the plants and picked them up with a series of telekinesis spells, one for each plant. Greater telekinesis could have grabbed them all in one spell, but it cost more mana, and I’d grown too aware that wasting mana now could mean dying later if I ran out in a battle. I’d brought plenty back with me, but I had other plans for that.

“Let me help you carry those,” Father said, but I waved him off and sent them out the door.

“It’s fine. I’ll be back to sleep here if you don’t mind. I’m not sure what happened to that hut I was staying in at the arbor, but I suspect it went back to being a storage shed after I left.”

“Are you sure?”

Father was tired. I knew he didn’t want to make that walk, especially not in the dark. He’d worked all day, then given enough mana to the Collectors to cover his entire family. It meant a lot to me that he’d offered, but it was worth it to me to spend a bit of extra mana to save him the trouble.

“I’ll be back in an hour or so,” I said.

I got about ten feet down the street before I heard Senica start asking questions that I knew my mother didn’t want to answer. My sister was smarter than they were giving her credit for, perhaps smarter than a seven-year-old should be. It was hard for me to judge, really. I didn’t know a lot of seven-year-olds, and the ones I’d met in my previous life had been anything but normal.

Either way, it worked out just fine for me that those questions got asked when I wasn’t around to have to help answer them. I hummed to myself a little, a tune I’d picked up from Tanner during our brief relationship as teacher and student, and a floating line of potted plants followed me down the street.
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The Arborists saw me coming well before I walked between their greenhouses, despite the late hour. I noted with some surprise a few signs of magic here and there, mostly amateur attempts at enchanting or transmutations. Those weren’t disciplines that I would have started an apprentice with, but they were probably the most useful in an Arborist’s daily life, so it wasn’t terribly surprising that Shel had decided to focus on that.

She met me by the fifth greenhouse, the one they’d been putting up with my help when I’d been exiled. We’d made a deal that she’d grow some things for me while I was gone in exchange for having her core ignited, and it was time to collect the current harvest and give her something new.

“What are those?” she asked, looking over my head at the plants.

“Remember those crumbly brown leaves I was using earlier? That’s from this one here. The glowing blue powder is made from drying out that one and grinding it up. The other two weren’t used today, but I want to try them as substitute ingredients once they’re ready. For now, I need to relocate them to the new greenhouse and harvest what you’ve been tending to while I was away.”

“Ah… About that,” Shel said. “I’m afraid most of it wasn’t really… successful.”

Growing magical plants took a delicate touch and a steady supply of mana. I’d left detailed instructions, but I honestly would have been pleasantly surprised if even half of it survived under Shel’s care. Still, it was better not to know that I’d expected a poor performance, especially since I wanted better for this new batch, at least for the few days I was planning on being here. If everything went well and I could move my parents out of the village, I’d set up my own greenhouse in our new home and relocate my alchemy supplies there.

“Let’s have a look at it,” I said.

Shel let me into the new greenhouse, all the way to the back wall where the entire table was filled with the herbs I’d wanted grown. It looked more like a patch of dead, yellowed grass than anything else. Scattered lightly across the dirt were small brown tufts that rose an inch or two higher than the dead grass, the sole survivors of the experiment.

Even in those, the mana was weak. Without seeing Shel’s technique for myself, my first guess was that she spread the mana too thin when she was feeding them. If she’d cut the number of herbs down by half and gave them the same amount of mana, most of them would probably have thrived. Of course, there was always the possibility she’d oversaturate them as well.

I grabbed a wooden block from under a nearby table to use as a footstool to reach the plants that were still alive and pulled some sheers from my phantom space to trim what I needed from them. Then I used a bit of elemental manipulation to rupture the soil and grind away at all the dead herbs while moving the remaining living ones over to one side.

“I’ll put these new ones in here. Don’t worry about tending to them for now. I’ll take care of it myself while I’m here and show you how to do it if I haven’t already harvested them before I leave,” I said.

Shel gave me an appraising glance and asked, “You’re not mad about so many of them dying?”

“I’d prefer if they hadn’t, but it’s a bit late to do anything about it now. I’ll infuse some new seeds before I leave, and you can try again later. The more you manage to keep alive, the more I’ll teach you. I suppose you’ve already decided what you’d like to learn next?”

“I have,” she said.

“Meet me at the manor tomorrow morning. I’ll be using the alchemy lab I set up there again. We can go over the lecture portion of the spell while I work, then I’ll help you with the exercises after.”

With our plans set, I made a single detour to the hut I’d briefly used and reclaimed the furniture my parents had donated, including my old pallet. After stuffing that all into my phantom space, I returned home and finally laid down to rest.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Ihad two spots in mind for our new home. The first was a crescent-shaped plateau on the side of a mountain about a quarter mile wide. It didn’t have any trails leading up to it that I’d found, and if I did discover one later on, it’d be easy enough to collapse. As far as defensibility went, things didn’t get much better than that. On the other hand, it was a lot of bare rock with no convenient source of water, so a lot of mana was going to go into making it livable.

The second location was a valley deep in the mountains that nobody was going to find without magic. It was actually the greenest spot I’d seen since being reborn here, which was why I’d singled it out. There were at least four different trails into the valley that I’d noted while using my old scrying mirror to check it out, which meant we’d be relying more heavily on a ward stone to keep our home safe, but it also had two streams running through it on parallel courses, and the mountains seemed to shelter the valley from the worst of the wasteland’s weather.

There was good soil and game to hunt there. I’d seen no sign of other humans in the area, which meant it was probably a relatively unknown pocket of life, and most importantly to me, it was on the east coast of this island, a hundred miles past the village and deep into the mountains. Without flight or teleportation, I didn’t see how anyone could possibly get there.

“This is where I want to set up our new home,” I told Father, who was getting ready for work while I scried. He glanced over at the mirror and his eyebrows shot up in surprise.

Everyone crowded around me while I manipulated the scrying spell to show the whole valley, then scan across its length while I pointed out a few good spots for building a house. “It certainly is beautiful,” Mother said. “And there’s already a lot growing there. If we could clean out any monsters in the area, it would be a good place to live.”

My stories of what I’d found in Derro must have been more effective than I’d originally thought at convincing my parents that the danger was real. Before I’d left the village a few months ago, they’d been much more reluctant to even talk about relocating somewhere else. Though, I also suspected my family’s treatment had worsened over the last month or two, not that we’d been well-treated to begin with. My actions had no doubt made things more difficult, even if my parents hadn’t mentioned it to me.

“I have a few things to take care of today, but we could be there as early as tonight,” I told Father. “I hesitate to bring this up, but… is there anyone else who also is worried about leaving that you’d trust to come with us? Ayaka, perhaps?”

“There are a few people,” Mother said, sharing a look with Father. “It might actually be better if we go as a group. I’ll go talk to them today.”

“Can I bring some friends, too?” Senica asked.

“We can talk about that,” Mother told her, “but it will depend on their parents. It’s not the same as having a sleepover.”

“Aw. But⁠—”

“Don’t tell anyone yet. Decide who you want to ask, and we’ll talk to their families together if we can.”

I smiled a bit watching my sister pout, but my mother had the right idea. It wasn’t that anyone could stop us when we left, but it would be easier if no one who might want to stop us knew it was happening until it was too late. This was going to be a one-way trip that would cost me a great deal of mana; I didn’t need complications making it more difficult.

“I’ll be back in the afternoon. I owe Shel a lesson in exchange for some work she’s doing for me, and I have some more alchemy work to do before that,” I said.
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My supply of alchemical reagents was greatly diminished, at least in terms of what I could use to make my ointment, but I had a jar the size of my chest full of it now. That would be enough to last me about two weeks. I’d need longer than that to grow replacements, but that was fine. I wasn’t actually sure how well this batch was going to work out anyway. The supply I had now would be enough for me to get an accurate measurement of its efficacy.

I was in the middle of slathering it on when Shel opened the door and walked into the lab. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “I had to deal with— Ack! What are— Sorry! I’ll just… Yeah.”

She whirled in place and strode back out of the room in two over-large steps, slamming the door behind her while I tried not to laugh. I hadn’t been able to afford modesty for a long time, especially not with my first mother’s career of servicing men—and sometimes women—for money while I was in the next room. By the time I’d been powerful and rich enough for the luxury, it hadn’t much mattered to me anymore.

“Just give me a few minutes,” I told her through the door. “You’re too late to watch the alchemy, but we can do your lesson while we walk back to the arbor.”

After the ointment had time to do its work, I scraped off the dried remnants. While I waited, I spent the time and mana to leave a hidden and warded teleportation beacon in the lab so I could come back and collect the equipment later. By the time I was done, all that was left on my skin was a powdery residue, one that was easily cleaned with a bucket of water and a rag, both of which I’d made sure to acquire today. Then I got dressed and opened the door to see Shel leaning against the wall opposite of it.

“Shall we go?”

“Yes,” she said. It looked like we were pretending that hadn’t happened. Fine by me.

“Alright. Walk me through what you’ve figured out and where you’re trying to go from there.”

Shel’s progress was both more and less than I’d hoped. She’d gone off in an interesting direction and figured out a few concepts more advanced than the average apprentice with only two months of experience would have been exposed to, but at the same time, she’d missed a few fairly obvious foundational abilities.

I did my best to steer her towards filling in some of those gaps and showed her a few exercises to practice while I debated whether to offer a spot in the upcoming emigration out of Alkerist. Having an Arborist or two would be useful if I wanted to continue making my ointment of aging, which I did. On the other hand, once I was done with this business in Derro, I expected to have a lot more free time to tend to my own business.

Shel was also a member of the Council as the leader of the Arborists, which meant that telling her what we were up to could lead directly back to the people who could give me a hassle if they found out. Since she was in a position of authority and responsibility here, it also didn’t seem likely that she’d be willing to leave. I couldn’t really picture her just giving up on the arbor she’d been tending to for decades.

We talked the entire trip to the arbor. After setting up my little corner of the greenhouse with some fresh seeds I’d imbued a bit of mana into in the hopes that my next crop would do better, I went over how to care for the delicate plants again and gave her some instruction on how to harvest them if I didn’t return in time to do it myself. I figured I was good for one more trip to the village in the near future, if only to collect all the alchemy equipment I’d need to leave behind to make room for personal possessions in my phantom space.

Thankfully, Shel had her own work to attend to, otherwise I might never have shaken her loose. She liked to ask questions, and the answers always sparked follow-up questions. It was an excellent quality in an apprentice that I had time to mentor, but an annoying one in a casual acquaintance I was trying to trade favors with. She was definitely getting the better end of all our deals.

Once I was free and on my own, I walked back to my parents’ hut. It was time to see how much of an undertaking this was going to be.
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I’d barely made it to the edge of town when Karad found me. He appeared from around a house, cutting through someone’s garden to hustle over to me with his sword slapping against his leg the whole way.

“Gravin,” he said as he approached. “I’m glad I caught up to you. I wanted to talk about your plans.”

“What about them?” I asked cautiously. I specifically didn’t want to talk to Karad since I fully realized that taking even a small fraction of the village would hurt them, especially since that fraction included my father. He generated enough mana to contribute probably thirty times as much as any other field worker with a dormant core could.

“How long they include staying here.”

Ah, then he hadn’t heard. He just wanted to know how long I was going to be a headache for him. It must have been a bad look for the Council’s authority to have me walking around the village freely when everyone knew I was an exile.

“Good news. I’ll be gone by this evening,” I told him. I waited a moment just to see his shoulders visibly relax, then added, “I’ll be back for another visit in a month or two, depending on how things work out.”

“Why’s that?” Karad asked, giving me a hard look. He hadn’t been amused by that pause I’d put in that statement.

“I’ve got some business to take care of,” I told him. “I’ll also be leaving some equipment in the manor for the time being. I’d appreciate it if you ensured it was left alone, both for my sake and the safety of anyone who stumbled across it.”

That brought Karad up short. “It’s dangerous?”

“Not if it’s left alone. I’ll be locking the doors, so no one will accidentally stumble across it, but if someone decides to get nosy and pokes around in there, I don’t want to be held responsible for their safety.”

“If it’s so dangerous, you need to take it with you,” Karad said. “Allowing you back in the village to visit your family was… controversial, but I managed it. Leaving dangerous magical equipment behind that could hurt somebody who stumbles across it is a different matter entirely.”

The alchemy equipment locked in that room wasn’t actually dangerous, but it was delicate. I was more trying to scare off Karad from investigating it and potentially breaking something than anything else. The manor had been so dusty when I’d arrived, especially the east side where I’d set up my lab, that I doubted anyone would accidentally stumble across it.

“The equipment stays. Half the reason I came back was that I needed a place to set it up. It’s tucked in a room nobody uses, in a section of the manor nobody even goes to. Just don’t tell anyone it’s there and don’t go snooping around yourself, and you’ll be fine.”

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but what’s in it for us?” Karad asked.

“Not to put too fine a point on it,” I echoed, “but I’ve killed something like thirty mages and adepts who were part of the cabal that’s targeting this village. It would be very, very easy for me to just not go back to Derro and let them do what they wanted to this village. How many of your men do you think they’ll kill the next time a pair of mages come strolling in?”

“Why are you helping us at all then?” Karad asked.

I shrugged. “I have my reasons.”

Those reasons were mostly that I wanted access to the cabal’s archives and their mana, and I wasn’t averse to taking what I needed from bad people. Whatever had happened to this area, those mages hoarding the mana of everyone and everything they could get their hands on was undoubtedly slowing down the healing process.

We arrived at my parents’ hut, and I said, “Was there anything else you needed?”

Karad grunted and glanced past me, possibly looking for Mother. I’d beaten her back, though, and when he didn’t find anyone else, he just shook his head. “Next time you come for a visit, come to the Garrison first so we can make arrangements.”

“Of course,” I agreed, though I had no intention of honoring that promise. The next time would hopefully be the last time, and I’d only be there long enough to harvest my last crop from the greenhouses and pack up my equipment. Karad wouldn’t know I’d even been there until after I was gone. “If that’s all, have a nice day.”

I slipped through the curtain without waiting for a reply, then smiled to myself when I felt his mana move away down the street.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Teleporting multiple people was harder than teleporting one person, but not by much. The easiest way to do it was to inscribe a runic construct commonly referred to as a teleportation circle, though it was more accurate to call it a modifier that changed how spells with individual targets worked. Instead of affecting just myself, the magic would grab hold of everybody in the circle.

There was an increased mana cost, of course, but it was more like a tenth more mana for each person. I estimated that I could safely teleport nine people using my staff to cut out the transference inefficiencies of drawing from my mana crystal. That would include only the possessions they could carry on them. Teleporting something like a wagon was a whole different issue.

The best part of an inscription circle was that I could carve it, then let someone else power it. By someone else, I meant my father, though I would still have to help a little unless he’d gotten hold of a personal storage crystal and hadn’t told me. Even then, the capacity on the ones I’d made for the village was limited enough that it wouldn’t make up all the difference.

I spent a few minutes with the scrying mirror checking on my family. Father was working in the fields as if it were just another day. Senica was talking to some of her friends at school, a bit teary-eyed but refusing to answer their questions. This was going to be hardest on her. Unlike our parents, she wasn’t isolated and looked down on. If not for the concerns about the village being attacked again, I would have rethought my desire to pull my family out of here.

Mother was the hardest to find, mostly because I wasn’t interested in checking inside the huts, and it wasn’t until she walked out of one a few streets over that I spotted her. I recognized the woman who followed her out as one of my distant relatives —my great aunt, I thought. We hadn’t talked much with my mother’s family in the years since I’d been born, and according to my mother, well before that. They hadn’t been happy with her decision to marry Father and had shunned her since before Senica’s birth.

Father had been an only child born late in his parents’ lives, and both of my paternal grandparents had died before my birth. My grandfather had gotten sick and succumbed to his illness when Father was a boy, and my grandmother had passed on years later. Father hadn’t been specific as to why, and I hadn’t wanted to press since it seemed like a sensitive topic.

What that meant for me was that, functionally, I had no extended relations, at least none that Gravin had met before I’d reawakened. I knew Mother had a sister, but not who she was or if I had any cousins. If there was ever a time to meet my extended family, this was it, but Mother walked away alone while her aunt scowled after her.

The conversation must not have gone well. I wondered how many times Mother had gotten the same reaction when she’d tried to visit her family over the years. She didn’t strike me as the kind of person who gave up on her family, no matter what the problems were. If she was, I had no doubt my own relationship with her would have been substantially more strained. I wasn’t exactly an easy child to have.

It was time to begin my own part in this operation. I stashed every personal possession my family owned in my phantom space, which filled up most of the remaining space. If we actually did manage to convince anyone to come with us, I was going to be leaving behind all of the furniture to make room for their possessions.

Then I started inscribing the runes on the floor with magic. It was actually cheaper than usual, since I was able to use elemental manipulation on the hard-packed earth directly instead of the more expensive stone shape spell I did most of my rune work with. It took me about fifteen minutes to draw the full circle and twice my maximum mana, but I saved myself hours of painstaking work and the mana I’d have to force through my body to keep my hands steady through the whole process.

Mother returned home first. She stopped in the doorway, surprised, and looked around. “Where is our bed? And our table?”

“I’ve got them stored,” I told her. To demonstrate, I pulled one of our chairs back out, then made it vanish again. “It’s called a phantom space.”

“That’s useful,” Mother said.

“You could learn to make one too,” I told her. “Actually, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about. I know you didn’t want to do the training to ignite your core earlier, but I was hoping you’d reconsider. If it’s just going to be you and Father keeping your new ward stone, you should have as much mana as possible available.”

“About that… It was supposed to be a surprise, but I’ve been practicing my mana control. Your father’s been helping me out. I’m sure I don’t meet your standards, but I’m getting better.”

“Oh?” I wondered what had brought about the change of heart. Mother already knew how much easier life was with an ignited core, but she hadn’t wanted to learn the techniques necessary to ignite hers before.

“Your father talked me into it,” she said. “Let me show you.”

And then she did, going through every single exercise I’d taught Father. She didn’t do them all perfectly, but she’d obviously been working hard, because she was better than any of the four students I’d been training up before my exile. We could ignite her core right now and get results comparable to Father’s, maybe slightly better.

“The way I see it, you’ve got two choices. You’re ready for an ignition ritual today, and with me helping you, I think you’ll come close to a perfect ignition. Close, but not quite perfect. Otherwise, I’ll help you learn the last few things you’re missing and, in a few weeks, you’ll be at your peak.”

“What’s the difference?” Mother said. “I remember you talking about this, but the exact numbers escape me.”

“Father increased his mana generation by about sixteen times, but if we hadn’t been so pressed for time, we could have gotten that up to twenty. There are some ways to help repair some of the flaws, but he will never quite achieve a perfect stage one core.”

“He knows, but he thinks it was worth it to save Nermet’s life.”

It wasn’t a choice I would have made, which was why I’d left it up to Father. If it had been just me, I would have given Nermet a merciful execution to release him from Noctra’s mental subjugation spell and the physical and mental torment that came with it. Father was a better person than I was. We’d managed to save Nermet at great cost, and I hadn’t seen him again since then.

“Let’s wait until we’re sure I can do it right,” Mother said.

I gave her an approving nod and changed the topic. “Are you ready to start digging up the garden?”

“I suppose we should get started,” she said. “Are those going into your… what did you call it… Your phantom spot?”

“Phantom space, and no. Living things don’t do well in there, not even for a few minutes. We’ll need to pick everything that’s ripe, then dig up everything left and carry it with us.”

“And… that will work? You’re sure?”

“As sure as I am about anything else.”

“I guess we’d better get to work if we’re going to clear the whole garden out in a few hours.”
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It took less than half an hour of us working before Malra made her appearance. “What are you doing? If you pick all that now, it’ll go bad before you can eat it.”

“We’re leaving, Malra,” Mother said. “And taking everything we can with us.”

“Oh my. That’s a shame. You have such a lovely garden, too. I’ll be quite sad to see it in rough shape.”

I suspected it was more like Malra would be upset that she couldn’t pick through it herself, though she undoubtedly thought she’d be entitled to the still-ripening fruits and vegetables we’d be leaving behind. Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t planning on sacrificing a single scrap of food. That decision might have been motivated more by pettiness than practicality, but that didn’t make it any less valid.

“Where will you go?” Malra asked.

“Somewhere far away,” Mother said. She, more than anyone, knew better than to feed our gossipy old neighbor any information.

After another few minutes of trying to pry details out of us, Malra gave up in a huff and headed back into her own hut. I caught Mother smirking for just a moment while she picked a pepper off the vine, but when she raised her head, the smile was gone. I must have imagined it.
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Keeping Senica from messing up the runes carved in the dirt was a chore, but we managed it by taking her for a walk around the village. Well, Mother managed it. I stayed at home to keep an eye on all of the food we’d picked. The village didn’t have a lot in the way of preservation techniques, mostly because it didn’t need them. The weather was stable year-round, and the food was grown more with mana than it was with good soil.

For all that, it was an impressive haul, and I didn’t trust someone like Malra not to make off with a bit of it if she thought she could get away with it.

Father arrived home with the rest of the family, followed by Ayaka. That wasn’t a surprise to me; I knew she was friends with my parents, and she’d taken an interest in having her core ignited prior to my exile. What was surprising was having Shel and Talik walk in with her.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were leaving like this,” Shel said.

“I didn’t think you’d be interested in going, not with all the years you’ve invested in the arbor.”

“Oh no, I’m not,” she agreed. “But I would like to say goodbye. Talik, on the other hand…”

“Erm, yes,” he said. “If it’s alright with you. I was told the spot you found is rather lush, and I’d like the chance to work with it and see what can be made of the trees there.”

I studied him for a second. “You ignited your core,” I said.

“I did. Shel helped me.”

“I see. How’d it go?”

“Thirteen times increase,” he said. He even sounded proud about that number. I supposed I couldn’t fault him for not waiting for me to return. It wasn’t like they’d known for sure that I ever would.

Both Ayaka and Talik had rucksacks full of what I assumed were their worldly possessions. That made six people, including myself, who’d need to carry the still-living plants from our garden to transplant. We could make it work, as long as I took all the nonliving luggage into my phantom space.

“Alright, if this is everyone then,” I said. I directed the organization, got everyone into position and loaded down, and had both Father and Talik pour everything they had in their mana core into the inscription circle I’d made.

“The runes won’t last long written in just dirt,” I told Shel, “but I’d appreciate if you erased them when we’re gone anyway.”

“I can do that,” she agreed.

We made our farewells, and I started casting the spell. Normally, a teleportation took five minutes to set up, but with the additional complications introduced by the runic circle and the heightened mana cost, this one took eight. The whole while, my family and students just kind of shuffled in place and whispered to each other in low voices.

Somewhere around minute six, I sensed the mana of a person standing outside our window. No doubt it was our neighbor spying on us again, and I wished Shel all the luck in the world dealing with the old woman.

Then the spell went off, we vanished from the village of Alkerist, and at approximately two hours to sundown, set foot in our new home for the first time.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Ihad three goals to accomplish in the next few hours. First, we needed to get the garden planted back in the ground. Second, we needed to raise some kind of shelter. Third, we needed a ward stone to protect us while we slept. That third one, at least, I’d been able to work on before we teleported to the valley. The runes were carved, but I hadn’t had a chance to give them a final inspection or actually channel mana into them yet.

I’d placed us on a flat piece of ground in the middle of the southern side of the valley, which stretched about three miles from east to west and half a mile north to south. Our home overlooked the valley with a hundred feet of elevation, though the slope was gradual enough that there were a few obvious trails leading up and down. If I had the mana and time to spare, I might shape some stairs into them to make it easier to bring supplies back up from the valley floor.

As to why I’d chosen this particular spot on the southern slope of the valley, the biggest draw was that it was already mostly clear of trees, meaning it would take very little prep work to set up new fields. About three hundred feet away from where we’d arrived was a small stream that was only a few feet wide and deep.

It would probably be more convenient in the long run to build farther down the valley wall where it would be easier to get access to everything the valley had to offer, but that would require a significant amount of labor clearing out space now in order to build and keep the wards functioning properly. That was labor I didn’t have time for, not if I wanted to get back to Derro soon.

While everyone else started discussing how best to lay out the garden with a mind for expansion since they did have four adults and two children to feed, I marked out the dimensions of the home I planned on making. I had to make a few adjustments to my base design since we had the extra people, but I’d accounted for that in my original plan, and it just meant extending one side a bit farther out.

Transmute earth to stone did most of the heavy lifting for the first portion of my construction. I stood there, staff in hand, and turned a section eighty feet long by thirty feet wide and twelve feet deep into pure stone. Then I started raising it straight up, forming exterior walls with a roof that curved up into a dome. I split the bedrooms, three on one side for my parents, my sister, and myself, and three on the other for Ayaka and Talik. The extra would likely be used as storage for now.

I put a kitchen and common room in the center, along with a bathroom. Closets were added, then windows and doors. I molded a set of stairs leading down to the basement near the backdoor off the kitchen, then divided the basement itself into sections. One would be used for my alchemy lab, another for my workshop. A third section was reserved for my crucible, though I was not looking forward to transporting it. Those rooms I left sealed up behind a wall of solid stone, empty for now. No one needed to know they were there.

My exterior work finished, I glanced back at my family to see everyone gawking at the new construction. It had taken about an hour between transmute earth to stone and stone shape to transform that raw material into a suitable dwelling. “How’s that garden coming along?” I asked.

“Er, it’s…” Father glanced back at the half-planted rows. “It’s coming.”

“I wanna see!” Senica yelled, racing past me into the house.

I followed after her, mostly because I was extremely ready to unload my phantom space of all the furniture that was clogging it up. While my sister raced around an empty stone house, I went from room to room, dropping pallets in the bedrooms, our table in the dining room, and books into the common area where I’d formed long rows of shelves into the wall.

Lastly, I accessed a closet off the kitchen, though perhaps calling it a closet was misleading. Stone doors were cumbersome to handle, so I hadn’t bothered forming any. Right now, it was just an empty nook, just big enough to accommodate one thing. The granite pillar Freak had used as his mana battery to maintain his enchantments slid out of my phantom space and onto the floor with a loud whump as it regrew to full size. There was no need to waste mana on the enchantments keeping it portable anymore.

That was where the real work started. I made light enchantments that were tied to touch panels I carved into the wall. I made heat enchantments for cooking on. I made vermin repellent wards that covered the entire structure. I even created sound wards for individual bedrooms. Lastly, I made water enchantments to go along with the indoor plumbing I’d whipped up. No more outhouses for me.

I ran multiple pipes in from the stream leading to the kitchen and the bathroom, and those were enchanted to block or allow water through at a touch. I also ran waste pipes to come out down the slope from us at a spot I’d noted that was partially sheltered under a ridge of stone and unlikely to become accidentally clogged. With the vermin ward extending through the pipe, no animals would try to make their homes there, either.

With my phantom space finally, mercifully, empty, I was free to go find a nice spot where I transmuted dirt to sand, then sand to glass so that I could make windows. Those got loaded back into my phantom space and brought to the house, where I used stone shape to install them flush with the exterior of the house. Every room got at least one window, and I shaped benches directly beneath the ones in the common area.

Then I took my family and our… permanent guests… on a tour where I explained to them how to activate the enchantments and what they did, followed by showing them the mana battery and how to recharge it. “This is different from the ward stone,” I said. “Think of it like a pantry full of food. Every time you use one of the enchantments, a bit of food gets consumed. If you don’t want to run out of food, you have to keep adding more to the pantry. And if you do run out of food, you starve to death.

“The ward stone is a bucket with a hole in it, where your goal is to keep adding water faster than it drains away. You can’t plug the hole because you need the water to drain, but if it does run out, that’s fine. You can just add more. What I am saying to you is if you let this battery run dry, all the enchantments I laid down in this house will break. Adding more mana to the battery after-the-fact will not restore those enchantments.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to do everything with inscriptions, then?” Ayaka asked.

“Not unless you want to leave the inscriptions empty and constantly needing just a little bit of water added to your bucket every single time you want to do something. Otherwise, there’s no way to turn the lights back off when you’re done, and it’s just wasted mana. The battery is far more efficient for maintaining enchantments, and this thing will hold a huge amount of mana. There should be enough here to last you all for a month even if you don’t ever give it more.”

“You all?” Mother echoed. “That sounds like you’re not staying.”

“You’re not?” Senica asked. “Nooo, it’ll be so boring without someone else to play with.”

Given that Senica and I hadn’t done much in the way of playing in the last two years since I’d awakened my old memories, I wasn’t sure why she thought that would change now even if I did stay. I could only blame the notion on a child’s selective memories. Either way, I was far from done in Derro. My parents finally agreeing to leave Alkerist only alleviated some of the time pressure I felt to act, not the need to be there.

“I’ll stay the night,” I said. “Then I expect to be gone for another month or two before coming back here permanently. The last thing I’d like to do is evaluate everyone to see if you’re all ready to have your cores ignited. Four cores would go a long way towards keeping everything powered properly here.”

The results were more than adequate, but no one was quite ready to do it on their own. I thought I could probably help Ayaka achieve close to a perfect ignition, so that got added to tomorrow’s agenda before I left. Mother needed a bit more practice, and I was less willing to let her have anything less than a perfect core, not after the compromise Father had made to his own capabilities to save Nermet.

Senica, surprisingly, was also doing quite well for her age. While nobody specifically asked her to demonstrate, she demanded that I watch while she mimicked what the adults were doing. If I took a month to tutor her exclusively, we could probably make a good showing of her ignition. Considering how limited her resources were and how much she’d figured out just by watching other people, it didn’t feel excessive to say that my sister was something of a prodigy. She was certainly doing better than I had as a child the first time around, if nothing else.

My reserves were starting to dip from all the work I’d done today, not to mention the expensive teleportation. After setting the ward stone up between the house and the garden where it could encompass both, I was starting to consider stealing a bit of mana from the granite pillar just as a top off.

But no, I reminded myself of that giant fish monster waiting for me below Freak’s lair and my plans to harvest its mana after I killed it. As long as I kept enough mana in reserve to teleport back to Derro, I’d be fine. And if not, well, it probably wouldn’t hurt to sow a little more chaos, and then I would have time to generate more naturally.

We ate a late dinner that evening, one cooked on the new magical stove I’d enchanted. While we were eating, Ayaka said, “It feels strange not to be administering to the nightly tithe. Been doing that for years now.”

“I for one don’t miss it,” Talik said.

“Consider the battery and the ward stone your nightly tithe targets,” I said. “I don’t know what kind of monsters are in this valley, but the ward will keep them from even knowing you’re here if it stays powered all the time, and it’ll defend against anything trying to break through if you do get spotted.”

“Hah… Yeah,” Ayaka glanced out the empty doorway down to the valley below. It was only lightly forested, but that still left a lot of places for things to hide. I wondered if she was having second thoughts about coming along.

“It won’t be for a month or two, but I will be going back to the village at least one more time. If this experiment doesn’t work out, you can always go back,” I said. “Or if you just want to go visit for a day, I can add a teleportation circle later on once you’ve all had a bit of training and can be trusted to activate it without blowing anything up.”

That got me some slightly alarmed looks, but the idea of not being trapped here if something happened to me seemed to reassure them. Of course, none of them could use such a circle yet, nor could they power it even if they knew how until they learned how to create a large enough mana crystal. Those details could wait for another day.

We finished our meal, stayed up for a bit discussing future plans, and for the first time in months, I slept on something besides sand or cold, unyielding stone.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Ididn’t sleep well that night, partially because my mind was consumed with thoughts of my return to Derro, something that I was both eager for and dreaded. I wanted that business closed as soon as possible, and I hoped to find some clues about what exactly had happened to the world and the missing moon in the night sky. My spells should have ensured I’d been reincarnated almost immediately, but it was obvious something had gone wrong there.

How much time exactly I’d lost was difficult to figure out—and therein lay the problem. More and more, the evidence pointed to some kind of world-spanning cataclysmic event, perhaps even an assault on the world core itself. It would certainly explain the lack of ambient mana, but if that were the case, it would mean the entire world was mana-starved, not just the little corner I’d been reborn in.

Something like that couldn’t have happened overnight. How many years, or even decades, had my reincarnation been delayed? And how had it happened? No matter how often I went over the soul invocation spells I’d used, I couldn’t find a flaw in them. That left the idea that something had intervened, but that seemed equally impossible. I remembered the last seconds of my life, and the spells had gone off without a hitch.

In order for someone to interfere, they would have had to fish my soul out of the reincarnation cycle during the brief window I hadn’t had a body. No one I knew of had that kind of magic. I didn’t have that kind of magic, and to the best of my knowledge, I’d been blazing new trails in the field of soul magic.

It was an impossible conundrum, one I’d lost far too much sleep puzzling over. Last night had been no different. I was hoping to find some history books in the libraries of the mages of Derro that might help me shed a little light on how long I’d been gone, if not why it had taken so long to be reincarnated.

The other reason my sleep was riddled with interruptions was much simpler. It took a little over two hours to fill my mana core from empty to full, so I’d woken up several times to drain that mana into my crystal in an effort to recover some of the resources I’d expended lately. It was a process I’d be doing regularly over the next few days.

Once everyone was awake and ready to start the day, we gathered for a meal in the common room. Talik cooked for us; surprisingly, he was one of the best cooks in the village and regularly prepared all the Arborists’ meals.

“Shel was not too happy about my decision to go,” he said with a laugh, “but when Ayaka told me what was going on, I figured this was my best chance to keep progressing my magical studies.”

“It worked out well for us,” Mother said. “It’s nice to get a day off. Sellis is such a horrible cook that I haven’t let him touch the food in years.”

“Hey now!” Father said. He paused, then shook his head and sighed. “Well, it’s not like it’s not true.”

“Your talents lie in other areas,” Ayaka told him. “One day, I’m sure you’ll discover what those areas are.”

“I don’t mean to interrupt your fun,” I said, “but once breakfast is over, I’d like to start working on your ignition rituals. I’m not sure how much Shel has told you about what needs to be done, but I expect it to take a few hours to practice before we do it for real.”

“Right, that.” Ayaka exchanged glances with Talik. “I think I’m ready. We’ve been talking about doing the ignitions without you for weeks now, but Shel made it clear how much you helped with hers that I didn’t want to risk trying to do it unsupervised.”

That was a smart move on her part. It would be less of a hassle for me personally if she did it herself, but my inner perfectionist would settle for her achieving a flawless stage one core with my help. Ideally, she’d manage the ignition on their own, but that wasn’t a reasonable goal.

I ran her and Mother through a set of exercises while everyone else watched. Mother would be going through this next, Senica was beyond fascinated by the whole thing, and when Father tried to excuse himself, I said, “I’m working on an elixir that will make the edge of your core malleable so you can try to fix up the rough spots. You’ll be doing an even harder version of this soon.”

“I… didn’t know you could do that,” he said hesitantly.

“It’s not easy or cheap, but yes, it’s possible. I don’t think it’ll ever be a perfect core, but it’ll get a lot closer than it currently is,” I said.

“That’s all well and good, but is it truly necessary?”

“Think of how much mana you made in a month before your ignition. That’s how much extra you could be making over what you already make now every single day if your core was perfect.”

“That much?” Father’s eyebrows shot up. “I thought you said we did a good job the first time.”

“Adequate job,” I corrected him. “It was sufficient for keeping Nermet alive. If you hadn’t decided to do that, I would have insisted on more training prior to your ignition.”

After she demonstrated mastery over her mana, I left Ayaka to go prepare herself for the ignition ritual. While she was getting ready, Senica walked over and sat down next to me. “Gravvy, when do I get to be a mage? It’s not fair. I’m older than you are.”

“Sorry,” I said. “You’re doing very well though. If Mother and Father agree, I’ll help you once I come back from my trip. I think you’d be a powerful mage once your core is ignited.”

“Can’t you do it before you go? It’s going to be really boring out here with no one to play with. Magic would make it a lot more fun.”

“I’m sure it would,” I said.

“No,” Mother said. “Remember what happened a few weeks ago?”

“That was an accident!”

Mother just gave Senica a flat stare.

“It was,” Senica muttered.

“What happened a few weeks ago?” I asked, trying somewhat unsuccessfully to hide my amusement. “Wait, is this related to the scorch marks?”

“It was an accident!” Senica yelled again.

“She went out into one of the fields to practice without anyone finding out and started a small fire,” Mother explained.

“I put it out right away!” Senica said, scowling up at Mother. She huffed and stomped off.

“These kinds of mistakes happen all the time in training,” I told Mother. “She won’t be the last one to accidentally start a fire in this group. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“The village felt differently,” Mother said dryly.

Our conversation was interrupted by Ayaka’s approach. “Ready to get started?” I asked.
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Ayaka’s ignition went about as well as could be expected. She managed nineteen times a dormant core’s generation rate, and I assured her that we could smooth over the imperfections in her core with the appropriate alchemical concoctions and some effort.

I spent the next hour or so walking all of them through more training exercises and teaching everyone a few novice tier spells to practice, just some weak conjurations and invocations like elemental manipulation, light, sharpened senses, and weight reduction. That was more than enough to last them a few months.

The last thing I did was drain enough mana from the battery to fill half my mana crystal. It wasn’t meant to be used that way and it fought me the whole while, but I knew what I was doing, and I skimmed enough mana to let me teleport back to Derro and still defend myself immediately if it was necessary.

Then I bid my family farewell, filled my phantom space with a few pieces of food to last me for a day or two, and began the teleportation spell that would return me to the city. As soon as I got to the point where I’d normally visualize my destination, I realized there was a problem. I could feel the teleportation beacon on the scrying mirror in the house, the one in Alkerist, the one hidden with my crucible, and one more far to the west in the city. There should have been two in the city.

“Damn,” I muttered. “One of my beacons got discovered.”

“Maybe you should stay here,” Mother said immediately.

I shook my head. “The other one is still up. They were spaced far enough apart that I suspect the one I left near the lair of the mage I killed was discovered when they were searching for clues about what happened. If they were smart, they’d have left it there and trapped it. Still, I need to make sure they didn’t discover the second beacon and do exactly that.”

I retreated into the house to use the scrying mirror and gave silent thanks that Father had taken my warnings about keeping it charged to heart. It had more than enough mana to do the job. Unfortunately, I still hadn’t upgraded it to see mana, so I was limited to a visual inspection of the ruined house I’d claimed as my home base.

There was nothing there to indicate anything had been disturbed. Even the pile of leech stones I’d left in the corner was untouched. After expanding my radius and sweeping the other nearby buildings, I found no sign that anyone was waiting for the beacon to activate. Unless they’d managed to break the wards I’d left up, no one was going to be able to sense me using it anyway.

There was some risk that the enemy mages had managed that, but if that were the case, I’d have enough mana to kill anyone who wasn’t as strong as Freak had been inside his own lair. Certainly I could destroy a dozen enforcers without issue. If there was someone stronger, they’d need some time to close in on me after I arrived, long enough for me to assess the status of my wards. I’d have enough time and mana to escape and hide if it came down to it.

“I think I’m fine,” I said to my parents, who were anxiously hovering over my shoulders watching me manipulate the scrying mirror to show the streets and buildings of Derro. “The second beacon was placed in a conspicuous location near where a large-scale battle took place. I looted that mage’s lair as thoroughly as possible, so it makes sense that they’d find the nearby beacon. This one in the mirror here is on the other side of the city, not as conveniently placed, but with nothing to point toward it.”

My scrying session had cost me practically no mana, though it had drained the mirror a noticeable amount. I reminded Father again that the beacons on it were my lifeline if I needed to flee the city quickly—not that I thought he needed it—then went back outside to resume my teleportation spell. It wasn’t that I needed the space or anything. I just liked the view. It was the closest I’d come to finding another Night Vale in my new life, even if it wasn’t even a fraction of a pale imitation of the real thing.

A few minutes later, the spell took hold and whisked me hundreds of miles to the west to land inside the shell of a home in a ruined desert city.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



The wards shielding my hideout from detection were still active. I was almost certainly safe here, but I couldn’t see any good reason to risk hanging around. Other than the mana I’d invested in the place, I had no connection or attachment to this particular building.

I gathered the leech stones, only because they had a bit of mana in them and it wasn’t enough to justify the effort in pulling it all back out, and placed them in my satchel. On the off chance I needed to make some money out of any of them, it’d be slightly less mana to finish working with these.

It took me thirty seconds to erase all lingering traces of my presence, not including the wards and the teleportation beacon. If anyone was staking out my hideout, they were too late to catch me.

After abandoning the place, I set off deeper into the city. Thus far, I’d stuck mostly to the east side except for my one foray to the southern section, and if anyone was looking for me, that was the most likely place they’d find me. Relocating to the north or west quarters was a good precautionary measure.

I also needed to have a discussion with Tanner. He’d grossly misrepresented his knowledge and access to a tunnel leading to the inner city, but at the end of the day, he’d pointed me in the right direction. Never mind that no normal kid would have been able to bypass those defenses. He hadn’t really lived up to his end of the bargain, but I felt like I owed him at least a little bit.

It was late enough in the day that the street kids had already scattered to do whatever business they occupied their time with. If it was anything like my own memories, it involved a lot of skulking around looking for places to steal from without getting caught, and going home hungry when I realized that people in general weren’t so stupid as to leave anything unattended if they wanted to keep it.

But every now and then, the right set of coincidences would line up, or, if they got desperate enough, they'd band together and manufacture those coincidences. That was likely what they’d done when I’d first met them at that farmer’s wagon. I hadn’t stuck around to watch the whole thing, but the fact that something like two dozen children had hit the wagon and bolted in every conceivable direction without a single one being caught made it pretty clear it wasn’t a crime of opportunity.

The dull shard I’d used to trace Tanner’s location last time was still in my possession, but I’d already burnt out his essence with my previous tracking spell. It had been a weak link the first time, and after a minute of fiddling with it, I decided there just wasn’t enough left to work with. I didn’t need to speak with Tanner right now, or really ever again if it was going to be a huge hassle, but I knew where to find him this evening.

For now, I’d explore on my own.
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Derro hadn’t exactly been a cheerful place when I’d first arrived, though at the time I was too distracted to pay much attention to it. Now, there was a definite feeling of unease in the air. More than once, I spotted blood stains on the walls of buildings, or saw the scars left by conjurations levied against the citizens.

Enforcers marched up and down the streets in droves, their storage crystal batons clenched in their hands. Rarely did I see them in groups smaller than three, and never alone. They cast angry glowers at anyone and everyone, and people cowered from them in turn.

It would be a lie to say I’d been expecting my attack on one of their towers to be ignored, but I could admit I was surprised by the sheer number of them that had taken to the streets. My best guess was that other towers and the inner city had sent out reinforcements and overcompensated to patrol the area.

“You there!” someone shouted.

I glanced behind me and saw a trio of enforcers descending on a nondescript man who looked to be in his twenties. From the panicked look on his face, I supposed he’d been caught doing something or other. Maybe he was a pickpocket.

Whatever his crimes were, he turned and fled from the enforcers as soon as they started yelling. One of them lifted his baton and chanted a short litany that I didn’t catch from so far away. A conjured rock the size of my fist whipped through the air and struck the fleeing man in the back of the head, dropping him to the ground in a limp sprawl.

I frowned at that, not because I cared about the man the enforcers had attacked, but because of the way they’d done it. Specifically, because the enforcer had drained mana from his storage crystal when he still had plenty in his core. It was inefficient to do that. I knew those batons weren’t designed like my staff was to reduce transference loss. I’d examined plenty of samples myself.

Was this particular enforcer just dull-witted? Neither of the other ones seemed surprised by the way he’d cast that spell, which could point to him being a known quantity of idiocy. But it might also mean that he’d cast the spell correctly according to enforcer doctrine. The only reason to do that was if they’d been trained to rely on the storage crystals first and keep their cores in reserve just in case their weapons were taken from them.

If that was the case, it reinforced the vague notion I had that enforcers weren’t actually mages. None of the ones I’d seen had enough mana in their cores to make it even worth draining them, which I hadn’t thought much of initially since frankly, neither did anyone else. The leech stones everyone carried around saw to that.

For my sake, I hoped the enforcers were at least adepts. The level of understanding people had about how magic worked back in Alkerist had been disappointing, to say the least. I was expecting more from the mages of Derro, but if they didn’t know how to ignite someone’s core, there was no way all the enforcers had become mages by accident.

If enforcers were adepts, I might have gotten my hopes too high about the quality of the libraries I planned to raid once I hunted down the rest of the Wolf Pack. On the other hand, Freak’s library had been a treasure trove of local alchemical information. He hadn’t had much in the way of history, geography, or politics, but it did prove that there were quality tomes to be looted.

After the enforcers finished hauling their brained victim off the streets, the regular citizens slowly crept back out from where they’d scurried off to. Most of them had ducked down the nearest alleys or taken refuge inside any building that was accessible. The farther north I got, the more rundown the city appeared, with sometimes barely a single home still accessible in a block of houses. In the market squares, some effort had been made to restore function to the buildings, but it was still shoddy work by a transmutation mage’s standards.

Then again, a whole army of mages could descend on this city and it would still take months upon months to repair everything. These people were spending all their mana as a currency, one that presumably led back to the coffers of the innercity mages. It wasn’t reasonable to expect them to even know transmutation magic, let alone have the resources to use it. It very well could have been less work to build a new city somewhere else than to try to fix Derro.

While I walked, I occasionally cast a spell I hadn’t had much reason to use since my reincarnation. Similar to how life sense showed me everything living nearby, and in greater detail than my ability to perceive mana possibly could, earth sense gave me a feel for what was going on in the ground below me. It was a highly situational divination, but perfect for what I wanted to check on.

Specifically, I was looking for sewer tunnels. The ones leading to Freak’s lair were all well and good, and I still planned on harvesting mana from that underground lake, but with the destruction of the teleportation beacon over there, I wanted a different way under the wall. While it was possible someone had deliberately collapsed all the other sewer tunnels leading into the inner city, I wouldn’t know without checking.

I was still a mile from the inner walls, far out of the range I was looking for, so I only used the spell intermittently to get a feel for intact lengths of sewer going southwest as a way to guide me in the right direction. The farther north I went, the more intact the whole system seemed to be, and I started sensing bits of mana underground. If I had to guess, I would say some people were living in the sewers for whatever reason.

Enforcer presence started to thin out until finally I could walk multiple streets without noticing one, and the general attitude of the city slowly shifted from apprehensive fear to the typical stagnant apathy of impoverished people stuck in their ruts, living day in and day out with no hope for anything better. It wasn’t pretty, but it was common. These people knew there was no way out for them.

I wondered if killing the Wolf Pack would have any effect on their lives at all. It was entirely possible that there were plenty of other mages not affiliated with that particular cabal living in the inner city and that their deaths would change nothing, not even so much as saving Alkerist from predation by other mages. With my family finally agreeing to leave, I was far less concerned with the village’s future.

My motive now was to acquire resources quickly. The Wolf Pack was a convenient target that I wouldn’t feel bad about killing. I just needed to figure out how to get to them first, preferably one at a time so I could pick them off without them overwhelming me with sheer numbers.

Six mana presences started ascending toward the street into a nearby building, noteworthy to me only in that it marked the location of a sewer tunnel access point. Unfortunately, we were still far enough from the wall that I doubted I’d find a useful connection here, and all of Derro’s streets looked enough alike that I probably wouldn’t be able to find it again without magic.

Two people walked out of the building onto the street in front of me. “That him?” one of them asked, shooting a glance my way.

“Must be. I can’t feel any mana at all.”

“He’s just a kid. Thought he’d be older.”

“Shut it. Come on.”

Someone was looking for me? That was a surprise. I wasn’t in the habit of leaving witnesses behind who might report on my activities. The only ones were the street kids, and they weren’t based anywhere near here. I studied the men for clues, and my eyes settled on a tattoo poorly inked on one of their wrists.

It was what appeared to be a rat tail, done in blue. I vaguely recalled Tanner and his friend had mentioned being afraid of a Blue Rat and his gang. They’d been forcefully recruiting preteens. Had one of those kids sold me out? I mentally moved finding Tanner up higher on my priority list.

“Hey, kid,” the one with the rat tail tattoo said. “I need you to come with us.”

“No thanks, I’m busy,” I told him.

Rat-tail snickered. “Got a pair on you, don’t you? Look, my boss wants to talk to you about this business of yours. Might be he could help you out.”

“I doubt I need help from anyone like him.”

The other guy bristled, but Rat-tail stopped him with an upraised hand. “Look, we know you were involved in killing those enforcers. Now, that made things a bit harder for us, but the boss thought it was hilarious. He just wants to talk, see if maybe you need a little help from the underworld.”

I started to refuse again, but then I stopped and frowned. “You guys know the city pretty well, huh? Above and below ground?”

“Of course we do.”

I checked my mana reserves. There was more than enough to shadow leap straight up to the surface from anywhere in the sewers if I needed to flee, and plenty to fight before I got to that point. My shield ward was also fully charged. Meeting with Blue Rat himself wouldn’t be that dangerous.

“Think you could get me to the inner city?”

Both men blinked in surprise at that, and Rat-tail let out a low whistle. “You’re going to raise all kinds of hell, aren’t you? You just come with us to talk to the boss—he’ll get you sorted out.”

I had more than enough mana to kill all six of them if I needed to, and I was curious. Rat-tail could sense mana well enough to know he couldn’t feel mine, so maybe Blue Rat knew a bit about what was going on behind the inner wall.

I followed the men back into the building.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Iwasn’t terribly surprised to see a familiar face waiting for me with the group that hadn’t left the house. There wasn’t a lot of detail to be gleaned about a person based just on my sense of their mana, but one of those things was relative size. Mana was in the chest, and based on where exactly I could feel it, I knew that one of the people waiting for me wasn’t an adult.

He was the boy I’d met with Tanner a few days ago, the one who’d been worried about being abducted and forced into Blue Rat’s gang. It looked like his fears had been well-founded. Maybe he’d even gone willingly, knowing he’d end up there either way and figuring that it would be easier on him if he didn’t resist.

The boy watched me, wide-eyed, as I followed Rat-tail and his friend to a staircase that curled down into the darkness of the sewers. The other adults moved to surround me from behind with the boy trailing after them, a move that might have made me nervous if I could sense enough mana to do more than light a candle from any of them.

“Grab hold of this rope line,” Rat-tail instructed me, pointing to a thin thread of the stuff that had been tacked up like a handrail. “We’ll keep you going the right direction. You ever walked in the sewers before? It’s pitch-black down there.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “In fact…”

I sent a little orb of light ahead of me, startling the gang members. “Um,” one of them said. “What the hell was that?”

“Magic?” another asked sarcastically.

Rat-tail gave me a speculative look. I got the impression he was the only one in the group who knew anything about magic at all. He was probably wondering why he couldn’t feel any mana in me when he’d just seen me cast a spell, and if he was an adept like I was starting to suspect, he might also be wondering how I’d done it without using any sort of verbal incantation to help me.

I was more than happy to let those little mysteries stew in his mind. Maybe it’d make him think twice about trying to attack me if this meeting went sour. I gestured for him to lead the way after a moment. He glanced back at the rope still held in his hands, then laughed quietly and let it fall. Together, we all marched down the steps and into the sewers.
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The gang hideout was not an impressive structure. We took a winding path through the sewer, though I wasn’t sure if it was because it was the only way or if they were deliberately trying to confuse me. I suspected the latter, and if so, they utterly failed. It wouldn’t have mattered even if they had managed it—I didn’t need to trace my steps back to get out.

Once we reached the end of the route, we ascended back up to street level inside some sort of office building. It was one of the largest places I’d seen in Derro, or at least, that’s what it looked like from the inside. There were three levels overhead, and the stonework was in good enough shape that the people here were relying on daylight coming in from the windows to see.

There were no holes in the walls anywhere that I noticed, and the windows themselves were thin, horizontal slits near the ceiling, though there were plenty of them. Luckily for the ones on the ground floor, the building’s interior was an open atrium, letting light shine down from the floors above as well. It lacked the skylight Hyago’s grow room had, but the windows must have been bigger higher up because there was still enough light to see by.

We got some curious glances from the men and women in the middle, but no one made a move to stop us. A quick look around showed me more blue ink rat tail tattoos on some of them, perhaps as some sort of officer mark. It seemed like a bad idea to me—did he just kill everyone he demoted later on?—but I wasn’t here to critique Blue Rat’s organizational skills.

A pair of armed guards flanked a set of stairs leading up to the second level, but they let us pass without more than a glance at Rat-tail when he led us through. The four behind me peeled off, leaving just the two in front and myself. I mentally tracked the boy’s mana as he walked away, but he didn’t linger in the building and was underground again soon after we’d finished climbing the stairs.

We went up two flights and stopped one level from the top. There, I lost the other man from my escort, leaving me with just Rat-tail for the moment. “Right through here,” he told me, gesturing toward a door right across from the stairs.

There were six sources of mana behind that door, assuming there were no wards to hide anything. Thus far, I’d seen no sign of any sort of magical protections, but if they were going to be anywhere, this was the place. I sent out a quick pulse of life sense, which matched what my mana perception was telling me, and then prepared a conjuration that would send an explosion of force darts out in every direction and held it primed in my mind, just in case there were any surprises.

Rat-tail opened the door and led me into an antechamber past two more guards with what looked like sledgehammers held in their hands. They flanked the door on either side, and other than glancing over at Rat-tail as he walked through, they were motionless and silent. I walked past them into the main part of the room.

The man I assumed was Blue Rat was sitting with his feet up on a desk that had obviously been made with magic. It looked to be carved entirely from a single piece of wood, but a tree that size would have dwarfed anything I’d seen growing in the wastes, including the old growth in the valley I’d relocated my family to. No doubt it was meant to be an ostentatious show of wealth, but I’d seen thousand-pound statues made of pure gold and entire palaces constructed out of crystallized mana. A wood-warped desk wasn’t going to impress me. Rat-tail gave him a quick bow and backed out of the room. The others ignored him as he left.

“So you’re the one who did the enforcers?” the man asked. “Shit, you don’t look like much.”

“Blue Rat?” I asked, ignoring the question.

“That’s me. Who’re you?”

“Keiran.”

A pair of women were lounging on an overly-padded couch pressed up against the wall to my right. One of them leaned forward, the movement drawing attention from Blue Rat and me, though for different reasons. For me, I was on edge, not precisely expecting an attack, but ready to handle it if one came. For Blue Rat, I had no doubt the ample cleavage practically spilling out of her low-cut top was what drew his eyes.

“He’s adorable,” she practically squealed.

The other woman, a tall, slim lady with her hair cut into a straight, no-nonsense bob, looked up from a book she was reading, glanced once at me, then rolled her eyes and ignored us. When her friend didn’t get the reaction she wanted, she grabbed the book reader’s shoulder and shook her. “Look, Myumi, he’s so tiny!”

“So what?” she asked, not looking up again.

“Ladies, if you don’t mind,” Blue Rat said, an edge in his voice.

“Sorry, Bluey.”

“Do not call me that.”

I still had the force blast spell primed in my mind, but no one seemed all that threatening so far. There was, however, one more person I hadn’t gotten a chance to gauge yet. He was standing in the back corner, behind Blue Rat. Of all the people in the room, he was the most interesting to me. He didn’t have more mana than anyone else, but he was wearing a mask enchanted to repulse attention. No one else in the room looked in his direction or acknowledged his existence in any way. I wondered if they even knew he was there.

He was short for an adult, just barely over five feet tall. From what I could tell behind the mask, he’d shaved his head, and he was covered from the neck on down in plain, somber browns—typical desert clothes—that even included a pair of gloves. I spotted a knife on a belt sheath and a brace of what appeared to be throwing needles strapped to one forearm. His eyes were a sharp, piercing blue that were locked on me.

“You’re a mage?” Blue Rat asked, drawing my attention back to him.

“Does it matter?”

“Little bit, yeah. If you’re not a mage, then I find it hard to believe you raided an enforcer tower. If you are a mage, then I find it hard to believe that you’re as young as you look.”

“I am a mage, and I’m not as young as I look,” I told him. “Why don’t we get to the point of this meeting? You want something.”

Something ugly lurked behind Blue Rat’s eyes, something cruel. Here was a man who wouldn’t balk at killing children or anyone else that got in his way. I’d seen his type before. He’d be dangerous if he had a lick of real power, but resources were too scarce to allow people like him to grow. Anyone with any sense knew better than to teach someone like him magic, lest he inevitably turn it on them. Blue Rat was left with nothing but what he could scavenge from those too weak to fight back.

It was probably my apparent age that made him target me. Whatever he wanted, he thought he could bully me into giving it to him. I gave it even odds between me ending up getting what I wanted from him and me ending up killing everyone in the room before I left empty-handed. My eyes didn’t quite flick to the silent bodyguard in the back corner again, but only through an effort of sheer will.

“Your little stunt, if it really was you, is causing me problems. I’ve got a thousand enforcers up my ass, busting my men on the streets, confiscating my merchandise, disrupting my operations,” Blue Rat said. “But hey, I know it wasn’t your fault. You weren’t trying to make my life difficult. So, I’m willing to let it slide. I just want you to do one thing for me.

“You see, I run this part of the city’s underworld, but I’m sharing Derro with sixteen other guys just like me. And the ones nearby, they’re laughing their asses off. So I want you to do what you did to the East Tower again over in their territories. I want to be the one laughing. Only, I want you to do it when I say, so I can take over their areas.”

“You want me to kill a few dozen enforcers in their homes,” I said. “Okay. I could. What’s in it for me?”

Blue Rat laughed and spread his hands. “What do you want?”

“I want into the inner city,” I said. “You’ve got people all over the old sewer tunnels. You must know one that goes under the wall.”

“Ah,” the gang leader said. “Now that, that I think I could help you with. Let’s talk specifics.”


Chapter
Forty



Blue Rat snapped a finger and pointed at the couch. “Map,” he said.

The book-reader, Myumi, sighed and stood up. I glanced at the book she left behind on a couch just to see the title, The Restless Duchess and the Errant Knight, and blinked. That… wasn’t a sword on the cover. Why would she be reading something like that in a room full of other people?!

Myumi opened up a cabinet to the side of the couch and rifled through it for a moment before withdrawing a scroll. She plopped it in front of Blue Rat, then resumed her place on the couch and opened her book back up.

Blue Rat spread the scroll wide open and beckoned me closer. I could just barely see over the top of the desk and ended up levitating myself a foot into the air, causing the man in the back corner to shift slightly. Blue Rat leaned back in surprise, then laughed. “That’s a neat trick,” he said. “Must be helpful for reaching things on the top shelf.”

“It has its uses,” I said.

The city was drawn on the parchment, and in astonishing detail. Individual streets were labeled, as well as important buildings like the Reliquaries and enforcer towers. I saw a few other sections labeled with things like schools, hospitals, and something they called Water Control, which, judging from its position near a river at the west end of the city, probably had control over the city’s wells in some way.

The inner city, on the other hand, was a blank circle. Whatever went on in there, Blue Rat didn’t know any more about it than anyone else did. However, the map also included a set of pale yellow lines that, unless I completely missed my guess, were the city’s sewer tunnels. They ran underground like a jagged spider web, full of gaps and isolated sections.

I spotted three different lines that ran up to the wall, the closest of which was right underneath a place called Flander Street, which ran directly north and south from a market square in the north district. It passed right under the Reliquary there, which would make it extremely easy to find with such obvious landmarks.

The map didn’t show a way into the sewer tunnels there, but that didn’t matter to me. I’d make my own entrance if I needed to. One small hole bored ten feet straight down would take almost no mana compared to the task of burrowing hundreds of feet underground, and was far less likely to be detected by any wards on the wall since I wouldn’t be using magic to dig directly beneath them.

Seemingly oblivious to the fact that he’d just given me exactly what I wanted, Blue Rat started pointing out various enforcer towers. “This one here first, tomorrow, and then in a few days, this one here. Depending on how well Grimkin’s boys react to the chaos, we might need you to take out a third one here.”

I ignored the towers he was pointing to and scanned the rest of the map for landmarks that would guide me to the other sewer tunnels running directly up to the inner wall, just in case the first one didn’t pan out for me. The one I’d used when I’d found Freak’s lab wasn’t on the map, proving that just because it only showed the three didn’t mean that’s all there were to be found. I’d investigate the information, but if it failed to lead to an easy way in, I wasn’t out of options.

The only question left in my mind was whether to go along with Blue Rat for now, then walk away once I was clear of the building, or if I should just kill him now and head off any future problems he might cause me. If I did kill him, I’d want to take care of the guard with the enchanted mask as well. I did not need someone like that hunting me down. Then I’d need to worry about some idiot trying to get revenge on me, which meant killing everyone in the room to eliminate witnesses, then using a spell like shadow leap to leave the gang’s hideout without anyone seeing me.

I had the mana for it, but I’d be leaving myself vulnerable for at least the next day while I built my reserves back up. It still might have been worth it, but the more I thought about the whole bizarre scenario, the more certain I became that this was some sort of trap. No one who got to the point of controlling an entire section of the city with a hundred people or more reporting to him could possibly be that stupid.

I’d told him what I wanted, and he was just giving it to me. On the surface, there was nothing preventing me from just walking away. Derro was a big city, at least in terms of sheer physical size, and I doubted Blue Rat’s men would be able to effectively search for me in some other gang’s territory. So what was the catch? It almost seemed like it had to be the masked man.

It seemed clear he was supposed to be some sort of hidden defense against me. There was no other reason to act as confident as Blue Rat was right now when talking to a person he believed had killed two dozen adepts without getting caught. Nobody had so much as glanced in the masked man’s direction, which meant either they were all fantastic actors or that the enchantment was strong enough that it was working on everyone in the room except me.

“Keiran,” Blue Rat said.

“What?”

“Can you do this?”

“I can,” I said. “But I won’t. It’s way too much work for just a bit of information that you’re already giving me right now.”

“Call it a gesture of good will,” the gang leader said. “I know you could kill everyone in this room. There’s nothing any of us could do to stop you. Besides, how could I have known you’d want to know about tunnels under the wall before now?”

Because that little boy who’d been with Tanner knew what I’d named as my price, and he was working for Blue Rat now. The more I thought about it, the more the whole conversation seemed staged. Everything was playing out a bit too conveniently for me.

Blue Rat’s attitude didn’t line up with his actions. He didn’t believe his own words. Was it because of his ‘secret’ bodyguard, or did he have another trick waiting for me? There could be some sort of mechanical trap I hadn’t spotted that he thought would riddle me with crossbow bolts or poisoned darts. Just because they’d fail utterly against me didn’t mean Blue Rat wouldn’t have faith in them.

On the other hand, a few people had tried to grab me and missed because of my shield ward. It was possible, but unlikely, that Blue Rat knew about it. I already knew the concept wasn’t unknown here. I’d collected belts inscribed with weaker versions of it from the mages who’d come to the village a few months back, and the presence of the masked man indicated Blue Rat had at least some access to magic.

“So the plan is to just… give me what I want and hope I go along with what’s frankly a ridiculous amount of work to repay you?”

“From what I’ve heard, you’re a man of your word. Er, so to speak.”

There were too many possibilities here, and I didn’t have enough information to pare them down. Blue Rat was obviously trying to run some kind of game on me, and I had a feeling if I tried to ignore him, he’d crop back up at the worst possible moment sometime down the line.

I estimated my reserves, good for about fifty seconds before I was completely tapped. I’d give myself ten, maybe fifteen. While I was constructing the spell, I asked, “And if I decide not to go along with this murder spree you’re planning out?”

Mind read was a difficult and expensive spell, not one I would have attempted under normal circumstances. But with at least one person in the room who had some sensitivity to mana, I was limited to divinations and invocations if I wanted to be discreet.

‘Come on, kid. I just need proof that you’re the one who did the enforcers in. No fucking way am I taking this to Velvet if I don’t know for sure. Either agree to it, or walk away and fight your way through the sewer tunnels I marked for you. Either way, I’ll know what you’re made of.’

Velvet sounded like an assumed name. It reminded me of the nicknames Noctra and Iskara had used for each other, Nocturne and Perfidy. Even Freak had been an assumed name, and all three of them had been a member of the cabal I was actively hunting. Perhaps they were now hunting me in turn. That wasn’t surprising, nor was it hard to make a connection between someone slaughtering an entire base of enforcers and a powerful mage appearing in the same day.

“One tower,” I said. “And no more than 10 enforcers. Pick a smaller one that’s not staffed very well. We’ll do it tomorrow, and after that, I’m gone into one of those tunnels on my way to the inner city.”

There was no way in hell I was taking out another enforcer tower, but I’d learned what I needed to know from this meeting. The sewer tunnels were going to be well-guarded, which wasn’t a dealbreaker in and of itself, but I needed to figure out who this Velvet was and if I wanted to lure them to me through Blue Rat.

“Deal,” the gang leader said, flashing me what he probably assumed was a charming grin. He jabbed a finger down at the map and said, “This one. Noon, tomorrow.”

I pretended to study the location for a moment, then nodded. “Blue Rat, if you try to screw me on this, I’ll make you regret it,” I said.

“Ha! As you say. You take out this tower for me, and I will get you a personal escort through the sewers. We know these tunnels. We know the dangers. We’ll get you through, safe on the other side.”

I didn’t need to read his mind to know he was lying. Everyone in the room probably knew, even the woman reading some sort of erotic fiction while her boss plotted to kill me. I had not missed dealing with situations like this. What I did miss was having so much mana that I could rip the entire story out of his head before killing him, then teleporting straight to this Velvet person and neutralizing them, too.

Oh, I could still do it, but it would take me something like three months to build up the mana supply, and I’d need a few extra mana crystals just as big as the one I was currently using to hold it all. I had a long way to go before I regained access to my old levels of power, let alone before I could use them casually when this kind of stuff came up.

I let myself be escorted out of the gang’s hideout and pretended not to notice the masked man following me. Once I was back on the streets, I started walking in the direction of the enforcer tower I’d agreed to take care of while I searched for what I needed. A few blocks later, I spotted it.

The combination of run-down enough to be unoccupied but still having ground level access was not common in Derro, but I spotted a building that looked like the back half had collapsed in on itself, taking the majority of the roof with it. That still left a room’s worth of space near the empty archway that marked the front door for me to work with.

I darted inside, still tracking my masked pursuer’s progress through the feel of his mana, and started winding my way through the piles of rubble until I was out of sight of the door. Then I sat down on a stone and waited to see if the man would follow me in.

He took longer than I thought to take the bait. After the third time he circled the building, I thought I might have to rethink my plan, but eventually, he must have decided I’d used a secret exit or something and came in to investigate. I pretended to be absorbed in the rough city map I’d drawn in the loose sand with my finger as a cover and waited for him to take up a discreet position out of the way of my exit, but which would allow him to still keep an eye on me.

A minute later, I stood up, destroyed my fake map by dragging my feet through it a few times to scuff up the sand, and walked past him. Just as I went by, I casually reached a hand out to discharge a paralyzing grasp spell into the man’s leg. To my surprise, he faded backward a step, avoiding the touch. Our eyes met, and his widened in shock.


Chapter
Forty-One



It took the masked man a fraction of a second to realize the enchantment wasn’t working on me, and he immediately responded with violence. His leg snapped up in a roundhouse kick heading directly for my face—not a stretch to reach that height when I was so short. It was so fast that there was no way I could have dodged it, either. I barely even recognized the movement before it reached me.

My shield ward knocked him back, throwing him off balance from the unexpected resistance. I chased after him, but even surprised, he was taller, faster, and apparently trained in hand-to-hand combat. He hopped back a step to avoid me grabbing hold of him. I tried again, but there was no way I was going to make contact, not without cheating.

Stone shape was not a combat spell. It took far too much time to get the magic going, and honestly, it was overkill anyway. Transmutations could be effective with proper preparation, but there was a much easier spell that could accomplish my goals. It took one second to cast stone needle instead. The conjuration shot a thin pillar of stone with a tapered tip straight out of the ground into the masked man’s back, or at least it would have if he hadn’t pivoted to the side. The needles from that spell disappeared after a few seconds, but that was more than long enough for me to cast the spell twice more.

Caught between the three thin pillars of stone shooting up around him at different angles, the man had nowhere to go but forward. He still almost got away by flushing mana into his muscles and leaping straight up over my head, but all I needed to do to win was touch him, just once. I smacked my hand against his foot and discharged the paralyzing grasp spell I’d been holding onto, then took a step back to let the man slide off my shield ward and land on the ground.

“Hi,” I said as I squatted down next to him. The mask was held in place with a leather strap, which I worked free of the cinch so that I could pull it off him. “This is a neat toy, but I’m guessing whoever gave it to you didn’t tell you about the weakness of this kind of enchantment. You see, it works fantastic to get people to not notice you, the person wearing it. But for anyone with any real ability to sense mana, it’s like a beacon drawing attention to the mask itself.”

The now-unmasked man twitched slightly, but didn’t respond. That was fine. I just needed him to be awake for this part, and the paralyzing muscle spasms would wear off in ten or fifteen minutes. That was more than enough time to roll him onto his back and cast stone shape. Thick bands of rock emerged out of the floor at my direction, securing his arms and legs in place. More bands came down from either shoulder and circled under his armpits to hold his chest down, and I used two more on his neck and head.

I probably didn’t need twenty individual restraints to keep the man in place, but I’d already cast the spell, and it barely cost any extra mana to go overboard on it. With the amount of mana he had left in him, he wasn’t breaking out through brute force alone. Part of me wanted to use mana drain to steal that away, too, but I wouldn’t get enough from him to cover half the cost of the spell.

“Right, where was I?” I said after I finished binding him in place. “Oh yes, the mask. Interesting enchantment, but since whoever made it didn’t include a way to hide the mana, it’s kind of like having a bright light on your face to everyone who can sense that kind of stuff. It makes it very hard for the enchantment to do its job of forcing me to forget that I noticed you. But don’t worry, I’m going to remove all the mana from it anyway.”

Unlike people, enchantments could be drained at no cost to myself, and this one had a lot. It wouldn’t make up for all the mana I had burned on that well-timed mind read, but it more than compensated for what I’d used capturing this man. I got back a good three cores’ worth of mana, then dropped the mask on the ground. Depending on what I learned from the man who’d been wearing it, I might use it as a focus for future divinations to find who made it, but that would come later.

“Based on your twitchiness, I’m estimating that the spell I tagged you with is going to wear off in the next two or three minutes, at which time I’m going to start asking you some questions. It would be… much easier for the both of us if you answered them honestly and fully, but if you don’t want to cooperate… Well, I understand. That’s why I picked this place to ambush you, and believe me, I just took enough mana out of the enchantment on the mask to block any noise from escaping for a good long while.”

In actuality, a good long while was only half an hour before I had to dip into my reserves, less if I counted the mana spent subduing and restraining the man. He didn’t need to know that, though. I didn’t want him thinking if he just held out for so long, that he’d win.

Once paralyzing grasp wore off, I said, “So, let’s get started here. First question. Who do you work for? Blue Rat? Or someone else?”

The unmasked man glared at me, but stayed silent.

“Okay, let’s try again. How about… Who made the mask? I can figure that one out myself, but it’d save me a little time if you tell me.”

“Demon child,” he spat out.

I nodded. “I’ve been called worse.”

I cast aura of silence, then yelled at the top of my lungs, “I just want you to know that no one more than a few feet away from me can hear a word of this. Scream as much as you want.”

I cast the first of what was sure to be many mind spikes on the man.
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It took twelve minutes to break him. I had to be careful not to overload his brain with too much pain at once, but I got the job done. However distasteful torture might be, I wasn’t so squeamish that I’d shy away from it.

The man tried to lie to me, just once, about halfway through, and claimed to be a spy for one of Blue Rat’s rivals. I didn’t even need mind reading to confirm that wasn’t true. The idea only barely made sense to begin with, and not at all once I reminded him that people who were sensitive to mana could see him through his mask and pointed out that Rat-tail, who’d escorted me to Blue Rat’s office, had been just such a person.

“So who are you really?” I asked after he recovered from the mind spike.

“Yano,” he said. “My name is Yano. I’m an aide for Lord Velvet.”

“Mmhmm. And who is Velvet?”

Yano went quiet on me again when I asked him that, but he gave in eventually. At that point, the dam broke, and secrets started spilling out of him as fast as I could gather them.

“He’s a member of the Wolf Pack Cabal, from the inner city,” Yano told me. “He handles a lot of the city’s governance. I don’t know the details, just that my position is to go between various gangs and guilds on his behalf, gathering information, taxes, giving out instructions. They’re looking for you, want to ask you some questions. Blue Rat wanted to make sure you were the right kid before he told Lord Velvet.”

“And the sewer access points? Are those real?”

“I don’t know,” Yano babbled. “Please, I promise I’m not lying. I don’t know. I only ever use the gates in and out of the city. I think if they were real, someone would have destroyed those tunnels a long time ago. I wouldn’t expect to find anything like that anywhere.”

Freak’s tunnel system had certainly stretched to the outer city, but I believed Yano thought he was telling the truth. That one was a bit of an unusual circumstance anyway, what with the whole giant underground death lake. I wondered how much he’d paid those smugglers to brave a trip across that repeatedly.

It was probably a waste of time to go looking into those other tunnels on the map, then. I mentally shuffled them down to the bottom of my priority list, only to be explored if all other options failed. I might still consider them before using Freak’s lake tunnel again since someone had found my teleportation beacon down there and Yano had confirmed that the Wolf Pack was looking for a child, specifically. On the other hand, there was still at least one giant fish monster waiting to be harvested.

“Tell me about the cabal,” I said. “Velvet is your boss. He keeps you organized. So he’s up there in their hierarchy? Who’s his boss? Who’re his subordinates?”

“I-I don’t know,” Yano said. “I don’t meet with any of them, just Lord Velvet. I don’t even know who his other operatives are.”

“How about a guy named Sibilant?” I asked. Noctra and Iskara had mentioned that name months ago as someone she reported back to.

Yano just shook his head.

That wasn’t surprising. Informational security was important for any clandestine organization. If the Wolf Pack ran the city, they were doing it from the shadows. I wasn’t really sure why they’d set themselves up that way, given that they seemed to be the top authority in Derro. At least, they were in the outer city. I really needed to get a good look beyond those walls and see what it was like there.

“Next question,” I said. I reached down and scooped up the mask. “Who made this for you?”

“Lord Velvet gave it to me,” he said immediately.

“And he made it?” I asked.

“I don’t know where he got it from.”

“How long have you been using it?”

“A week, maybe ten days?”

That was long enough that an object reading spell would place Yano firmly as its owner, but I could get past him and see who’d had it earlier. Maybe I could even glean a bit of information about this Velvet character.

“You’re not a mage, are you?” I asked, changing the topic.

“No?” Yano seemed confused.

“Adept?”

“No. I only know how to turn the mask on and off.”

Now came the important question. I’d been spot checking him with mind read every few questions, just for a second here and there. It was too expensive to use casually, but I didn’t have anyone else to check his answers against. Every second of mind reading cost me an hour regenerating the mana for it, but for this question, I needed to know for sure.

“You know how mages are made?” I asked.

‘What kind of question is that? Everyone knows—who cares? Just answer the little psycho before he uses that spell on me again!’

“The spirits grant their blessings to someone at the end of a ritual. I’m sorry, I don’t know the specifics of how the ritual is performed.”

That was more or less the same answer my father had given me. It was the same answer I’d gotten from every person I’d talked to about it and every book about magic I’d been able to find. If Yano believed it too, then I didn’t have a lot of choice but to accept that nobody outside of the cabal itself was likely to know. They might not have a clue, either. I’d find out once I caught one a bit less dangerous than Freak had been and asked some questions. Perhaps Velvet would give me the answers I needed.

“I am feeling merciful today, Yano,” I said. “You’ve told me everything I wanted to know.”

“Then you’ll let me go?” he asked, his voice mixed parts hope and disbelief.

“No,” I said. “But you won’t feel a thing.”

I wasted the mana to cast sleep on him, then used stone shape to tighten the band around his throat until he died. The ground opened up for him, and I smoothed it flat after he was buried.


Chapter
Forty-Two



Ispent the next few hours slowly circling the entire city, doing my best to stay within a block or two of the wall. I ran into some problems on the west side of the city, which was apparently the richest outer-wall area. It was more heavily patrolled by enforcers and even had quite a few regular, non-baton-holding guards. People were cleaner and dressed in better clothes, and the number of abandoned and ruined buildings cut drastically the farther west I went.

I stood out starkly on that side of the city. My own clothes were clean, but they were old, worn out, thread-bare, and torn in places. I was also a small child, unattended and wandering the streets alone. That didn’t fly in the more affluent neighborhoods, and it drew enough unwanted attention to me that I ended up diverting my course back out of the district and circling the long way around near the edge of the city where I drew less attention.

I didn’t find what I was looking for, but I did have plenty of time to think. When I’d first come to Derro, I’d felt a lot of pressure to act quickly and decisively, but with my family finally out of harm’s way, I could reevaluate my timetable. I’d been acting as if I were in a race to tie up the Wolf Pack’s attention in an attempt to keep them from dispatching more of their agents to Alkerist. That would be a shame if it happened now, but I wasn’t quite so willing to risk my own life rushing forward to save those of the village.

I’d allowed myself a month to prepare for my trip to Derro, and while I felt I’d done well, I’d taken some risks that could have been mitigated with another few weeks of preparation and a bit more selfishness with my mana. For one thing, I needed a significantly larger mana crystal so that I could properly harvest the spoils of my battles. If I’d had that, I could have banked far more of the mana I’d taken from Freak’s lab instead of feeding it into that mana battery. It was incredibly inefficient to use it the way I had, and I’d barely left enough mana behind to keep the enchantments in the house going for a few weeks without being recharged.

I also needed to focus more on my plan to raid the Repositories to speed up my own growth. It was less necessary now since I’d already begun my probe into the inner city, but the mana stored in those buildings would still be useful to me. Besides, it was always a good idea to deny an enemy their resources.

It was tempting to just hunker down, spend a week or two generating the mana I needed to bring myself back to maximum capacity, and fly over the top of the wall. It would almost certainly trigger some sort of defense, but if I was completely topped off, I thought I had a good chance of fighting my way through and dispelling any tracers that might latch onto me. If I could have guaranteed myself a good hiding place in the inner city, I would have already begun preparations.

Instead, I did my slow circuit around the city, ending it on the south side near the grow room Hyago’s gang had created. It looked like that was going to be my only way in after all, unless those trapped tunnels actually went where they were supposed to. Since that seemed unlikely to be the case, I’d just need to be careful of any traps Freak’s cabal-mates had left behind for me. On the bright side, going in that way would likely allow me to top my own reserves off with a little fishing trip, and then I could recover my monitoring enchantment along the way.

Before I descended back underground, I took the time to work some magic on the mask I’d taken from Yano. It was an interesting piece, carved from a single piece of wood and painted black. Two eye holes and a single slit under the nose were the only holes in it. It was far too big for me to wear, not that I had much reason to try since I’d already stripped the enchantment for mana.

Object reading gave me very little in the way of useful information since I was fighting to get past the Yano layer of ownership. Whoever he’d gotten it from hadn’t had it for very long. I got some vague impressions of a tall, handsome man with long hair styled in some elaborate braids who was dressed in something that wouldn’t have been out of place in a noble court. Yano had met him at a castle in the inner city, one I was confident I could find once I found my way past the wall again.

That nobleman, presumably Velvet, only had possession of the mask for a few days. He’d gotten it from someone else, another mage. Things got muddled from there as the mask broke down into the individual components that mage used to create the item. He was a stocky man with a thick beard and burn scars from metal splatter all over one arm. The only vision I was able to pull from the mask was the crafter hunched over a workbench, painting over the plain wood of the mask with a thick brush.

Once I’d extracted everything useful from the mask, I destroyed it with a burst of fire, then finished my circuit. It ended in an abandoned shop in the southern district, a two-story building with far too many shelves built into the walls to be anything but a place designed to display goods and wares. That, coupled with the stone framework for a counter that had probably once been mostly glass, told me I was settling in the ruins of a store for the night.

I set up the bare minimum detection and obfuscation wards, enough to let me know if anyone entered the building and to protect me from any sort of scrying. I stepped outside my wards and had a brief conversation with my father on my mirror, just long enough to assure him that everything was fine and that I was still working diligently on a solution to the problem.

I dreamed of summoning meteors from the sky to pummel the wall, then cleaving my enemies in two with a single flick of my wrist. Such spells existed; I knew the secrets to casting them. In my dreams, I had all the mana I could need.
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I woke up feeling vaguely annoyed. My lack of mana was like an abscess in a bad tooth. I couldn’t help but be aware of it at all times, couldn’t stop myself from continually prodding at my mana core for signs of growth. The ointment of aging I used every morning was only going to last another week or so, and so far, I couldn’t tell if it was making any difference.

I’d need about six days to bring my mana reserves to maximum if I did it myself, but only about an hour or two if I went down to that lake and hunted that other big fish monster. It was a bit of a gamble, but I suspected no one wanted to tangle with the things living in that lake if they didn’t have to, which meant that any mages from the inner wall probably wouldn’t have crossed over to the other side to trap the outer wall portion of the sewers.

I could be wrong, of course. They might have known where the other end came out and just walked out one of the gates connecting the inner and outer city, laid their traps, and then went home to wait for me to stumble into them like an idiot. But I had a suspicion that Freak’s secret smuggling tunnel might have been so secret that not even the rest of the cabal knew about it. The things he’d been making in his labs were considered indecent, even back in my time.

I didn’t need to go through that grow room again to access it. Instead, I found a nearby sewer tunnel that only had about twenty feet of dirt to dig through and made my own connecting passage. No doubt someone would discover it eventually, but with their weird rules about bringing light into the sewers, I didn’t think it would happen anytime soon.

Once I was in the sewers, I kept my own light down to almost nothing, and made use of a pair of ward scanner spells to sweep the tunnels for traps. Everything came back clear, and my own sense for mana let me know that there was nobody down in the sewers with me. With nothing but my own memory to guide me, I made my way back to the lake.

I could feel the monsters in the water, deep down near the edge of my perception. None of them were the big one I was looking for, but I knew how to bring it to the surface. I sent my orb of light skimming across the black, opaque surface of the water and waited.

Smaller monsters showed up to investigate, but none of them breached the water, and my light was left to dangle uselessly, failed bait. I wondered if the fish monster had learned from the death of its companion. It hadn’t struck me as particularly intelligent, so perhaps there was a simpler solution. Maybe it was asleep. Or maybe someone else had beaten me to the harvest.

I released three more orbs and set them to rotating in a slow circle, hundreds of feet wide, while I considered what to do next. I could cross the lake anyway, but I’d planned on refilling my mana crystal to its maximum before moving forward. If I had to fight someone on Freak’s level again with my current reserves, well, I’d still win, but it would be a much more difficult fight. If two mages came at me at the same time, however, I’d be forced to retreat.

I cut my deliberations short when something appeared at the edge of my mana sense in the water. It was big, and it was full of mana. I smiled. It appeared I’d just been a bit too impatient. I’d never been much of a fisherman in my past life, and that quality had carried over.

My reserves were just large enough to cast rupture core with a bit of mana left over to keep me in the air, though I’d be relying on levitation and momentum to carry me out into the open water. If things didn’t go according to plan, I’d be swimming back to shore.

The fish monster breached the surface in an explosion of water that echoed across the lake and snapped at one of my light orbs. It danced away and, predictably, the monster gave chase. As soon as I could get it to come, I led it closer to my side of the lake, then took a running start and leaped into the air while casting levitation to float up and out thirty feet past the edge of the water.

“Come on up,” I muttered. “Get close so I can catch you.”

Without my mana sense, I wouldn’t have known it was coming and likely, I would have been eaten then and there. That would have been a pain to get free from, but it didn’t come to that. Just as the colossal fish monster started its leap out of the water, my spell hit it and split its core apart.

I hummed happily to myself as I got to work collecting the mana spilling uncontrolled from its broken core while the fish convulsed in pain. It was hardly a humane death, but I’d hit my quota for those this year already, and I recalled how hard it had been to seriously injure the first one of these I’d killed.

While I worked, I wondered if there might be a third one in the lake I could come back for when I needed another refill, but if so, it didn’t make itself known. A few minutes later, I touched down on the far side of the lake, my mana crystal and all of my various trinkets completely charged with mana. Idly, I noted that the boat on the north side of the lake was missing from its dock, most likely a sign that someone had come through here after all.

There was a time for haste, and there was a time for caution. This was the latter. Carefully, I started making my way toward the underground lab where I’d left my monitoring spell.


Chapter
Forty-Three



Whoever set the traps around Freak’s lair wasn’t very good at it. They were enthusiastic, though—I’d give them that. After disarming the twelfth trap in the same tunnel, I had to wonder if it wasn’t some sort of strategy designed to waste an intruder’s time and try their patience.

Eventually, I made my way back to the former menagerie and collected my surveillance monitoring enchantment. It showed me two women crawling all over the place and apparently arguing with each other, but I didn’t take the time to actually listen to the conversation yet. That would come later when I was secure behind some wards of my own and not in a place that my enemy might conceivably return to for unrelated reasons and find me.

I didn’t have any other reason to stick around in Freak’s old lab. The mana I’d stolen from the various traps presumably laid out by the two bickering women who’d combed the area for clues had been more than enough to recover from flying across the lake and my various divinations, which meant it was time for the most dangerous part of my infiltration: first contact.

The exit I’d planned on using to get back up to the surface inside the wall was gone. I assumed the two women who’d investigated Freak’s lair had collapsed it upon discovery, but that was a minor hurdle. Earth sense gave me more than enough information to come up into a building, though it did take me several minutes to excavate my own tunnel, levitate up, and seal it behind me. I left a shallow skin of dirt only two feet deep on either end, hiding the tunnel from casual inspection, but still allowing me to retreat through it quickly if I needed to.

Finally, after all the setbacks and detours, I was inside the wall. I would need to be careful to avoid detection until I knew what I was dealing with, but I had a full mana crystal and probably several dozen more traps behind me that I could go drain if I ended up needing more. Short of the whole cabal coming down on my head, I was prepared to deal with any danger I might find.

I’d met plenty of mages who believed in the power of aggressive force, of storming an enemy stronghold, blowing up anything or anyone who got in their way, and battering down distractions or hinderances to their targets with sheer brutality. Some of them were even strong enough to get away with it, but most mages who thought like that eventually underestimated someone and paid the ultimate price.

That was why, when I finally made it beyond the inner wall, the first thing I did was sit in the cellar of the building I’d tunneled up to and scry my little heart out. This was no time to be stingy with mana, so I used ward-piercing scries, invisible scries, auditory scries, and tracing scries. That last one was targeted at the two women my surveillance enchantment had revealed to me, but unfortunately, they weren’t within the radius of the spell.

Despite that one particular failure, I learned quite a bit in the two hours I spent studying the interior of the city. First, I got a look at the enchantments and inscriptions on the inner wall. My paranoia was only partially justified. Whoever controlled that wall would have known if I’d tried to fly over it or pass through it. They even would have known if any new tunnels had appeared underneath, which was why all the sewer tunnels terminated there.

Somehow, they didn’t know about Freak’s smuggling tunnel. Or maybe they did, since he was part of the cabal that I assumed had control of the city, and they just ignored it up until his death. To be fair, the lake made for a formidable defense against anyone trying to cross with magic, and I expected the smugglers had been trained on a very precise protocol for crossing by rowboat without attracting the attention of the lake’s guardians.

Passing through the walls anywhere but the gates tagged the intruder with an enchantment designed to announce their presence to the associated scrying spells. I could have removed it, but it would have taken me about twenty minutes. If I’d brute-forced my way through the wall, it would have most likely resulted in a prolonged fight that ended with me retreating if I couldn’t get enough time to work on breaking the tracer enchantment.

However, now that I had a chance to observe the inscriptions on the back side of the wall and study exactly what the defenses were, I knew what I needed to do to bypass the alarms. It would be time-consuming and expensive, but if I absolutely had to, I could phase through the wall without anyone realizing it.

That was the good news, such as it was. The bad news was that the inner city was, as expected, home to the wealthiest families and rife with magic. Enforcers regularly patrolled the streets, ones that were far, far better equipped than their coworkers outside the wall. I couldn’t be sure just from my scrying alone, but I was betting the bracers they wore were enchanted with some sort of defensive magic, the storage crystals on their batons were twice as big, and the way their steps thudded against the ground made me think the boots were magic, too.

More important to me, the inner city was a lot like that district I’d run into in the west side of the outer city. People were well-dressed, clean, and healthy. There were no slums to skulk through, no orphans scrambling to survive. That wasn’t to say the streets were teeming with the wealthy elite and their servants, of course. Despite being significantly smaller than the outer city, the inner city could have easily supported ten times the number of people living there.

It seemed Derro’s center was only for those who had the magic or the money to hold a place there. It wasn’t exactly surprising, but it did mean that I’d have my work cut out for me if I wanted to blend in. It looked like my best option was going to be to wait for nightfall to start moving around. In the meantime, I had plenty of other options to explore. Unlike the outer city, it was worth it to spend mana learning the layout here.

When I was done with that, I turned to my surveillance enchantment and sat down to go over the whole thing. That would keep me occupied for a few hours.
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The two women entered Freak’s menagerie three days after our battle. They were preceded by a pair of light orbs, one of which looked more like a fireball than a light orb, and the women quickly split up to investigate.

“Lot of blood over here,” the one with dark hair called out.

“Got some here, too,” the light-haired one said.

“So Freak’s pet monster collection fought somebody.”

“An intruder, though? Someone who was strong enough to win?” Light-hair said thoughtfully. “Who’d he piss off that bad?”

Dark-hair shrugged. “Probably abducted the wrong person’s kid for his experiments or something.”

“Well, I guess we’re all done here. You’ve got the case wrapped up tight,” Light-hair said acidly. “Let’s go tell Velvet so he’ll know how thorough we’ve been.”

There was that name again. Whoever Velvet was, he was important in the cabal’s hierarchy. If he wasn’t inner-circle material himself, he was at least the gateway to it. It wasn’t uncommon to have someone whose whole job it was to deal with the weaker cabal members so they weren’t constantly taking up the time of the ones at the very top.

The two snipped at each other for another minute until Light-hair started casting some sort of spell. Whatever she was doing, it took her almost twenty minutes of chanting to complete it. The whole time, Dark-hair paced back and forth, little flickers of fire jumping up from her fingers repeatedly.

I couldn’t see the mana structure itself, but I could make some educated guesses based on the cadence of the chant and the time frame involved in casting it. Lengthy cast times almost invariably indicated someone trying to cast a spell that was beyond what they were comfortable with. If I assumed both women were mages capable of using intermediate tier spells, that meant an advanced spell, most likely from the divination school.

I didn’t have to sit around for twenty minutes watching her work, thankfully. My own enchantment allowed me to view events at any speed or order I wanted, rather like flipping through a book to find the section I was looking to read. I simply skipped ahead a page at a time, skimmed a few words to confirm the spell was still ongoing, and eventually reached the point where Light-hair had finished.

“First of all,” she said to Dark-hair, “shut up.”

“Hah, preemptive ‘shut ups.’ What was I right about?”

“It was a kid.”

“Seriously? Whose kid? Who came to rescue them?”

“That’s the thing,” Light-hair said. “No one came to rescue him. He fought Freak himself. The whole section of time is choppy as hell—heavy mana interference. They were both slinging some serious magic, and the kid won. Freak is dead, and after he kicked it, the kid went around harvesting mana from everything else in the cages.”

My eyebrows shot up. A temporal scry, even a weak one, was not something I’d expected based on the caliber of mage I’d seen so far. But upon closer inspection, I realized I couldn’t credit Light-hair herself for it. There was a diviner’s third eye amplifying her focus with divination spells hidden under her hair, the golden chain just barely visible in some spots and the gem itself behind her bangs. I couldn’t even begin to imagine where she’d gotten something like that from. It was well beyond any tools I’d seen anyone else using around here.

“Where would someone like that even come from? Wait… you don’t think…”

“That village Nocturne got himself exiled to. Remember that one transmission spell they sent back, about the kid who was showing people mana-controlling exercises?”

“That doesn’t mean it’s the same kid,” Dark-hair argued.

“Pretty big coincidences. You know Velvet hates coincidences.”

“I heard it was some child mage who took out that enforcer tower on the east side of the city, too,” Dark-hair said.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll send Swarm and Monolith to deal with it,” Light-hair said.

“Maybe they’ll send Velvet to deal with it himself,” Dark-hair muttered. “Wouldn’t mind it one bit if that prick got his skull caved in.”

Dark-hair didn’t notice her companion’s eyes flashing with anger at that statement, but I caught it clear as day. Light-hair was close to Velvet in some way. If I captured either of them, Dark-hair would be the one to drag information out of. She’d give her boss up to save herself if it came down to it. I might even be able to turn her against the rest of the cabal if she realized it’d be aligning herself with the winning side.

“So, where’d the bodies go?” Dark-hair asked, still oblivious to Light-hair’s expression. With a moment of visible effort, the blonde woman smoothed her face out.

“Doesn’t really matter, does it? Come on, I want to see if I can figure out what all this kid stole from Freak’s plant collection. Maybe I can take a guess at what he’s trying to make and what he’s missing. Might give us a lead on where to look for him.”

“Spirits save me, I hope so,” Dark-hair said. “Last thing we need is to have to sort through every damn orphan kid in the city trying to find one particular boy.”

The two women left the menagerie, but the enchantment had tagged them now, and I could follow their progress as they finished investigating the destruction of Freak’s lab. The biggest surprise came when they discovered my theft of the mana battery. That prompted a new round of speculation, but nothing conclusive. My teleportation spell would also cause too much temporal static for them to get a good idea of how I’d left beyond that it had used a lot of magic.

It would have been better if nobody had gone to check on Freak at all, but this was an acceptable result. The cabal had learned more than I’d expected them to, but not enough that it would pose any sort of problem to continuing my work. Velvet remained my next target, and after I caught up with him, I’d see who his boss was.

Someone around here was going to be educated enough to tell me just exactly what had happened in my absence.


Chapter
Forty-Four



Imade a detour back down into the sewer tunnels to drain away more mana from the traps left behind. There wasn’t a lot left, but I had time to kill while I waited for night so I could begin navigating toward the building I’d decided was most likely the home of Velvet. There were only so many that were large enough to be suitably castle-like, after all.

Moving across the inner city would have been easier if I’d had a mask like the one I’d destroyed, but it also would have been prohibitively expensive. Keeping one or two people from noticing me was inside the realm of possibility, but the more people the enchantment had to affect, the faster the mana drained. There’d been a reason Yano had kept his hood up while he followed me. In all likelihood, he’d been using the mask specifically on just me. Trying to use it to walk completely undetected down a street full of people would have drained it dry in under a minute.

That was why I’d waited for nightfall. It was easier to blend into the shadows and far less expensive to use mana to hide my movements, especially since there was only a single moon in the sky tonight. Even so, I had my doubts that I’d make it to what was practically a castle a mile away from my current location without being forced to expend large amounts of mana.

People wrapped up their errands and chores and retired to their homes, but the enforcer presence actually increased after the sun went down. They marched along in groups of two with crude light orbs bobbing along in the air behind them, casting their shadows out onto the streets as they patrolled their routes.

I moved as quickly and silently as I could without the aid of magic, which was to say not really all that fast. Even at a dead sprint, I could barely match an adult’s steady jogging speed. More than once, I was forced to scurry into an alleyway or around the corner of a house or business to dodge an incoming patrol. I’d wait a minute or two for them to go by, then continue on my way.

If anyone had been using a dark vision spell to see beyond the range of their light orbs, I’d have needed a completely different approach, one that probably would have involved retreating for now, acquiring better clothes to blend in, and possibly creating my own attention-diverting enchantment to help me cross the distance to my destination.

Thankfully, that wasn’t the case. It took me the better part of an hour of creeping down backstreets and dodging enforcers, but eventually I reached the four-story monstrosity of a building. I’d devoted a significant portion of my scrying efforts to mapping it out, mostly due to its size and the amount of security around it.

Noctra’s manor had been light on wards. There had been a few here and there, but for the most part, anyone who could pick a lock would have had the run of the place. The castle here was different. It had its own walls separating it from the rest of the inner city. Those were both warded and patrolled, similar to the Repository I’d scoped out, and I planned on bypassing them with the same tactic. I was going to hand-shape the enchantment the guards had that exempted them from triggering the wards.

That strategy would actually get me through quite a few wards inside as well, though my scrying had revealed a few places that would require different spells. One of those places was a rather large archive in the second level subbasement, which was going to be my first stop. I had an almost empty phantom space just itching to be stuffed to the brim with various pilfered books and treasures.

Thoughts on how to penetrate the castle’s defenses occupied my mind while I crossed the inner city, but once I actually arrived, I narrowed my focus down to the immediate problem. Ideally, I’d get in, take what I needed, and leave with no one the wiser. More realistically, I was probably about to kill a handful of people who had the simple misfortune of getting in my way.

Unlike the streets, there were more than enough men to guard the entire length of wall without anyone having to patrol back and forth, which meant there were no gaps I could exploit to slip through. I still wanted to make it past unseen, if only because having the alarm raised five seconds after I got inside the castle was going to make everything else I did that much harder.

I spent a few minutes scanning the length of the wall using a sharpened senses invocation combined with dark vision in hopes of finding an inattentive or even sleeping guard. I didn’t find any, but I did find a section of wall that only had a single person there. That was about as weak a defense as I was going to find, and if I wasn’t going to get lucky, I’d make an opening instead.

It was easy to sneak up to the base of the wall. Guarding something like this place in the middle of a fortified city, with no real enemies to speak of and a thousand neighbors who probably knew better than to so much as glance at the castle when they walked by, was boring enough to make even the most diligent soldier lazy. It was dark, and no one was expecting an attack. Once I got close enough to reach the lone guard fifteen feet above me, I cast a sleep spell on him.

Then I scaled the wall with a burst of magic, all the while holding the enchantment key stable in a mana pattern outside my core, and passed by the sleeping form. The lack of patrols meant I’d have some time before he was discovered, hopefully an hour or more. I went over the back side of the wall and into the courtyard undetected.

There was no easy way to do the next part. I just needed to stick to the shadows, keep quiet, move quickly, and hope that no one noticed me crossing the open grass of the courtyard. At least it was soft grass that made no noise rather than the typical prickly yellow scrub grass I’d grown accustomed to since my reincarnation.

There were two trees in the courtyard, which was itself about two hundred feet of open space from the wall to the building. Both trees were closer to me than my destination, which gave me some cover for the first half of the run, but left me wide open for the second half. No matter how I did it, there was going to be a spot where anyone who looked in my direction would see someone running across the lawn.

Unless I used magic to cheat, that was. Shadow cloak was my spell of choice for a nighttime infiltration and the main reason I’d even waited until dark. It was relatively inexpensive, though still costly enough that I’d use an entire core of mana every five minutes or so. It wasn’t foolproof, either, being only an intermediate tier conjuration that lasted precisely as long as I was willing to continue pouring mana into the spell structure to hold it steady. There were dozens of ways to see through it, but I didn’t think it was likely that the guards here would have access to any of them.

I took a deep breath and started my run.
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Really, the whole infiltration had gone far better than I’d had any right to expect. I’d made it inside the castle, successfully penetrating not one but two ward schemes, and thanks to what was probably an excessive amount of precautionary scrying, I’d managed to reach the basement archive undetected.

That was when I’d hit my first real snag. The archive was boxed in with a simple ward. The walls, ceiling, and floor were covered. That ward wouldn’t stop anybody from entering, nor would it attempt to defend the contents. The setup was what was known as a tattler. All it did was tell somebody that someone had walked in.

The easiest way to defeat it was to surround the entire tattler ward with another, larger ward that muffled the magic. Easy was not the same as cheap, however, and I would bankrupt myself in the process. I couldn’t think of anything more foolish than standing in the middle of an enemy fortress without a lick of mana to defend myself with.

That left the hard way, which was to starve the ward of mana. It was easiest to accomplish that by preventing anyone or anything from feeding it and waiting for the ward to fall on its own, but that could take weeks or even months. In some cases, wards could last for years. The ones I’d left on my own vaults would stand for about three centuries if nobody attacked them.

Actively draining a ward was a whole different set of challenges under normal circumstances. Plenty of wards had traps built into them designed to go off at the first sign of tampering, so draining a tattler without setting it off added another layer of complications to that task. Since all it did was alert someone that someone was doing something in the warded area, they were notoriously trigger-happy.

All said and done, it took me about fifteen minutes to penetrate the ward scheme and find the portion of the spell that would send the signal to its owner. Then I ran into a new problem. The ward was hooked up to a ward stone, and draining it of power meant draining the entire stone. Disconnecting it wasn’t possible without accessing the ward stone itself.

The only remaining option was to bypass the ward, which was akin to passing through a net by stretching out the holes wide enough to accommodate me while simultaneously making sure not to damage them in the slightest, since any snapped threads would trigger the alarm.

It took more mana than I wanted, but I managed to gently pry a hole in the ward just large enough to block its coverage of the door. Then, while I was holding the ward open, I had to use another spell to unlock the door so I could slip inside.

I closed the door behind me and relaxed my grip on the ward. It slowly settled back into place, smoothed out under my guidance. I watched it closely to ensure that it wasn’t going to activate, wary since the whole point of a tattler ward was to alert somebody without letting the intruder know they’d been detected. Even someone with the ability to sense magic would have to keep a careful eye on the ward to ensure they hadn’t tripped it.

Only once I was finally convinced that I’d made it inside the ward box undetected did I allow myself to relax. As long as the owner of the castle didn’t decide he needed something out of this room, I was practically guaranteed to remain hidden for as long as I wanted to stay here. I didn’t plan to abuse that fact since I intended on taking anything that looked even mildly interesting, but it was good to know that I could take my time sorting through the archive.

I conjured a ball of light and started reading through the titles. The first few shelves were boring administrative and clerical files, though a brief skim did reveal the mana taxes from a dozen small villages in the basin being organized and distributed. It made for a dry read, but there was a lot of information to be gleaned from those columns and numbers.

I ran a finger along the spines of the reports until I got to the most recent year, then flipped it open. After a few minutes of skimming pages, I found what I was looking for. My home village, Alkerist, was reporting no mana, largely thanks to my actions, though it was only a small fraction of the total tax the cabal was gathering.

More importantly, two pages later, I found the list of how that mana was spent. Fully half was going to what I considered to be outer-circle mages, of which there were twenty-six. The other half, however, was divided up among a list of obvious code names.

Swarm: 3%

Monolith: 3%

Ash: 4%

Echo: 8%

Weaver: 21%

Velvet: 12%

Freak: 15%

Keeper: 8%

Monarch: 26%

I recognized five of those names. Flipping back a few months, I found Ebalnat’s name among the outer discipline list. He’d disappeared from the roster after I’d killed him, and a new name had been added to replace him.

The outer circle wasn’t important to me. If they were all of similar strength to the few I’d already killed, they wouldn’t have the resources or power to hold the cabal together, at least not at a level where it would be a credible threat. But those nine names… those were the important ones.

The real question was if the list was complete. I hadn’t missed that Sibilant’s name wasn’t on the roster. Either he’d gotten himself killed, or his existence was secret. Flipping back through months of reports didn’t reveal any sign of him, either.

“Interesting,” I said.


Chapter
Forty-Five



The archives hadn’t held all the answers I’d hoped to find, but I had learned enough interesting information from them that it had been worth the effort to break in. There was a private library a few floors up attached to a suite of rooms I also planned to investigate, and if possible, I was going to drain the ward stone dry on my way out. That would most likely break it beyond repair, but that was just a bonus in my mind.

There was one other spot I was interested in checking out. It was a room on the top floor, heavily warded, even more so than the archive room I was sitting in, and with things far more dangerous than a tattler ward. If I made a mistake getting through those wards, they’d do their best to kill me. Even my scrying spells hadn’t had enough oomph to get through them, leaving me with only a hazy impression of the room’s size and suspicions about its contents.

It was going to be my second-to-last stop, just before the ward stone, in part because it was the most well-protected area in the castle, and in part because all of my scrying hadn’t located the mage known as Velvet, and if he was in the castle, that was the only place left to look. My only proof that I was in the right place came from the records I’d found here in the archive and the hazy visions I’d gotten from object reading Yano’s mask—and that didn’t mean I was right about this castle belonging to Velvet. Even if it did, it was possible he just wasn’t home.

But I hadn’t come this far just to give up because things got a bit harder to handle at the last step. My next task was to get back out of the archive without setting off the wards. For most wards, that would be considerably easier, since they were generally designed to keep things from getting in, not the other way around. In this case, tattlers only cared about things crossing the line of the ward, not about which direction they came from.

I took my time browsing the rest of the archive, but there was little of interest left. I found a few stacks of beginner spellbooks and swiped them to read later. If I was lucky, they’d be of use to the fledgling apprentices I’d left at my new home. More realistically, they’d probably be full of awful advice, and I’d end up throwing them out.

I also found some empty books waiting to be filled and a supply of loose paper, pens, and ink. Those weren’t terribly important, but I had wanted some supplies of my own and I had the space. If I found something more interesting later and needed to reclaim that little corner of my phantom space, I’d just jettison them. For the time being, that was one chore I could cross off my list.

Once I was sure there was nothing left of interest for me, I set about the tedious process of peeling back the ward so I could pass through it undetected, then gently sliding it back into place. After I was free, I started scrying ahead of me as I moved. It wasn’t efficient, but since I was planning on recouping all my spent mana by draining the ward stone on my way out, I prioritized speed at this point. I charted a course that kept me from encountering anyone and dodged around as many wards as possible, though there were a few I was able to simply pass through by convincing them I was a member of the staff.

I got a lucky break on the third floor and ran into someone with a different type of ward key. She was somewhere between fifteen and twenty years old, dressed in frills and lace, silk and jewelry. Whoever she was, she certainly looked important. Her core was almost completely full of mana, too. It was entirely possible she was a mage, in which case she’d likely be able to fight back against an enchantment spell like sleep.

Her eyes widened when she spotted me, and she opened her mouth to say something. Before she could, I wrapped us both in an aura of silence. Whether she’d been about to call for help or cast a spell, I’d interrupted her. If she was a competent mage, she’d switch to something she could cast silently, and I’d trust in my shield ward to protect me.

Either way, it took only a few seconds for me to put together the same strangling hand spell I’d used on the enforcers when I’d rescued Tanner. No amount of willpower was going to prevent her from going unconscious.

While she drummed her heels silently against the carpeted floors, I forced open a nearby door leading into an empty sitting room and dragged her inside. By the time I closed the door behind us, she’d stopped fighting back. I pulled my staff out of my phantom space and cast sleep on her to keep her that way once I was sure she wouldn’t resist it, then I released the strangling hands spell and gave her a once over.

The necklace was the ward key, but it was tuned specifically to her. Taking it would deprive her of access to specific areas of the house, but it wouldn’t grant them to me. I swiped it anyway to make a copy that was attuned to me and to drain the mana later. She also had a bracelet that was enchanted to resist heat, though it was so weak that it took me a moment to realize it wasn’t a defensive object. It was just to keep her cool when walking around outside.

The ribbon in her hair was enchanted with a weak glamour designed to draw attention to its owner and cause mild infatuation. The effect was so slight that it would be hard to detect, which was probably the point. It would give an edge in a social situation, but it wouldn’t warp people to her will. Now that I thought about it, that ribbon might have been what caused me to take notice of her as someone important in the first place.

Lastly, a ring made of some smooth, polished stone adorned her finger. It was a small mana crystal, maybe five times bigger than my own core. That would be harder to drain and probably not worth the effort, but it was interesting in that it looked to be far better crafted than any other mana crystals I’d come across since my rebirth.

I took all of it, then hit her with a mana drain as well. Her core was three times bigger than mine and completely full, so even with the spell cost, I still gained plenty from draining her. Then I broke down the enchantments in everything except the ward key necklace as well. The heat sink bracelet was a neat idea, but people around here had no concept of efficient and elegant designs. My own shield ward did the exact same thing, except with a runic inscription that used a fifth of the mana.

It took me about three minutes to replicate the new ward key, which gave me access to everything the one I’d copied painstakingly from studying guards via scrying did, as well as several other warded areas in the castle. That included the suites of rooms on this floor. Since one of those was my destination, this was a bit of a stroke of luck for me. I’d fully planned on breaking through the ward when I got there, but this would save me some time.

I had one last complication to consider. Did I want to kill this woman? My first instinct was to say yes. She obviously lived here. She had a full core of mana and might be a mage. That meant she had a connection to the Wolf Pack and was an enemy, at least indirectly. Presumably, if she’d been one of the inner circle with their codenames, she wouldn’t have been defeated quite so quickly and easily, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t someone important.

Were there any advantages to keeping her alive? I might extract some information from her, but I couldn’t take her with me, and this was hardly a secure room to work in. I could place some of my own wards to buy me some time, but if she was important and someone started missing her while we were busy, it could lead to being interrupted and pulled into a fight before I accomplished the rest of my goals.

In the end, information was what I was here for. This woman looked important and might know things. It was worth it to spend some of the mana I took from her to question her. If it came down to a fight, well, there wasn’t a lot of difference between one body and ten.

I took a minute to set up a new aura of silence, this one shaped like a shell around us so that we could talk without being overheard, and broke my sleep spell. The woman’s eyelids fluttered immediately, and she sat up with a gasp.

She focused on me for an instant, then let out an ear-splitting shriek. I let that go on for a second before I got annoyed and used a cheap trick I’d learned many, many years ago. As it turned out, if there was no air, people couldn’t speak, and elemental manipulation did a good enough job of pulling it away from someone’s mouth that it was possible to momentarily gag someone who just couldn’t shut up with a simple novice tier spell.

It didn’t work completely, of course. For one, it wasn’t possible to form a complete vacuum with such a weak spell, so it was more a noise reducer than a silencer. For another, all a reasonably intelligent person needed to do was take a step in any direction to get clear of the effect. It was mostly useful for shock value, to let someone know that I was sick of hearing the sound of their voice.

Surprisingly, this woman appeared to be familiar with the trick. She took a step back while staring daggers at me and said, “Who do you think you are?”

“Keiran,” I said.

“Keiran?” she repeated. “Am I supposed to recognize that name?”

I shrugged. “You asked.”

She drew herself up to stare down at me, then blinked in surprise and patted at her hair for her ribbon. I let a smirk curl my lips and said, “It wouldn’t have worked on me anyway.”

“I don’t know what game you think you’re playing here, little boy, but you just wait until I call the guards. My father will have you beaten bloody and raw for this.”

She’d sure swung from terrified to overbearing in a hurry. I supposed that once the shock of the situation had left her, she’d recovered that famed noble arrogance so many of them possessed. The young ones, especially, thought they were invincible, that nothing bad could possibly happen to them. They were too smart, too strong, too wealthy. There would be consequences to anyone who dared raise a hand against them. They had guards and servants and their families.

This wasn’t the first time I’d dealt with this attitude, and I’d always found a bit of violence worked wonderfully to adjust their opinions on their own mortality. I flicked a finger and sent a weak force dart into her stomach.

The noble girl barely had a moment to recognize the magic as it flew through the air before she was thrown backwards to crash into a side table and went sprawling to the floor. “How dare you!” she snarled at me with murder in her eyes.

I suspected that was the point she realized there was no mana in her core. The fight seemed to drain out of her all at once, and the only move she made was to stand up, then flounce back down into a chair. “Well,” she said. “You obviously want something. Go on, then!”

“I do have some questions, now that you mention it.”


Chapter
Forty-Six



Istudied the woman’s sullen expression for a moment. Whatever was going through her head, she still wasn’t afraid for her life. Probably the fact that the person menacing her was a four-year-old contributed heavily to that lack of fear. My staff was so tall that I had to stand on my toes to touch the silver crook at the top. I wasn’t exactly intimidating.

Still, I would have thought the abduction, confiscation of her enchanted trinkets, and draining of her mana core would have drilled a bit of caution into her. Apparently, I was giving the girl too much credit. Even smacking her with a force dart hadn’t done more than take the fight out of her. She’d been convinced that she couldn’t beat me or escape, but not that her life was in danger.

“Let’s start with something simple,” I said. “You live in this castle?”

“Of course I do. Don’t you even know where you are?”

“I took a few guesses when I picked this target. Who’s your father?”

“Roenark Actalus, patriarch of House Actalus,” she said with a sneer.

“Mmm. Sure. Never heard of him. Does he go by any other names?”

“Never heard of—” she cut herself off. “How did you even get in here?”

“Irrelevant,” I told her. “Is your father the mage known as Velvet?”

“Wha— Never heard of anyone named that,” she said, catching herself a moment too late.

I smiled. “Yes, you have.”

“No.”

“So is he Velvet? I don’t think he’s Weaver, but I could be wrong.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the girl insisted.

I spent some mana on mind read, just for a few seconds to confirm what I already suspected. -keep this little brat busy until the guards show up and run him through. Just deny, deny, deny until then.

That was a bit more vicious than I was expecting, but it wasn’t exactly a surprise. I was an intruder, after all, one who’d already demonstrated my hostility toward her. In the interest of making my time here productive, I needed to hurry this along.

“You’re obviously lying about something, and if you think anyone is going to hear your scream, you should know I’ve got an aura of silence hanging around the room. Now, I’d prefer that you answer me honestly, but if you want to keep stringing me along, well…”

I didn’t take any pleasure from torturing people. There’d been a time, close to two thousand years ago now, when I would have. I’d hated nobles like this girl, and it was with great satisfaction that I killed them in the most painful and messiest ways possible. Time and loss had tempered those tendencies until I’d grown in wisdom and realized how foolish all the hatred I’d carried around was. I’d made a conscious decision to invest my time and energy into more productive outlets.

I’d been a kinder old man because I had the power to afford that luxury. With so many options open to me and centuries of accumulated wealth, it cost me very little to find alternate ways to get what I wanted if someone tried to oppose me. It was the rare day that I’d come into direct confrontation with anyone after I’d become widely known as Keiran of the Night Vale.

I did not have that kind of power anymore. This girl might be innocent of any dealings with the Wolf Pack, but I wasn’t sure, and she was doing a poor job of convincing me. For now, I’d use something that didn’t leave any permanent damage.

“This spell is called mind spike,” I told her as I cast it.

[image: ]


The girl, Suzalia, was much more pliable after a few rounds with my preferred torture spell. She did remarkably well at resisting the pain, but it seemed she hadn’t been trained as a mage beyond learning how to activate the various enchanted trinkets she kept on her. That gave her some resistance to divination attacks, but without the discipline and willpower of a true mage, that only took her so far.

I quickly got the truth out of her, at least insofar as she knew it. Her father was associated with the Wolf Pak in some way, but she didn’t know exactly what. Suzalia had met multiple members of the cabal when they’d come to visit Lord Roenark, and was even able to identify the light- and dark-haired women from my surveillance spell as Echo and Ash, respectively.

The problem was that, while she knew her father was involved with the cabal, she didn’t know how. I pressed her quite hard on that one, even going so far as to use more mana up mind reading to confirm the truth, but she’d just assumed he was financially backing the cabal in exchange for favorable treatment and assistance in the games that nobles played with each other.

I didn’t believe that for a second. It seemed like I knew more about her sire than she did, at least on the subject of his magical proclivities. I hadn’t been able to confirm who he was in the cabal hierarchy, but the presence of the warded archive in his home was proof enough for me that he was involved somehow.

“I have one final question for you,” I said. “Your father, is he home now?”

“N-no?”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“If he is, I don’t know where he’s at or what he’s doing. It’s a big castle.”

That, I believed. Suzalia was rapidly running out of uses to me, leaving me to circle back around to my decision of whether or not to let her live. On the one hand, she was a non-combatant. She wasn’t a mage or a threat. On the other hand, even if I knocked her out, someone would find her eventually. I might be long gone by then, but she’d be able to tell them what I looked like and what questions I’d asked.

Tactically speaking, the right move was to kill her. It wasn’t her fault; she’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But the only good reason to keep her alive was as a hostage, and having one of those would only slow me down. I wasn’t going to kill her because she was part of the cabal. She wasn’t my enemy.

I was going to kill her to protect myself.

“Thank you for your help, Suzalia. For what it’s worth, I have no quarrel with you personally.”

Her eyes widened and she leaped to her feet. Whatever else she might have been, she wasn’t stupid. She charged across the room to grab hold of me, or kick me, or maybe just tackle me. Whatever she was trying, my shield ward deflected her rush to the side without me budging even an inch. Before she could get back up, I finished my grasping hand spell.

I didn’t want the body to be found before I finished my work. For the moment, there was no one else on the floor, but I’d already wasted ten minutes questioning the girl. As soon as my magic finished its work, I’d be back on the move. I needed to cross the floor to the warded suite to poke around in it, then up a flight of stairs after that to get to that mysterious room at the top of the castle.

I straightened up the room while I waited. Then I took a few minutes to ensure I had the advanced ward key structure memorized before breaking it down. Those were the kinds of objects that scry spells loved to lock onto, and I didn’t want people running me down that way.

I stuck her corpse in my phantom space and walked out of the room.
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I wouldn’t say I felt bad about killing Suzalia, but I did my absolute best to avoid running into anyone else. I’d gotten everything I needed to bypass every single ward I encountered, right up to and including walking into the bedroom suite. It was unoccupied, as I’d suspected. No matter—I was only here to rifle through the private library.

I did drop the body in the room, on a couch in the corner. It might have been slightly sadistic to leave Suzalia’s corpse there to be found since I was assuming this was her father’s room, but he was an enemy, and I needed to reclaim the space for all the books I planned on stealing from him. I didn’t have it in my heart to feel sympathy for a man who’d helped engineer the subjugation of thousands of people to enrich himself.

I might not actively hunt nobles anymore, but my feelings in regard to some of their more common practices and treatments of the peasant class hadn’t shifted much in all these centuries. The fact that he was a noble and most likely a member of the cabal that had preyed upon my own family only made it worse.

The first thing I did was scour the rooms for anything enchanted to steal or break. There was surprisingly little. I expected Lord Roenark Actalus to be wearing his most powerful items, but I’d also thought he’d have reserves or situational equipment that didn’t warrant being carried around every day. Perhaps that was stored in that last warded room.

There was a separate ward guarding his personal library, the first one I’d seen that Suzalia’s ward key couldn’t get me past. Unlike the tattler ward on the archives, this was designed to physically repel anyone trying to enter who wasn’t directly keyed to the ward. The most likely case there was that Roenark himself was the only one who could get in.

Well, him and me. It took me about five minutes to figure out how to trick the ward sensors into ignoring me, then another ten seconds to get the door unlocked. I strode into a dark room and cast a ball of light up into the air to reveal the vault I’d seen in my scrying. Its exterior was lined with books, while the center was given over to two padded chairs with a shared end table between them. Another full-sized table sat behind the chairs, made of some richly-stained wood that I didn’t recognize.

I ignored the furnishings in favor of the bookshelves. I was specifically looking for history books that would clue me in to what exactly had happened on this island and how widespread the damage was. How far did I need to travel to escape this mana desert, and what could I expect to find between me and that goal?

My hope was that, as an educated and powerful noble, he would have some clues here, and after a few minutes of searching, I thought I’d found a winner. The book was titled On the Rise and Fall of the Kingdom of Ralvost, which I hoped was the old name for wherever I was. If I was extremely lucky, there’d be a section devoted to calendars that might allow me to finally figure out just how long I’d been stuck in the reincarnation cycle. Despite the soul invocations functioning perfectly, it was beyond obvious at this point that I hadn’t been returned immediately like I had planned.

I spotted a few more interesting books to flip through, including a trio of atlases that looked to be a hundred years old or better, and one called Heaven’s Judgment that looked to be mostly propaganda, but listed the supposed ruler of Derro, the Hierophant, as its author. It was no treasure trove of ancient spellbooks, but with a little luck, it just might finally give me a few of the answers I’d come to Derro to find.

With that accomplished, I pilfered as many books on working magic as I could find. It wasn’t that I needed them so much as anything I could do to cripple the enemy’s capabilities was a win in my mind. Besides, there might be something interesting in there. I left a single enchantment behind on that table between the two chairs, a delayed explosion that would rip the rest of the room apart in half an hour. It probably wouldn’t destroy all the books, but it was better than nothing.

I glanced at Suzalia’s corpse once on my way out, then shook my head and refocused on the reason I was here. I still hadn’t found Velvet, and there was only one place left to look.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



Istepped into the room at the top of the castle. There had been two guards outside the door, both dead now. I dragged the bodies in with me using greater telekinesis and deposited them in the corner. Unlike the noble girl, these ones had been armed with simple weapons and no magic. If they hadn’t been directly in my way, I’d have gone around them and let them live.

As soon as I walked through the door, I understood the security. There was a writing desk off to one side with a small bookshelf next to it and a few barrels on the other side of the room, but the majority of the floor space was taken up by a basin large enough for me to lie down in set on a stand about two feet high, and a curious contraption just to the right of it.

At first glance, a scrying pool seemed like a strange choice for someone this rich. Mirrors were more expensive up front, but they were also more reliable. Only poor mages used water for scrying spells. It was convenient, sure, but it cost more mana, plus there was a whole process of pouring liquid mana in to mix with the water that made the whole setup a bit obnoxious to use.

But a scrying pool had one clear advantage over the typical mirror besides the almost nonexistent initial investment. The water could be drained away after the spell ended. With a mirror, nosy and smart mages such as myself could reconstruct the contents of the scry by using the right spells. Once that basin was drained and the water went down the pipe leading away, it was gone. There’d be no recovering it.

That was the setup here. A sluice was filled with water from the barrels, allowing the mage to empty it into the basin without any real effort whenever he was ready to cast a scrying spell. When he was done, the water would be drained out through the plug in the bottom.

It was all very tidy, and other than destroying the equipment, there wasn’t much I could accomplish here. I eyed up the bookshelf, which only had three thin volumes bound in black. I snagged the first one and flipped through it, a frown on my face. It was in some sort of cypher that I might be able to decode, given enough time. The other two were more of the same, but I took them anyway. If the information was important enough to be locked behind a guarded door in a warded room and written in code, it was important enough to deny the enemy.

If I felt like I wasn’t making any headway after an hour or two, I’d destroy the books just to make sure there was no way they could be traced back to me. Books weren’t great scrying mediums because there were generally dozens of copies of them, which diluted the spells trying to track them. The three journals were personal notes, almost certainly unique, and would be much easier to trace. I’d make sure I was behind my warding spells before removing them from my phantom space.

All of my precautions were probably overkill. The kind of divinations that could track these books were expensive and complicated, easily advanced tier magic. But then again, Echo had cast a time sight spell on Freak’s lair and spotted me. The cabal had spent an enormous chunk of mana on it even with her third eye, but I supposed it was worth it to them.

It simply proved to me that they had a lot of resources, and that their inner circle was strong enough to cast an occasional advanced tier spell. I would be foolish to underestimate them, so while my precautions were almost certainly wasted effort, I was going to go through with them anyway.

I wrecked the plumbing and cracked the basin in two, then staved in the barrels. It wouldn’t be much more than an inconvenience, but it was better than nothing. Before I left, I put up another surveillance spell, though I doubted I’d have the opportunity to come back for this one. Then I walked back out and snuck to my final destination.
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The ward stone was on the ground floor. That made it harder to reach undetected simply because of the increased presence of servants and guards, but on the bright side, the door leading into the room itself wasn’t guarded. Even if it had been, I possessed the ward key and could have simply walked through the wall if needed.

Once inside, the first thing I did was use stone shape to create a false wall over the inside of the doors. Nobody would be getting in without breaking that down first, which I was sure they could do, but not fast enough to catch me. Soon enough, everyone would know what I was up to.

Ward stones, like any other inscription, weren’t designed to have mana pulled back out of them. They were filled with mana, and then they did their job. They did not like when the mana went the wrong direction. The simpler ones didn’t even like having more mana added until they were completely drained. What I was about to do was going to screw with the wards all over the castle. People were going to figure out where I was almost immediately.

But I’d been generous with mana usage throughout this infiltration specifically because I’d planned on doing this, and extracting myself was going to be expensive. There was no reason not to top off my reserves and break the ward stone on my way out. So I set up a delayed teleportation spell, one that would go off two minutes after I finished casting it. My destination was my old hideout in the outer city, far away from my soon-to-be pursuers.

As soon as the spell was finished, I started a mental countdown until it went off, then I attacked the ward stone. It was a struggle to pull the mana out, but I knew plenty of dirty tricks, and this particular set of inscriptions hadn’t been made to defend against any of them. The mana came to me reluctantly, but it did come.

The big outer wards surrounding the whole castle were the first to break, but the inner ones quickly went down, too. Within thirty seconds, I’d disrupted every single ward being powered by the stone, including the tattler around the archives. That was guaranteed to alert at least one person, which meant it was only a matter of time until someone tried to force their way in.

At the one-minute mark, I heard people outside the doors. They were trying to open them, but the stone wall prevented that. My own mana crystal was almost two-thirds full, but I wasn’t sure I was going to completely charge it up before the teleportation went off. I should have given myself another thirty seconds, just to be safe.

Twenty seconds later, the people on the other side of the doors decided to bust them down by force. Loud booms echoed through the room in rapid fire as they repeatedly slammed something heavy into the stone barrier. Other than glancing at the spiderweb of cracks rapidly forming across the wall, I ignored it.

I had ten seconds left when the cracks broke open, making a hole about a foot wide. My mana crystal was as full as I was going to get it, so I sent mana surging sideways through the runes and caused the ward stone to overload. I looked back just in time to make eye contact with a surprised looking woman wearing a guard’s uniform.

I lifted one hand to wave to her, then let the delayed teleport take me away. I wasn’t there to see it, but about four seconds later, the ward stone exploded, most likely killing everyone gathered in the hallway.
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It had been a long day, but I had one last thing to do before I caught some much-needed sleep. I strode through the night—well, as much as someone with legs as short as mine could be said to stride anywhere—to one of the backup ruins I’d noted during my exploration that would keep me hidden, climbed up to the hole in the second floor with a spider climb spell, and created my standard set of non-detection wards to hide under.

While I wound down from my exertions, I pulled out one of the encoded journals and started working on a possible cypher. Since time immemorial, mages had been trying to protect their research from the prying eyes of their colleagues, rivals, and apprentices. There was no telling how much knowledge had been lost when they’d died, leaving behind nothing but spotty notes written in languages they’d invented themselves.

But that did mean that, by necessity, almost every mage had some knowledge of cyphers and how to break them. I’d lived long enough and raided enough troves claimed from fallen enemies that I was particularly well-practiced at it. Sometimes the key to decrypting a set of notes was simple, though I’d seen my fair share of doubly-encoded notes left as traps for the unwary who didn’t realize there was a second cypher to break, only to fall victim to malicious instructions when trying to cast spells gained from the decoded notes.

I spent an hour working my way through a few ideas I had, but I was tired, and the journals would keep until tomorrow. Today had been productive, but I hadn’t accomplished the big goal of finding Velvet when I’d raided that castle. Instead, I’d caused a lot of problems and killed people who were only indirectly associated with the cabal in the process of gaining information and resources.

There was plenty of time, and sooner or later I’d find someone in that cabal. One at a time, I’d take them down, regardless of the collateral damage.

I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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I woke up to a surge of mana and the sound of collapsing stone grating against itself. Alarmed, I bolted upright, only to quickly realize that whatever was happening wasn’t centered on me. I climbed to my feet and looked out over the city to spot a plume of dust billowing into the air a few blocks north of me.

The sun hadn’t yet finished creeping over the horizon, but in the pre-dawn light, I could see people running through the streets. The smarter ones were moving away from the disturbance, but there was a ring of enforcers surrounding several blocks that were stopping people for some reason before letting them pass.

I was inside that ring, but I doubted it would be difficult to slip past the enforcers if it became necessary. It would probably be easier to just sit tight and wait for them to finish whatever they were doing, assuming it had nothing to do with me. But after my attack on a Wolf Pack stronghold last night, that might not be a safe assumption to make.

I tilted my head to one side and traced the plume back down to the building. Frowning, I cast a sharpened senses spell to get a better look. Unless I was very much mistaken, that was the building the street kids lived in. Someone with a whole lot of mana was there, and there weren’t a lot of reasons for a person like that to target a group of orphans struggling to not starve to death.

Unless they were looking for one particular kid, that was, one who’d been a nuisance and who they’d gotten a good look at through divination magic. If that was the case, it meant two things: first, a bunch of kids were having a real bad morning, and it was probably my fault. Second, a Wolf Pack mage was only a few blocks away.

I pulled my staff out of my phantom space and shadow leaped, once, then again, to land on the roof in the cloud of dust. Below me, I heard screaming voices. The smell of blood was in the air. Phantasmal step let me drop through the roof to land in the middle of the room where I’d found the kids splitting their stolen food when I’d first arrived in Derro.

It was covered in bodies and blood spatters now. Standing in the middle was a man who was six and a half feet of solid muscle holding a kid up by his throat—Tanner. The man looked over at me and said, “Huh. You came to me? Stupid of you, but good, because these kids didn’t know shit.”

The man flexed his hand and crushed Tanner’s throat, then threw him aside and advanced on me.


Chapter
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Igave myself a moment to take it all in. There was a ring on his finger with a Wolf Pack signet. He was more than twice my height and probably weighed eight or nine times as much as me, all of it muscle. His head was shaved, and he was bare-chested. Most importantly, his skin shimmered with mana, some sort of strengthening invocation. It actually repelled the dust clogging up the room, leaving him spotless. I suspected it probably worked on blood stains, too.

There were twelve children in the room, all of them obviously and gruesomely dead. Tanner’s broken neck would have been the least messy of them all if his skull hadn’t split open from being thrown headfirst into the wall after the mage was done with him. Behind the man himself was a partially collapsed wall that looked like it had been knocked down from the outside. Rubble had poured into the room, and loose chunks of stone had been blasted into the walls and children inside.

I noted all of this between one step and the next. This man, Monolith, I suspected, was apparently the kind of person so sadistic he enjoyed murdering innocent people. I’d met his type before. Even at the deepest depths of my own evil ambitions, I’d never enjoyed casual, wanton cruelty against people who’d done me no wrong. I couldn’t fathom why some people did.

The mage was close enough that he was starting to reach down to grab hold of me when I unleashed a force wave strong enough to bring down the rest of the building, targeted directly at him. He let out a surprised “Oomph!” as he was picked up and thrown all the way across the street to crash into a stone wall.

It didn’t hurt him, not with the invocations reinforcing his body. Though he didn’t have that steel texture Freak’s durability spell had given him, I knew it would take far, far more than a simple force wave to do any real damage. As far as my spell choices went, I would treat this mage as functionally immune to kinetic force. Any spell powerful enough to overwhelm the man’s defenses would be a waste of mana.

The force wave was just to give me some space and time. Even before the man crashed into the building across the street, I was already building the spell that would end his life. I just needed room to finish it, and maybe I’d get a few answers out of my victim first.

“You’re part of the Wolf Pack?” I asked, stepping through the hole he’d smashed into the orphans’ hideout and into the open. The man was just now climbing back to his feet.

“I am. You’re the kid who killed Freak somehow.”

“I am. What’s your name?”

“They call me Monolith,” he said while he pulled a pair of leather gloves from his back pocket and slid his hands into them. “Now, I’ve got orders here, so I’m going to beat your ass, and I need you to try not to die from it. Velvet is pissed at you, and he really wants you alive to hear about it.”

What was the point of using codenames if it was so easy to guess who was who? Even worse, these idiots had given hints to their strengths in their names, too. Ash was almost certainly a fire magic expert. Monolith was a big bruiser, Weaver created their gear, and Velvet was their smooth talker who kept things organized. I hadn’t gotten good looks at all of them yet, but it was easy to guess what someone called Monarch’s role in the cabal was.

“I guess he should have been home when I came to visit him, then,” I said. “All that effort wasted.”

Monolith laughed. “Won’t hurt my feelings any if you want to do this the hard way. I don’t even much care if I kill you, as long as you’re fighting back.”

“There won’t be a fight,” I told him. I gestured behind me with my staff. “After this… No, why would I bother?”

“You’re surrendering?” Monolith asked, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“No.”

How he didn’t see the mana building around me, I’d never know. Monolith appeared to be dangerously overspecialized in invocations and not much else, a classic example of why a rounded education was important. Whether he was oblivious or simply ignorant, he was standing in the middle of the street when I unleashed a master tier conjuration known as boiling blood.

He paused mid-step and frowned. Then he grabbed at his chest and let out a groan. “What… the hell?” he asked as red mist wafted out of his mouth. More came from his ears and nose and around his eyes.

Monolith dropped to his knees and coughed, spewing out more red mist. Over the span of a few seconds, his body started to shrivel up, all those bulging muscles becoming wan, wasted things. There was nothing he could do to stop it, either. And he knew it.

“The spell is called boiling blood, if it helps,” I told him. “It’s one of the most excruciatingly painful spells I know. Congratulations. It’s not often I go out of my way to punish someone for their actions.”

Did that make me a hypocrite? Probably. I wasn’t interested in arguing the ethics of it.

The mist started to condense once it came in contact with the air, first turning into a ground-hugging fog before it settled as a red stain in the dirt in a twenty-foot radius around Monolith. In the end, his invocations were only making it worse for him. With his skin impermeable, the super-heated blood had only a few vents to escape through. The pressure built inside him faster than it could be released, trapped in a cage of his own flesh and pulping his organs.

I didn’t stay to watch Monolith’s death, but only because something else had caught my attention. In the back of my mind, I was always aware of the mana around me. The presence of leech stones being used as currency and a population perpetually drained of almost all their mana made it a bit harder to keep track of things, but I’d adapted.

That was why I hadn’t paid much attention to what felt like a person with a bag of shards a few hundred feet away, not until they started grabbing handfuls and throwing them into the air. I turned to look just in time to watch mana crystals sparkling in the dim light flash as they released their contents and artificial bodies formed around them. In moments, there were twenty diminutive, green, bipedal monsters in the streets.

They charged at me as a howling mob, jagged teeth and blackened nails flashing. I had only a few seconds to decide what to do before my shield ward got put to the test, and the lack of ranged weapons or any semblance of discipline and intelligence made it an easy decision. I levitated straight up into the air while using sharpened senses to get a better look at the caster.

He was a tall man, though nowhere near Monolith’s height, and somewhat scrawny with pale hair that looked white in the dim light. I put him at perhaps forty years of age. His eyes were locked onto mine, and as I rose into the air, he threw another handful of mana crystals straight up. Mana swirled around him, catching the stones and blowing them my direction. The constructs built themselves around the crystals, keeping them as a core, until a dozen giant rats were falling through the sky at me.

What the man was doing was more akin to golemancy than it was to summoning, though anyone without a firm grounding in the various magic disciplines would be easily confused since the end result looked so similar. But the creatures attacking me only appeared to be summoned. In actuality, they were shells of mana given physical form and slaved to the caster’s will.

My guess was this was the Wolf Pack mage known as Swarm. The moniker certainly fit the odd fighting style. Any basic tier spell could destroy one of those constructs, or even something as simple as clubbing them with a stick. The tactic anticipated losses and relied on overwhelming numbers. I could see how it would work, but it certainly seemed wasteful.

More importantly, it had a major weakness. Swarm himself was only safe by virtue of the wall of constructs he’d brought to life between him and his target. Distance was his defense, and he didn’t have that much of it. Even as I thought that, though, he cast another spell and vanished.

A force wall smacked the flying rats out of the air, at least momentarily. Thin skin membranes opened up, revealing them to be something more akin to bats, and they regained altitude. It seemed Swarm was smarter than his partner had been. Monolith was nothing more than desiccated corpse lying in the street below me, covered in a fine red misting of his own blood.

In all fairness, I had used a master tier spell to kill him. It was a good thing I had, too. It would have been much harder to deal with the constructs if I was actively fending off Monolith at the same time. I wondered for a moment why the crystals hadn’t already been placed beforehand if the pair were working together. Swarm obviously had a way to control them remotely, and his being there left him vulnerable.

They must not have been expecting to find me so quickly. I’d delivered myself into their hands before they’d had time to set up a trap, and then I proceeded to kill Monolith in the span of thirty seconds while Swarm was still scrambling to get his offense going. That meant he was on the back foot, desperate, prone to mistakes. Good.

The damage potential was overkill for weak constructs like these, but arc lightning had more than enough range to jump from bat to bat, frying them and breaking the animating crystals. A single spell got almost all of them, and the remaining two went down to a pair of force bolts. That left the goblinoid constructs on the ground, but even scaling the buildings, they couldn’t reach me if I just floated up a bit higher.

Destroying the constructs was pointless. It cost the enemy mage a bit of time and mana, but if he was allowed to escape, he’d just make new ones. He’d disappeared, but he obviously still had some way to control his minions. There were a few methods for that. The easiest was through line-of-sight commands, which could mean he was hiding behind some spell and otherwise on the roof. Another option was through a scrying spell, either of the general area or to see directly through his constructs much like a mage with a bonded familiar might do.

The way Swarm had disappeared reminded me of how the kind of short-range limited teleport spells like shadow leap worked. My bet was that he was in some nearby building, scrying the battlefield and directing his constructs. That was easy enough to check with a simple counter scry spell.

As I suspected, someone was spying on me. If it was Swarm, and I had no reason to think otherwise just yet, I could use tracing scry to follow the enemy spell back to its source. That took a few seconds to set up, during which time the goblinoids started pelting me with stones they had gathered from the street-level rubble. Those bounced off my shield ward, doing no damage.

Tracing scry suddenly locked on to Swarm, hunched down in a building a quarter of a mile away and feeding mana into more construct crystals to send out another wave of those bat-like monsters. They were massing in two different points, winging their ways down nearby streets at ground level so they could burst out and catch me in a pincer attack.

Shadow leap didn’t work if I wasn’t in a shadow, which I wasn’t out in the open air, but nothing was stopping me from switching out levitate for flight and crossing the distance to where Swarm had fled in a matter of a few seconds, so I did exactly that. There was a gaping hole in the roof that allowed me easy access to the interior, where I found Swarm goggling at me in surprise.

“Hello,” I said. “Let’s have a little chat, shall we?”
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Swarm shrieked, literally shrieked, and flung himself away from me. That coming from a man bordering on middle-aged, saying I was surprised would be an understatement. I actually lost a second just trying to process what I was seeing, which was a lanky man tripping over his own uncoordinated limbs in his haste to get away from a small child.

“Well, not exactly the reaction I was expecting, but I suppose…”

This would have been an excellent opportunity to kill him outright, but I’d already slain Monolith without asking a single question, and I wasn’t planning on letting Swarm go so easily. If nothing else, I really needed to know where to find the rest of the Wolf Pack, and this guy was the least threatening of any of them so far.

It would be a mistake to underestimate him, though, despite his current predicament. His constructs would have ripped me to pieces while he hid and watched if I’d let them, and he still had plenty of mana crystals in a sack held in his hand to work his magic on. This man was probably one of the most dangerous people in the city.

The first thing to do was separate him from his weapons, and not just by a little bit. If he could control his constructs from thousands of feet away, just taking the sack from him wasn’t going to be good enough. Storing them in my phantom space would do the trick, however. Now I just need to disarm the man, preferably before he knocked himself unconscious swinging the sack around wildly.

Greater telekinesis snatched the sack out of Swarm’s hand, ruining his precarious balance and sending him crashing to the floor where a smooth, clear ball that I hadn’t noticed when I’d arrived rolled away. I grabbed that up, confirmed it was a scryer’s orb, and sent that into my phantom space as well.

Just judging from the amount of mana in Swarm’s core, he was likely stage one or two. If he was any higher than that, then he was exceptionally low on mana, but I’d need time and some cooperation to probe his core thoroughly enough to determine if that was the case. I didn’t expect he’d give that to me, not with the whole us-trying-to-kill-each-other thing we had going on.

“Stay back!” Swarm screeched. “Arit tul amna sois!”

I recognized the words and mana formation as some sort of wind-based attack, probably a whip or slash designed to cut the target. If Swarm had been faster about casting it, it could have bounced off my shield ward. Instead, I reached out with my own mana and cracked the structure apart before he could finish building it.

He had his own shield ward that would prevent me from touching him with a mana drain, but I was betting I could overpower it easily enough with something like stone jaws. That was great for putting kinetic pressure on a ward. Unfortunately, I had some concerns about the quality of Swarm’s defenses and accidentally killing him before I got the chance to question him.

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to drop your wards and let me mana drain you?” I asked, already knowing the answer. The expression on Swarm’s face confirmed it for me. I sighed and added, “I didn’t think so. Okay, well, start screaming when the ward drains so I know to stop.”

Stone jaws snapped up around Swarm, crushing him between the teeth and stressing his defenses while I tried to gauge how fast the mana was draining out of his shield ward. It was one of those belts, similar to what I’d seen on the two mages who’d attacked my home village a few months back. At maximum capacity, it would hold against a stone jaws spell for the entire duration, but if Swarm hadn’t been doing the proper maintenance on his gear, things were about to get interesting for him.

About four seconds into the jaws grinding against his ward, he started screaming. I was about to dismiss the spell before it shredded him, but then I realized it was fear, not pain, that was setting him off. The ward hadn’t given way yet. In fact, it seemed to be holding up even better than I’d suspected. Apparently, he had been doing the maintenance, and his gear was better than what I’d already seen.

“You know, this is a really easy spell to dodge,” I said. “I don’t think I would have even tried it on you, but you seem really uncoordinated. Then again, the last guy I used this on got caught in it, too, but I guess he had some other defenses in place and wasn’t really trying to avoid it anyway.”

Swarm’s only response was to keep screaming.

“I’m going to need you to stop doing that,” I said. “It’s counterproductive to the questions I’d like to ask.”

Swarm did not stop screaming, and with a sigh, I enacted another aura of silence around us. I hadn’t even gotten to the torture part yet.

Suddenly, something cracked inside the jaws. It sounded like stone, almost as if Swarm had managed to sheer one of the teeth off the spell. That couldn’t be the case, though. The whole spell would have started to collapse if the structure was damaged like that. It was one of the bigger drawbacks to using conjurations instead of transmutations, balanced out by the speed of casting and lower mana costs.

I hadn’t imagined that sound, though, and if it wasn’t the stone, it was something Swarm was doing to try to escape. Light welled up between the teeth, giving me just enough warning to step back before the whole spell fractured and something huge and hunched over broke loose.

It was a goblinoid, but unlike the ones I’d left behind, it was probably fourteen feet tall and held Swarm cradled in one arm. The other was swinging at me with enough force to turn me to paste if it connected. It wouldn’t, of course, not with my shield ward there to prevent exactly this scenario. That was more of a reactive defense, though, designed especially to take a handful of unexpected hits until I could establish stronger defenses.

A mana shield would be the most efficient way to deflect an attack, but with my core as small as it was and the mechanics of how the shield drained mana in response to the amount of damage it took, a large enough hit could bottom out my core and break the shield before I had the chance to pull in more mana from my crystal to replace it.

Instead, I opted for the more expensive force wall to block the hand closing in on me. Yellow nails scratched against the thin pane of magic, but it held until the construct drew back its enormous fist and punched it. Tremors shook the floor as it advanced on me a single step, all the space there was in the now-cramped building.

There was no time to form a strategy. I either needed to attack or flee, and if I was going to flee, it would be best to do it before the huge goblinoid construct managed to block my retreat. It had more than enough mass and reach to get between me and the roof, which would force me to use a different, more expensive method of egress to escape. For the moment, it was easiest to just levitate straight up fifty feet into the air.

The constructs weren’t real monsters, but they acted like it to sell the illusion that they’d been summoned. As I slipped through the giant’s grasp, it howled in fury and jumped after me. Stone cracked and the roof exploded upward, peppering my shield ward with shrapnel and debris.

I was forced to go even higher to avoid the giant, which had planted its feet on the walls briefly before launching itself after me again. In response, I hurled a flame lance down at it, targeting Swarm. Somehow, he appeared to be asleep. My best guess was that he was so immersed in controlling his construct that he’d completely abandoned the senses of his true body. The giant hunched defensively over him, protecting him from the attack and receiving a long burn across its shoulders and back for its trouble. I doubted it felt anything like pain.

Rather than press the attack, once it became obvious that I was out of reach, the giant goblinoid turned to flee across the city to the east. The choice of direction surprised me for a moment, and I wondered if Swarm had gotten confused. I would have expected him to retreat to the inner city where he could get help from his cabal-mates. Then I realized that he wasn’t running. He was reconnecting with the rest of the constructs we’d left behind.

None of those constructs were individually strong. None of them had much mana. But a spell like this had a way of resonating with its counterparts, and it was entirely possible that having the big one there would empower the rest of them. If Swarm was any good at shaping their physical forms, he might use it to grow wings on them and create an entire platoon of aerial combatants I’d then have to deal with.

That wasn’t as big a problem as it sounded since arc lightning would likely work just as well on them as it had on the rats, but still, it wasn’t ideal to let Swarm reconnect with the rest of his forces. I swapped levitate for flight and shot off after him, peppering his giant construct with flame lances and lightning bolts. Unfortunately, the construct was too stable to be broken down that easily.

I didn’t want to dip into my staff’s reserves so soon after just having used a master tier spell to kill Monolith. At this point, I barely even had enough mana left to do so, and if I did, it would leave me extremely vulnerable to anyone else attacking me. What I needed was a spell that would crack that construct’s outer shell, but fighting something like that was like trying to disrupt a ward while an enemy did their best to kill me. The elegant solution required a ludicrous amount of finesse to pull it off.

It was time to admit defeat. I wasn’t going to hit Swarm with any of the intermediate level conjurations I was using, not with that giant construct protecting him. The only way I was going to stop him was to kill him, which meant I wasn’t going to be able to ask him any of my questions.

Greater telekinesis required me to have a line of sight on Swarm to use it. Once I’d gotten far enough ahead to get an angle on the body still cradled close to the giant’s chest, I grabbed hold of it with my magic. The giant didn’t want to let go, which was fine. I expected that. However, the soft, fleshy body caught in the middle of that tug-o-war couldn’t withstand the forces pulling on it. Swarm’s eyes snapped open, wide with panic and pain.

If he’d been thinking clearly, he might have commanded his construct to let him go. Even better, he would have had it spin in place to block my view of him. Either of those actions would have saved his life in that moment. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t that quick on his feet, and I’d focused all of greater telekinesis’s strength on grabbing hold of his head.

It was hard to blame him. His shield ward failed, he’d woken back up to an immense amount of pressure, and he was already involved in a high-stakes running battle across the city. Anyone could make a mistake. It was just that his mistake allowed me to rip his head clean off his body and send it flying several hundred feet into the air.

The construct didn’t disappear or fall over, but without its creator to give it new baseline commands, it wound down to a stop in the middle of the street. Blood splashed across its chest and ran down its legs to pool in the dirt as the corpse it was holding went limp.

“Damn,” I said. “That didn’t go to plan at all.”
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After that highly public battle, I needed a new place to lay low. Flying through the air was a good way to get followed since not only would there be hundreds of witnesses, it would be easy for wide-area scrying to pick me up. Counter scry worked best to block out spells focused directly on me, and using it on one that was viewing an area I just happened to be in would do little more than draw extra attention to my presence there.

There was one place I didn’t mind the Wolf Pack knowing about, and I’d managed to conserve enough mana to handle a building full of dulls without an issue. I took off to the north, trusting my memory to guide me until I found the place I was looking for.

Today had been an exhausting day and I was only twenty minutes into it. On the other hand, I was making good progress killing two Wolf Pack mages already. At this rate, I’d be done by lunch. I just needed to find the rest of them and somehow come up with more mana than the entire city could produce in a day.

I was more annoyed that I’d missed three different opportunities to question members of the Wolf Pack because they were just too competent to capture. It was frustrating specifically because I knew spells that could have done it, but they were out of my reach still, at least in the case of Swarm. Freak’s soul hook had been far too dangerous to risk playing around, and I’d executed Monolith more out of anger than anything. He would have been difficult to keep chained down, but I could have battered him into submission with a slew of targeted mental attacks.

It just would have been, as always, prohibitively expensive. The whole fight made me question if it was really worth it to spend my time in Derro. I’d gotten my family out of danger. Did I care that much about what happened to the rest of the village? And yes, I had questions I was still hoping to have answered here, but it wasn’t like this was the only place in the world I could look for those answers. It might be best if I went to ground for a day or two to refill my reserves and then teleported out of here.

I could spend a year or two in peace with my family while I built the mana crystal I’d need for true long-distance teleportation and flight and used alchemy to rapidly advance my age. The world could wait that long for me to be ready. On the other hand, I loathed leaving business unsettled. Walking away now meant giving enemies time to recover and a chance to strike back at me.

Regardless of what I decided to do, the first step was shaking loose any scries following me. To do that, I needed to get back to ground level and disappear into the city. An excellent spot to do so was the building right below me, one that belonged to Blue Rat, whom I suspected was responsible for Monolith’s presence in the east side of the city. There were plenty of orphan gangs running around Derro; somebody had told them which one to look at.

I swooped down and flew in through a window on the top floor. Almost immediately, a man with a rat tail tattoo put himself in front of me. “Who the hell do you think you⁠—”

Greater telekinesis picked him up and slammed him into the wall hard enough to make him bounce and leave a bloody smear behind. He’d live, but he was out of this fight. A second man froze in place and stared down at his friend, then looked around to make sure there were no witnesses before raising his hands up in front of him and retreating backwards through an open door.

I’d already checked out the inside of this building the first time I’d come through, but just in case there were any surprises waiting for me, I scried ahead looking for Blue Rat. He wasn’t in his office this time, but that woman who’d been reading erotic fiction was. Thankfully, it looked like she was doing some bookkeeping this time instead.

She looked up when I entered the office, and the two guards on either side reacted immediately. They were big, too big to be lifted by greater telekinesis, but not too big to be flung around by a force wave spell. Both of them were slammed into the walls hard enough to crack the stone, and the spell washed over the room far enough that it smacked up against the desk, forcing it to jump a few inches.

The woman… what was her name… Myumi, I thought. Her busty friend had said it when I’d last been in the office. Myumi clicked her tongue in annoyance as the desk jumped and disrupted her writing. “That was unnecessary,” she said.

“I know a good ink manipulation spell for pulling stains out of parchment,” I told her. “I’ll trade it to you if you tell me where Blue Rat is.”

Myumi regarded me silently while she blotted the ink. When she finished, she said, “So my idiot brother’s plan didn’t work. No surprise there.”

“I’m assuming he’s the one who told the Wolf Pack where to find me.”

“Yes and no. When the liaison didn’t report back in, we figured you had to be the one Velvet was looking for. Either he caught you and took you past the walls, or you killed him. Blue decided to use his emergency contact card to send a message to Velvet. Better to report it before things blew up and someone came around to ask why we were sitting on information.”

She sighed and rubbed a hand over her face. “Of course, then you did something to piss them off. You know Velvet himself showed up last night demanding every last scrap of information we had about you. Interviewed every single person who so much as looked in your direction. He wants you dead. Blue’s out in the city right now running the search for you.”

That was as good a confirmation as I was likely to get that I’d killed his kid last night. The irony here was that I was looking for Velvet, too. But letting myself get captured to facilitate that meeting was a terrible idea. I wanted it to happen on my terms, not when he had four of his cabal-mates to back him up.

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. “I would have expected more loyalty to him.”

Myumi snorted. “All of this? This office. The building. Those people out there doing whatever he tells them. I’ve been trying to tell him for years that this plan of his isn’t going to work. He’s trying to get close to the inner city, thinks they’ll make him a mage if he shows he’s loyal. They’ve been using us the entire time, and what have we gotten for our troubles?”

I shrugged. “A comfortable life, I guess. You look like you’re doing pretty well for yourself sitting here in clean clothes with plenty of entertainment and people who’ll do whatever you tell them to. When’s the last time you had to go work a field or garden? When’s the last time you missed a meal? Found yourself short on cash lately?”

“When’s the last time a farmer had to worry about some mage coming around to kill him because he failed at an impossible task?” she shot back.

“All I’m saying is that for all your complaining, you’re doing just fine here, so it must have been worth something.”

“We could have done this without the mages. All they do is take, take, take. Nothing ever comes back. For what it’s worth, I hope you do find Velvet, and then the two of you can kill each other. Nothing would make me happier. Maybe if my idiot brother manages to survive, he’ll finally listen to me.”

Our conversation was interrupted by one of the guards getting back to his feet. I glanced over my shoulder and shoved him out into the hall with greater telekinesis. He didn’t go very far, not with him being as heavy as he was. The spell was reaching its weight limits to move him at all, but I felt it got the point across.

“Where did you say Blue Rat was again?” I asked.

“Or what, you’ll throw me into the wall a few times?” she retorted.

“To start,” I told her. “I’ve already killed two mages today, and I think I’m up to about forty or fifty people total in the past few weeks. Believe me when I say that I’m not going to lose any sleep over adding you to the list.”

“You’re a little psycho, aren’t you?”

“Let’s just say I never bought into the idea of the intrinsic value of life. I know exactly how little people are worth.”

“Are you going to kill him?” she asked.

“Do you care?”

“A bit, yeah.”

“Depends on his answers to my questions.”

“You can see why that makes me hesitate to give you an answer.”

“What I can see is that you’re trying to stall me while those goons out in the hallway get into position. Yes, I’m aware that they’ve been gathering for the last two minutes. No, I’m not concerned about it. I’ll go through them in seconds on my way out if they try to stop me.” I slammed my staff against the floor for emphasis. “Now, where is your brother?”

Myumi grimaced, but she held her ground. It made sense when I considered it from her perspective. I was an unknown to her, obviously dangerous in some way, but not physically imposing. It was no wonder people didn’t take my threats seriously until the magic came out. She knew Velvet was pissed and he wanted me, and despite me roughing up some thugs, she was probably more scared of him than she was of me.

Force magic was incredibly versatile. Telekinesis was the most delicate application of it, but virtually every type of possible impact had been codified in various spells. It was possible to use raw force directed by pure will, but I’d never really seen a need for it. Force darts could pierce flesh easily, walls could block attacks, and waves could throw enemies away from me.

Force smash was the spell I was looking for right now. It wasn’t great for mage fights, mostly because it was a bit slower to cast and tricky to aim at a moving target. But for making an impression, it worked fantastic. I smiled at her, and her face paled a bit. Then I sent that hammer of force down directly in the middle of her desk.

It exploded, shards of stone and wood going everywhere. They pinged off my shield ward, but she cried out in pain as they lacerated her face, chest, and arms. The guard still collapsed on the ground behind me, the one who’d smartly been pretending to be knocked out so I wouldn’t throw him like I’d done to his companion, yelped in surprise and raised an arm to cover his face.

He need not have bothered. My position standing between him and the desk protected him from the blast. I ignored him for the moment. If he tried to move, I’d sense it and deal with him. Right now, my focus was on Myumi.

She was on her feet, blood dripping from dozens of scrapes and cuts. The book she’d been writing in was shredded from the force smash, and the ink she’d been using was splattered all over the front of her outfit.

Hopefully, this demonstration was enough to make her understand that she could be as scared of Velvet as she wanted. I was here, in this office with her, right now. The cabal mage wasn’t.

“Where. Is. He.”
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Iwalked into a building about a mile away from Blue Rat’s office. It was on an otherwise unoccupied street that looked like it had been the site of a battle between two equally matched mages of middling skill, which was to say that a lot of explosive magic had gone off over a wide area. For experienced mages, victory or defeat usually came within a handful of spells, and collateral damage tended to be measured in number of acres leveled, but novices could go on and on punching holes in buildings until they ran themselves out of mana.

Myumi was still alive, for whatever that was worth. My decision to spare her had been motivated more by my goal to leave a deliberate trail for cabal agents to follow to the gang. Of course, that hadn’t stopped me from dropping the thugs gathered outside that office with a pair of arc lightning spells. Those people weren’t necessary for my plan to work, and it set a good precedent about the consequences of crossing me.

I was sure a few people at the end of the arcs had survived. The lightning got marginally weaker with each person it jumped to until it was down to about half strength at the end of the spell. I’d seen at least one person still twitching as I walked by, my staff thumping against the floor with each step. It really was just ridiculously too big, but right now I needed its mana replenishing and transference smoothing properties to extend my reserves as far as possible.

Once I’d gotten Blue Rat’s location from Myumi, it had been simple to scry out his temporary command post for directing the search. It also gave me a direction to search out my secondary target: the child friend of Tanner’s. I suspected he was still alive, and if so, I planned on having a talk with him. First, though, I needed Blue Rat himself.

That had led me to the command post in a shell of a building with a few dozen holes in it. I could feel what I thought were eight different sources of mana with a scattering of money attached to some of them, though when I’d scried the building ten minutes ago, there’d only been four. It was impossible to say if Blue Rat was still there based on just my mana sense, but even if he wasn’t, I’d still need to talk to the people inside to find out where he’d gone.

“Uh… you… can’t be here?” a thug near the front asked as much as said when I stepped in off the street.

“I’m here to talk to Blue Rat,” I told him. “Is he still here?”

A second thug walked up behind the first and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I got this,” she said, giving him a gentle push to get him out of the way. The first thug seemed more relieved than anything else, and he smoothly stepped off to the side to let her through.

“You’re Keiran?” she asked.

“I am.”

“Okay. Follow me,” she said. She pointed at the big, stupid thug and said, “You don’t let anyone else in unless they’re from the inner city.”

“How do I tell?” he asked, but the woman ignored him and beckoned for me to follow her.

For some reason, people always seemed to assume they could sneak around without me noticing them. It wasn’t even just the people I’d met since my reincarnation, either. Thousands of years of anecdotal experience told me that countless people from all walks of life simply underestimated a powerful mage’s defenses and awareness of the world around them. At least this particular gang had the excuse of having spent their whole lives in a magic-starved wasteland. They probably had no clue what a proper mage was capable of.

I was more amused than threatened as the men and women under Blue Rat’s command scrambled to react to my arrival. Outside of my immediate line of sight, they were running for reinforcements, gathering weapons, and moving to flank me. Eight people rapidly turned into twenty, then thirty as they ran to relay messages to their fellow dulls out in the streets.

Even without magic, I could hear the occasional scuffle or whispered instructions coming from the rooms we passed. To my amusement, my escort could also obviously hear the noises and had the most aggravated expression on her face.

“Amateurs, huh?” I said.

She sighed and nodded. “I told Blue Rat this whole plan was a waste of time. If you beat inner city mages and came back looking for us, the only way we were surviving was to throw ourselves at your feet and beg.”

Huh. A smart one. Maybe the Blue Rat Gang would have been better off led by her. “It’s convenient to be constantly underestimated, but it is nice to occasionally get some respect from other people,” I said.

“I know how you feel. You mind if I ask you a question?”

“I can’t promise an answer, but sure.”

“Are you really a kid? We’ve got a betting pool going with a few different theories.”

“Biologically, my body is around four years old,” I said.

“But…” she prompted.

“What are the theories? I’ll let you know if one is right.”

“Hah, alright.” The woman paused at the end of the hall and sighed again at the sound of people shuffling behind it. “Waste of time,” she muttered. Then, raising her voice back to normal volume, she said, “So the top theory is that you’re a body snatcher with a vendetta against the city because one of the mages there killed your original body, and the kid was just unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“That’s not even close to correct.”

Well, it kind of was, except I wasn’t really a body snatcher, and my vendetta against the Wolf Pack had nothing to do with them trying to kill me. At this point, it was more preemptive self-defense than anything. They’d started it; I’d hit them back. Now I was going to hit them again, hard enough to put them all in the ground because I didn’t think someone like Velvet was going to just let me walk away and I didn’t need that kind of problem popping up five years down the road long after I’d put him out of my mind.

It wasn’t that I blamed Velvet, necessarily. I understood why he wanted me dead. I just wasn’t going to sit back and let him work on pulling that off. Once I’d killed him, I’d reconsider my stance on hunting the rest of the Wolf Pack, depending on how they took the death of their members. Some cabals were as close as family and would never forgive the murder of those they saw as brothers and sisters. Others operated as more business associates and would be open to ending hostilities if they thought it was too costly to continue.

“Good, I didn’t bet on that one,” the woman said. “Second most popular theory is that you’re some sort of fake person created specifically for combat, that your creator made you a child to make it easier for you to blend in and surprise your victims when you attack them.”

“No,” I said flatly. “That’s not even possible.”

It wasn’t that artificial humans couldn’t be grown, but they had extremely limited intelligence. They were basically golems in a flesh suit, and in an environment with no ambient mana, they’d die quickly unless the creator poured a ridiculous amount of resources into keeping them alive.

“Changeling?” she asked. “You were never a person to begin with?”

“Also no.”

“Favored child of our ancestors’ spirits, chosen to be the hope of all mankind?”

“What? No. Did people really bet on that?”

“A few,” she said.

“Did you?” I asked.

“No!”

The flush in her cheeks said otherwise. “You did,” I said.

“I believe I’ve given you my answer already. Come on, the idiots have had more than enough time to hide themselves. Just out of curiosity, would a few dozen crossbows have even the slightest hope of stopping you?”

“Not really,” I said. “Not even if I was unconscious.”

She sighed and shook her head. “And you’re not even worried about telling me that. This whole plan was hopeless from the start. Look, could you do me a favor and not kill all of us? Most of the people here never had a choice about being anything else.”

“You don’t have me figured out at all if you think I care,” I told her. “Blue Rat is actively aiding my enemies. You’re leading me into a trap that you know doesn’t have a chance of succeeding and hoping that by acting friendly I’ll show mercy to people trying to kill me because they all had shitty lives. If you want to save them, I suggest you go around and tell them to get out of this building while I talk to your boss. Or don’t, and I’ll leave anyone who pulls the trigger on their crossbow as a charred, smoking corpse on the ground.”

The woman paused for a second, then nodded. “Right. Can’t ask for more than that.”

She led me through the doorway, pausing only once to lean into another room about halfway down the hall and mutter something that I wouldn’t normally have been able to hear, but a bit of mana applied to my senses fixed that. “Kid said if you want to live, get the hell out of the building. Not telling you what to do, but I believe him. Pass it on to the rest of the gang. Everyone makes their own decision.”

Huh, how about that. I knew she was a smart one. There was an unexpected compassionate streak in her too, fine for people living in quaint little villages that never saw skies filled with smoke or tasted air thick with the coppery tang of blood, but a hinderance to those who fought and struggled to stay alive. Given her position in a street gang, I had to wonder what her story was.

“Here we are,” she said at the end of the hall. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Sorry you didn’t win your betting pool.”

“Nobody else did, either.”

“True. Good luck— I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

She hesitated for a moment, then said, “Lyxana.”

“Good luck, Lyxana,” I told her. “For what it’s worth, I think your talents are wasted here.”

“It’s all I have,” she said simply. Then she opened the door and gestured for me to enter.

I was expecting some kind of trap, but either the word had spread quickly that staying meant dying, or the trap was supposed to come later. All I saw was a makeshift table made of a flat piece of stone propped up on a pile of rubble with Blue Rat sitting next to it.

He was covered in dirt and dust and had a notable black eye. His back was slumped down, weariness evident in the curve of his shoulders and the droop of his head. When I walked in, he glanced up briefly and started laughing, a strained, helpless, frustrated sound.

“You know, I’ve got a hundred people scouring the streets looking for you on threat of death,” he said. “Over half my crew pulled off their jobs to scour every nook and cranny. And then you just walk right in to see me. I’m guessing you stopped at my office first to find out where I was?”

I nodded, not saying anything, and Blue Rat continued. “Myumi still alive?”

“She is,” I said.

“Good. Good. That’s something. You know, kid, I don’t know how you did it, but you pissed off all the wrong people.”

“I am aware. I met two of them less than an hour ago.”

“And you got away? Color me impressed.”

“No, I killed them,” I said.

The color drained out of Blue Rat’s face, but I could see something cold and calculating behind those eyes. He slapped a hand on the table and pushed himself to his feet, then paused, surprise visible on his face for the briefest of moments before he got control of his expression.

“Were you expecting something to happen just now?” I asked.
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As amusing as it was to watch Blue Rat squirm, I did have other problems to take care of. We waited in silence a moment to confirm that no one was going to pop up in response to his kill signal, then I said, “Look, I’m not here to kill you. I just have a message for the Wolf Pack. I’m sure they’re going to track me from my fight with Monolith and Swarm, and that trail is going to lead straight to you. So when somebody shows up, you’re going to give them my message. And, well, if you don’t survive being the messenger, tough break. I’m not exactly overflowing with sympathy for you at the moment.”

It wasn’t even that all his people had abandoned him, yet. I could still sense most of them in the building, surrounding us. But word had gotten around quickly, probably before I’d even arrived, if I had to guess. I’d fried some people at the gang’s base, but that left plenty of living bodies to run ahead and warn them of what I’d done and that I was coming.

Their ambush plan had too many holes to be something they’d spent time developing, but it wasn’t falling apart so bad that it felt like it had been thought up and implemented between me walking in off the street and this moment. Most likely they’d had a few minutes of warning while I’d scried and found my way here. With the time constraints they’d been working under, they’d managed a half-decent setup.

It was obvious this wasn’t the command room Blue Rat was running the show from. It was essentially empty except for a map on the ‘table’ next to the man. There were no assistants, no furniture, and, honestly, no reason to be here. I didn’t believe for a second that the room had been chosen for any reason besides the abundance of holes in the walls through which the gang’s no-doubt crack archery team had been commanded to pincushion me.

A little over half of the would-be assassins had abandoned their posts and were already fleeing the building. Those were the ones who’d presumably bet on Blue Rat not surviving this encounter. That was going to make things awkward for them soon enough since I had no intention of killing him. I wondered if he’d get away with punishing all of them or if he’d have no choice but to let their insubordination go.

I shifted my gaze from the holes in the stone walls back to Blue Rat. “So, unless you’ve got any other tricks or traps you’d like to try out on me, let’s get down to business.”

I got a sullen scowl in response, but all he said was, “What’s the message?”

“I assume some subordinate of Velvet’s is going to come through to find out just what happened out here,” I said. “Those two mages who rolled you out of bed in the middle of the night and put you to work are dead. That’s three core members of the Wolf Pack I’ve taken down in this city. And I’ve got names and targets. Velvet, obviously. Weaver, Ash, Echo, Keeper. Monarch. Freak’s already dead. You can let Velvet know he’s my next target.”

I paused and considered it for a second. Did I trust Blue Rat to deliver a message to the rest? No, not really. But did it matter if he screwed up bypassing Velvet trying? Also no. “If you think you can get a message around Velvet to the rest of the cabal, you can tell them that I’m willing to end this little spat of ours once Velvet’s dead. I don’t need to kill him myself. I just need him gone. Feel free to deliver that part or not at your own discretion. You don’t strike me as a man with the means to decide who exactly you get to report to, so I won’t hold it against you if you’d rather not tell that part to Velvet directly.”

Blue Rat’s jaw dropped somewhere around the middle of my little speech. Once it was clear that I was done, he shook his head and said, “You’re insane. You can’t take down the entire cabal. Even if you could, the Hierophant would kill you for disrupting the city.”

“Do I look like I’m worried?” I asked.

The men who hadn’t cleared out were still standing in their hiding places, though as far as I could tell without casting any actual divinations, they weren’t doing anything besides listening in. That, too, was part of the plan. They knew about me now. They were coming after me. I wanted them to know that I wasn’t giving up, and to think that there was a way of appeasing me. I doubted Velvet would be the next mage I killed, but if it got out that his death was what I’d been after all along, it just might help me get close enough to the rest of them to finish the job.

More than that, I wanted them to think I was focused on him, that I had some personal vendetta against one particular member of their group. The truth was that I’d never even heard of him until a few days ago and couldn’t care less if he was the next person to die or the last person. My only reason for focusing on him now was that he was coming after me hard—not that I blamed him. He was hardly the only person to get irrational about his family. I was the same way anymore.

“You might as well call back your people,” I told Blue Rat, “the ones that are still alive and willing to listen to your orders, at least. You were never going to find me anyway, not like this.”

Then I turned around and walked away, leaving Blue Rat standing there, mouth still agape, with no time to process what I’d told him or give any sort of order to the few people still watching the room. There was someone waiting for me out in the hall ahead. I was pretty sure I knew who without having to check.

“Thanks,” Lyxana said as I turned the corner and spotted her.

“Didn’t do it to be nice,” I said. “I don’t trust Blue Rat to give them the message. The more people who hear it, the better the chances of it reaching the cabal.”

“Still, some people I think of as friends are alive.”

“For now,” I said. “I wonder how the cabal will react. It might be better to convince anyone important to you to clear out soon. By the way, there’s a new kid who just joined a few days ago, maybe ten or eleven. Brown hair. Scar on his cheek. You know who I’m talking about?”

“I do,” she said. “Why?”

“I want to talk to him before I leave. Is he around here?”

“Probably somewhere. You going to kill him?”

“Nope.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Fine. I think I know where you can find him.”

“Lead the way,” I said.
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It turned out Blue Rat had people working in shifts, and Tanner’s friend was sleeping in one of the buildings the gang had taken over. Lyxana led me straight to him while the other gang members watched in confusion or suspicion. More than one tried to approach her, but she just waved them back with promises to explain later.

“Juby,” she said, reaching out a hand to shake his shoulder. “Wake up.”

“Whaa-?” he asked sleepily. “Go ’way. ’m tired.”

“Wake up,” she said again. “You’ve got a visitor.”

“Huh?”

He sat up slowly and rubbed at his eyes, then froze when he saw me. Any trace of weariness vanished from his face, replaced with complete and utter panic. Juby tried to fling himself away from me, only to jerk to a halt when Lyxana’s hand clamped down on him. “Relax, kiddo,” she said. “He just wants to talk. Uh… you do just want to talk, right?”

“Yes,” I said. It was a struggle not to roll my eyes. “If I wanted to kill him, he wouldn’t have woken back up.”

“Do you have any idea how creepy it is to hear a child talk like that?” she asked me.

“I’m sure it’s not my problem,” I told her. “Think of me as a very short adult, if it makes you feel any better.”

“Not really,” she muttered.

“What do you want?” Juby asked, his voice quivering.

“You told them about me, didn’t you?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t. I wouldn’t.”

“Yeah, you did.”

“I swear on my parents’ graves I didn’t,” Juby said.

“You’re lying, but that’s fine. I don’t much care. You delivered two of them straight to me, saved me the effort of hunting them down.”

“What do you want, then?” Juby asked.

“Come with me. We’re going for a walk,” I said. “Get your stuff together if you have any and head for the door. I’ll meet you there.”

Juby started walking away, though he shot furtive glances back at me every few steps. I ignored that and said to Lyxana, “If he doesn’t come back, just tell people I killed him. Don’t waste time looking for him.”

“Are you going to kill him?” she asked quietly.

“No. When I first met him, he told me he didn’t want to be pressed into working for Blue Rat’s gang. I’m giving him his opportunity to leave. I don’t know if he’ll take it, but after everything that’s happened to him, I’m going to give him a chance to walk away. His friends are all dead. Monolith tore them apart. Or maybe a few of them survived. I didn’t stop to count the bodies or anything. Maybe he’ll go find the survivors, if there are any. Or maybe he’ll decide he’s got nothing else left to do with his life and he’ll come back. Either way, it’ll be his decision. Considering how much this city has cost him, I think he's earned that.”

“I don’t get you,” Lyxana said. “Are you a nice guy or a psycho hiding in a kid’s body? You threatened to murder dozens of people just a few minutes ago. You did kill people back at the main building earlier today. But now you’re taking pity on some random kid you’ve known for all of five minutes? Are you just a sucker for a sob story? It doesn’t fit.”

“People are complicated, and we’re hypocrites. Everyone’s got their soft spots,” I said, quiet enough that no one else around us could hear. “I am a monster in so many ways. Human life has no real value to me, but the children… If I can give them just a bit of kindness, I will. Life will kick them enough when they grow up.

“Keep it to yourself. If I find my enemies hiding behind a wall of children thinking that will save them, I swear by the six moons in the night sky that I will hunt you down personally and end you in a manner more painful than you can possibly imagine. There will be no escape from my wrath, not to the farthest shores or the deepest caverns.”

Then she did something that surprised me. She smiled and said, “You might be a monster, but you’re human, too. It’s comforting to know you have a heart under all that other crap. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about your shameful weakness. Are you sure you want to be known as a child killer if Juby decides not to come back?”

“I’ve been rightfully called worse things in my life,” I said. “Now, I need to go. Juby is trying to make a run for it and I’m going to be annoyed if he gets far enough away that I have to make an effort to chase him down.”

“Goodbye, Keiran. For what it’s worth, I hope you do free this city of the mages keeping it under their thumbs.”

“That’s not why I’m here,” I told her. “If it happens, it’ll just be a lucky coincidence for you. Goodbye.”
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There was no way I was going to catch up to Juby on foot, but fortunately for me, I didn’t have to. Shadow leap had some sharp limitations, one of which was being able to see where I wanted to jump to. Normally, that would limit me to line of sight jumps only, but it was possible to combine it with a scrying spell to pick out destinations outside of the spell’s normal reach.

I was already scrying on Juby anyway, so it was a simple task to walk into the shadows in the dormitory and pop out of the side of a building a hundred feet ahead of the fleeing child. Then I just waited for him to jog my way, then stepped out of the darkness in front of him. He was so busy paying attention to the street behind him that he didn’t even see me. If not for my shield ward, he would have bowled me over and probably kept going.

As it happened, I felt a spike in the speed the ward was draining mana as it deflected the impact, and Juby bounced off me to land flat on his back. I leaned over and offered him a hand up. “At least you’re running in the right direction,” I said. “Come on, let’s go.”

“You— But… How?” Juby sputtered.

I pulled Juby back to his feet and then let my staff vanish back into my phantom space. Hopefully this next part would go smoothly enough that I wouldn’t need to spend any more mana. I’d been rather liberal with it today, and it was getting to the point where I was wondering if there might be a third monster fish for me to hunt.

“I thought you said you didn’t want to work for Blue Rat’s crew,” I said. “But here you are anyway.”

“Well, it’s not like I had much of a choice,” Juby said. He scowled down at me as he dusted off his backside. “You refused to help us with all your fancy magic.”

“Fair enough. But when Blue Rat started looking for information about me, you sold me out.”

Juby’s face paled and he quickly stammered out, “N-no. It wasn’t like that.”

“Yes, it was,” I said. “I’m not mad. You did what you needed to survive. But here’s the thing. You took the easy way out. Saved your own skin at the cost of someone else’s. You just thought it’d be me.”

He must have decided there was no point in trying to deny it, because all he said was, “And so what? It’s like you said, I did what I had to do. It wasn’t the easy way. It was the only way.”

While we talked, I’d been steering us back toward the wreckage left over from my running fight with Monolith and Swarm. It was spread out across a few blocks, and it’d be another minute before we got to the edge of it, so I held off making my point.

“It wasn’t the only way. You could have lied. Or you could have run. You gave in to Blue Rat’s gang and joined up because you figured if you went willingly, you wouldn’t have to stand up for yourself. And when they wanted that information, I bet you gave that up just as quickly, didn’t you?”

“I’m not like you,” Juby said. “I don’t have magic. I can’t make the adults do what I want. It’s not fair to expect me to do all the things you would do.”

“No, I don’t expect you to wave a hand and kill them,” I said. “Of course not. But you had other options besides joining up with them. There were risks, yes, but did you even try anything else? Or were you too afraid of getting caught and beaten or killed?”

“Like I said, so what? I’m sorry I had to rat you out, but you came out of it just fine. No harm done.”

“To me,” I said. “No harm done to me.”

“You can’t blame me for all those guys you killed! If you’re so great, why didn’t you do something else instead of just magicking them all to death?”

“Oh, no, you misunderstand,” I said. “I’m not talking about the mages who came after me or those thugs from your gang.”

We turned onto the street that had the orphans’ hideout on it. It wasn’t much of a sanctuary anymore, not after the street-facing wall had been almost completely removed. Monolith’s body was still on the street, still staining the ground around it red. It wouldn’t be much longer before the wind scoured the coating of dried blood away.

“That guy,” I said, pointing to the corpse, “is one of the cabal mages. Maybe you met him. Twice as tall as me, looks like a pile of muscles stacked on top of one another. Shaved head.”

Juby nodded mutely. I’d expected as much. Someone had to have made a connection between this specific pack of street kids and me, and Juby was the obvious link. We were around the edge of Blue Rat’s territory, not quite outside his reach, but not close enough to his operations that I thought he could have been the one to point the Wolf Pack’s hunters in this direction.

It was easy to picture Juby volunteering information about me when Blue Rat started asking questions about who had taken out that enforcer tower near the east wall. He’d been sent with the group that had intercepted me for my initial chat with the gang leader, after all. When the cabal sent out a pair of their inner circle to ask some very pointed questions, I imagined Juby hadn’t been given much of a choice about answering them.

I didn’t hold it against him. We weren’t friends. He had no reason to protect me, but I suspected he hadn’t thought through the consequences of telling them where he’d had dealings with me at. The wheels were turning behind his eyes now, though. As we walked toward Monolith’s corpse, his gaze strayed to the side, to the busted wall and the blood stains on the street.

“This is what you gave that man,” I said, stopping in front of the hole. From street level, it was hard to see the floor of the building, but that just meant Juby didn’t have to see the bodies. The blood on the walls told the tale well enough. “He came here and started killing your friends trying to get more information. I guess he didn’t like their answers.”

“It’s my fault,” Juby breathed out, so low I almost didn’t hear him. “I did this.”

“No!” I said sharply. “You didn’t kill your friends. Don’t ever think that. That man lying dead in the street behind us is responsible for this. But you enabled his actions by being careless and selfish. I don’t blame you for this outcome. I’m telling you that you could have prevented it if you’d made different choices. That’s not the same as it being your fault.”

“They’re all dead,” Juby said. “Bliyo, Nevin, Kag… all of them.”

“Probably not all of them,” I cut in. “I’m not sure how many of you there were, but I think at least some of them escaped. This is why I brought you here—not to punish you, but to make you aware of the consequences of your actions and give you a chance to gather up the survivors.”

“And then what? We find a different empty building to huddle up in while we try not to starve, waiting for some asshole with too much magic to decide we’re inconvenient?”

“How do you feel about leaving?” I asked.

“What? The city? Sounds like a good way to get eaten alive.”

“What if I could take you somewhere else, to a safe place?”

“I’d ask what’s in it for you, because chances are I can’t afford your price.”

“Let’s just say you’re not the only one who could have avoided this outcome by making different choices,” I said. “I’m not going to force you to do anything, Juby. If you want to walk away from me right now, that’s fine. Go back to Blue Rat, or take your chances out on the street. I won’t blame you. All I’m offering is a chance to have a different future.”

I picked up a pebble off the ground and held it up while I enchanted it with a shielded scry beacon, one that only I’d be able to find casually. “Here, how about this? You take this with you. It will let me know where you are. Go find your friends, everyone who’s still left. Tomorrow morning, I’ll come to you, and you can tell me your decision. Or throw it away and find some new corner of the city to hide in where you’ll never see me again. Your choice.”

Juby reached a hand out to pluck the pebble from between my fingers, but froze halfway there. “How do I know this isn’t a trap?”

“What would you like to hear?” I asked. “If I wanted to hurt you, I wouldn’t need to do anything so convoluted. If I wanted to chase down anyone Monolith missed slaughtering, I could do that myself.”

I understood where he was coming from. The default reaction to a generous offer from somebody in his position was to try to figure out where the hook was in it before biting down. No one just gave street kids anything, and if it didn’t appear to be a trap, chances were that just meant they couldn’t figure out what the angle was.

The problem there was that there wasn’t anything I could do to overcome that mindset, not without investing a huge amount of time into integrating myself into their group. I would have to prove I was one of them, day after day, and even then, a savvy street urchin knew to trust his fellows only so far. Plenty of homeless kids would stab one another in the back to get ahead.

My only recourse was to present Juby with the argument that there was absolutely nothing for me to gain from the interaction. I doubted he’d believe me right now, but maybe once he had some time to think about it while he was searching for the rest of his friends, he’d accept my words as the truth.

“Take the pebble,” I said. “Stash it somewhere safe if you don’t want to carry it with you. Go back to your friends. I already told Blue Rat’s head of security to consider you permanently gone if you don’t come back in the next few hours. If anyone asks her, I killed you in retaliation. They’re not going to come looking for you. So there are your options. Go back to the gang, go find your friends and try to carve out a new home somewhere else, or let me take you away from the city to a safe haven.”

Pragmatically speaking, it would be best for me to abandon Juby and the other kids to the whims of fate at this point. There was little they could do today but be a drain on my resources, especially since teleporting them back to the new settlement I was starting would use up practically everything I had left, but I could stand to take a few more days away from Derro to recover my strength. Killing two cabal mages was good progress for how long I’d been back in the city, but now I was getting dangerously low on mana.

I’d do it anyway, if they agreed to it. Food would be an issue at first, but we’d figure it out. Maybe I could buy or steal some supplies in Derro, or just hunt something up myself. That valley had to have some edible wildlife in it. That was assuming the orphans took me up on my offer, which was still very much up in the air.

I placed the pebble in Juby’s open hand and pressed on his fingers to curl them up. Then I let go and walked away. “It’s your decision,” I said as I left.
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Isettled into my new hideout on the north side of the city, ironically only a block away from an enforcer tower. The whole quadrant was far more heavily trafficked for some reason, but this was only a temporary base for me, so I didn’t worry about finding something perfect for my needs. It just felt pointless after how much care I’d taken with my original spots in the eastern district, only to end up abandoning them in the end.

Once I’d raised a short-duration set of privacy wards to help keep my presence hidden, I started my morning rituals. It was a few hours late, but I wasn’t keen on skipping them, especially the part where I slathered myself in the ointment of aging I’d made. It was still too soon to get a definitive read on it, but I strongly suspected it was working at a slightly slower pace than what my original recipe would have done. In another week or so, I’d know for sure.

I spent another few hours just pushing my mana regeneration as hard as I safely could. That wasn’t a practice I’d gotten into the habit of doing in my past life, and even now, knowing how badly I needed it, it was hard to just sit there and focus on doing nothing else. The extra mana gains didn’t scale very well with my stage two core, and as much as every little bit helped, I quickly gave it up in favor of something a bit more productive.

The book I’d taken from Velvet’s personal library, On the Rise and Fall of the Kingdom of Ralvost, was still waiting for me to read it. Since my other big project was working on decrypting Velvet’s journals, and I didn’t much feel like doing that, I opted to have a more relaxing afternoon of just absorbing information and hopefully teasing out a few answers in regard to my own situation.

I didn’t recognize the calendar being referenced, which wasn’t terribly surprising to me. I hadn’t found one I could use as a frame of reference yet, and I’d been on the lookout for that, too. My soul invocations should have dragged me through the reincarnation cycle within a handful of years at most, but it seemed to have taken longer. I was guessing that, at minimum, I’d been gone for a few decades. Something like this huge mana desert would not have escaped my notice during my first life, but it also couldn’t grow overnight. Fifty or sixty years having passed me by would not surprise me.

Once I’d skimmed the book for any calendar conversion references and come up blank, I flipped back to the front and started reading. Most of the text was fairly generic to any kingdom’s creation. There was a war, of course, and one set of people lost territory to another. It was slightly interesting in that several times, large scale magical tactics were used, which proved at least that these people had some concept of the heights to which magic could take them, even if they themselves didn’t have a chance of getting there.

That was followed by the reclamation step where people established new towns, built roads, beat back the monsters encroaching on them from the wilderness, and eventually became a full kingdom. There wasn’t much of interest there, though admittedly I might have missed a detail or two at the speed I was skimming through the text. It wasn’t the first history book I’d read, not even the first one since being reborn, and so far, it hadn’t held any of the answers I was looking for.

I only stopped when a particular name caught my eye. There was an archmage associated with the kingdom, or at least someone the book claimed to be an archmage. We weren’t that numerous at any given time, but the name sounded familiar. I searched my memories, trying to figure out where I’d heard it before. “Ah,” I said softly.

I’d had an apprentice for about thirty years, one who’d been moderately successful, as far as apprentices went. I hadn’t expected him to ever reach the rank of archmage, not on raw talent alone, but he was clever enough that all he really lacked was time. That wasn’t saying much, of course. There were plenty of people who had the drive to succeed, but would get old and die long before they reached their goals. Ammun Nescect was one of them. He’d been a third or fourth-born son of some minor noble when he’d entered my tutelage.

If the archmage mentioned in the book was the same Ammun I’d briefly taught, that meant Ralvost had been created after my death, which also meant it had fallen after my death. The kingdom had a six-hundred-year history, if this book was to be believed. Either the name was a coincidence, or I’d been gone for the better part of a millennium.

Worse, Ralvost hadn’t disappeared yesterday. I might not be able to map its timeline to the calendar I’d been using when I’d died, but it was possible to figure out how long it had been between the kingdom’s collapse and today. I flipped back and forth, trying to line up the date on the currently used Galvashian calendar.

If there was any overlap, I wasn’t able to confirm it. That wasn’t terribly surprising, but I wasn’t happy about it. It was still possible that I might dig out the odd reference somewhere in the text that helped me place the kingdom of Ralvost on a timeline, but like so many old history books, they were written with assumptions of common knowledge at the time.

I went back to reading, though at this point, it was more curiosity about this archmage who shared a name with my former apprentice than because I expected to find an answer to any of my own questions. If I could confirm it was the same person, then it would tell me that I’d been gone for at the very least a few centuries. That shouldn’t have happened, so I was hoping the name was just a coincidence.

I was still flipping through the pages, scanning them for keywords relevant to my interest, when I spotted something that chilled me. Hurriedly going back to the beginning of the passage, I read it more fully.

At this point, the splinter faction in the Royal Academy for the Sorcerous Arts had gained enough mystical might that they were ready to claim independence from the kingdom and the draconian oaths it placed on its mages’ souls. Archmage Ammun, now a feared figure in the political landscape due to his legendary unwillingness to compromise on even the smallest matters, was finally made aware of the brewing insurrection and moved quickly to quash it.

Some scholars argue that the archmage was well aware of the splinter faction long before they made their move, perhaps even that he was secretly behind the insurrection. As feared as Ammun Nescect was, he was not the ruler of Ralvost, and he did not enjoy absolute power. The splinter faction, now calling themselves the Liberators, provided the archmage with the perfect excuse to seize even more power by quelling their rebellion.

No written accounts survived the conflict detailing exactly how the Liberators managed to do it beyond that they raided the forbidden vaults of the Night Vale to obtain the knowledge of how to use their secret weapon, but they managed to enslave the moon core of Amodir with their magic and used it as a boundless font of energy for their super weapon.

Whole towns were wiped off the map in an instant, and the Liberators made it very clear that they could do that as often as it took to see their demands met. Ralvost was left with almost no choice; either they capitulated, or they unleashed the archmage to protect them. Perhaps it would have been better to surrender, as Ammun’s actions were arguably far worse than leaving the Liberators in possession of the moon core.

Sources claimed the archmage promised a moon core of their own to use in their defense. It is conceivable that he even planned to do exactly that. Perhaps he later changed his mind, or perhaps he simply could not duplicate the methods used by the Liberators. Either way, with the mana of the celestial heavens barred to him, Ammun turned to the mana of Manoch itself.

Whatever magic he found in the Night Vale’s vaults must have been sealed away for a good reason. With it, Ammun bored a hole to the world core itself and attempted to enslave its mana the same way the Liberators had Amodir’s. We are left with only speculations as to how it was accomplished, but Ammun successfully used the mana he took to fire a lance of mana into the night sky, fracturing the Liberators’ stolen moon into pieces that rained down on an unsuspecting world below.

The kingdom of Ralvost survived the bombardment, though many other civilizations were crippled or even outright destroyed that night. Ammun’s actions would have far-reaching consequences for Manoch as a whole, however. Something in his ritual damaged the world core, and mana soon began to disappear, used up and never to be refreshed.

The political backlash ended Ammun’s career as the archmage of Ralvost, but he was not content to go gracefully into the night. He seized power instead, ruling for another forty years until he was forced from control when the waning mana levels left him unable to hold his position through sheer force. At that point, with Ralvost’s ruling family destroyed or exiled, the kingdom itself unraveled into warring duchies and eventually collapsed.

I set the book down. That was a lot to unpack, and I needed a few minutes to come to terms with the implications. First and foremost, if everything I’d read was correct, the mana desert I was trapped in might be a global phenomenon. I desperately hoped it was speculation on the author’s part, but it was disturbingly plausible. The world core itself being broken was just about the only reason I could come up with for mana disappearing everywhere. The living creatures crawling across its surface generated pitiful, insignificant amounts of mana compared to the entire planet.

Once again, the timeline for these events was an issue. I just couldn’t fathom how I’d messed up my soul invocations so bad that it had taken me centuries to work through the reincarnation cycle. Even if I’d done nothing to speed the process up, every source I’d been able to find agreed that souls never spent more time being disembodied than they did being alive. I’d lived longer than most, but two thousand years of life balanced by two thousand years as a soul was hard to believe. And again, that assumed the invocations I’d put on my soul prior to my death had failed somehow.

The text also implied that my vaults had been discovered and my research turned toward making planet-breaking spells. It was true that I’d briefly looked into altering lunar orbit in order to force an early convergence for my own spell, but I hadn’t done any research on taking over the core of an entire moon. I had no idea how that was even possible. Though if it was, perhaps I’d be better served tapping into one of the remaining moons as a source of personal mana.

The book hadn’t straight out said that the Night Vale had been destroyed, but the possibility remained. Whether Ammun had done it directly as a result of tapping into the world core, or if it had just been one of the many, many casualties of having pieces of a moon crash down to the ground wasn’t really all that relevant. It was just as possible that the Night Vale had been spared and was still waiting for me, but I doubted it. Even if it survived, my defenses had obviously been breached, if for no other reason than time’s inexorable march.

If I believed this book, I now knew where the missing moon had gone, and why there was no mana anywhere. That just left narrowing down exactly how long I’d been gone, though it hardly seemed important at this point, and what I was going to do to fix these problems.
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Ididn’t get much done that day, not after I finished reading that book. Details were light after that one passage, mostly speculation since it appeared that nobody quite knew exactly what had happened after Ammun had blown an entire moon out of the sky and sent it raining down on Manoch in a thousand-thousand pieces.

There was the immediate aftermath to the kingdom of Ralvost itself, which the historian who’d penned the book had personally lived through and was able to give an anecdotal account of how bad things had been. But as far as the rest of the world went, there was little new information to be gleaned from that book itself.

I needed to verify this story somehow, not necessarily the actual events themselves, but that the fallout was accurate. It provided an explanation for the missing moon that no one seemed to be aware was gone and the lack of ambient mana in this area, but there were other, less apocalyptic, possibilities. If what I’d just read was accurate, it meant there was no escaping this mana shortage, and that I should expect all of my equipment, research, and preparations left waiting for me back at the Night Vale to be gone. The whole area might not even exist anymore if Ammun had used it as his base of operations for his insane world-core-tapping plan.

There was one thing I thought I might be able to prove. I’d been wondering about that underground lake ever since I’d found it, but I’d had too many other things taking priority over investigating it. That wasn’t likely to change any time soon, but once I had the time to make the proper preparations, I was going to see what exactly was sitting at the bottom of those cold, monster-infested waters. Could it be a big chunk of moon falling from the sky that had destroyed this city?

I had guesses and theories about a lot of things, but the one question I couldn’t answer was how long it had been between my death and reincarnation. At this point, I had to throw out all my working knowledge of soul invocations on the subject. It was obvious that, for whatever reason, the spells had failed me. Or rather, I should say that parts of them had worked, and other parts hadn’t. I was still on Manoch; that was irrefutable.

But centuries had passed, so many that my old life was forgotten history. Normally, I would have thought that meant I needed to measure my disappearance in millennia, but if I assumed the apocalypse really had occurred in my absence, it was also reasonable to assume a great deal of knowledge had vanished at the same time. On the other hand, I didn’t have any other region to compare to Derro. Things could be exponentially worse here than other places due to a chunk of moon crashing down in the middle of the city.

“Or they could be better,” I muttered to myself, suddenly struck by an idea. What if I’d actually gotten incredibly lucky to be reborn here? The moon core had to have landed somewhere. If it was still in one piece and generating mana, wherever it landed might be the most mana-dense area on the planet. Best-case scenario for me, the moon core had landed on Derro, intact and functional, just waiting for someone to claim it. It would generate mana at a rate that was absurd compared to any living creature.

Even as I had that thought, I shook my head. Given the size of Amodir’s core, it would almost had to have been broken apart for anything to survive for a thousand miles of its impact. Chances were that if there was a piece of Amodir at the bottom of that lake, it was small and either not the moon core or merely a broken shard, dark and inert.

My thoughts went round and round in circles into the evening while I sat there and generated mana. I left my wards long enough to find something to eat, then hunkered back down and munched on the food in annoyance. Perhaps I’d given the Wolf Pack too much credit, but I’d really thought I was starting to get a good read on their strength.

Maybe they were just too busy putting out whatever fires I’d caused and focused elsewhere. With a sigh, I settled back down and pulled out Velvet’s coded journal to work on that some more. Had I ever thought codebreaking was fun? Maybe years ago, but it was just tedious now, especially since I wasn’t using any divinations to assist so I could conserve my mana.
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I dozed in spurts all evening, ten minutes here, twenty there. There was no telling when I’d need to react, so I slept lightly. Finally, sometime well after midnight, the tattler ward I’d placed all the way around the building tripped.

Whoever they were, they were dressed all in black with a mask covering their face. They scaled the outside of the building easily and quickly and slipped into the room I was resting in through a hole in the ceiling. They were so good that, even watching, the biggest sign of movement I caught was the shadow of one of their limbs as they entered from the roof.

The assassin’s mana core was shrouded exceptionally well, the best I’d seen yet since reincarnating. It was almost a perfect shielding, so much so that I decided it was worth the expense to use life sight to keep track of them. I quickly cast the spell, then frowned when I picked up interference from an enchanted object the assassin was wearing.

It was the mask, I decided. If the one Yano had been wearing was a prototype, this one was the masterpiece. It was making it difficult for me to even keep track of the assassin, though some argument could be made for their own skill and the fact that I was handicapping myself by pretending to be asleep.

The assassin crawled closer, literally skittering across the ceiling to get right above me. Then, with no hesitation or time to prepare themselves, they dropped straight down on top of where I was laying.

Or rather, they dropped down to where a mirrored illusion of me was laying. I was actually hidden ten feet away behind a partially collapsed wall. I’d made my way between two chunks of stone that were leaning against each other to help protect myself from being spotted by anyone just casually looking into the building.

As soon as the assassin landed, the stone shape trap I’d threaded into the defective anti-scrying wards went off. The stone basically turned to water beneath their feet, just for an instant, dropping them into the floor up to their ankles before hardening again. Tendrils of flexible rock also reared up like striking snakes and lashed out at their arms to catch hold of them and hold them tight.

That did not mean the assassin wasn’t still dangerous. There were plenty of ways to fight without moving, and unless I missed my guess, this assassin wasn’t just a dull using fancy equipment. It wouldn’t really be safe to question them until I’d drained their mana core and fully disarmed them. But that was just what I was planning on doing. I’d had enough of being forced to kill cabal mages when they came after me.

I crawled out of my hiding spot and walked around the wall to confront my would-be killer. They were tall, about six feet or so if I was correctly accounting for how deep they’d sunk into the stone, but so thin as to appear starved. I noted a missing finger on one hand, which was curled around the open air as if it was holding a weapon or tool. There didn’t seem to be anything there, but sometimes things weren’t always visible to the naked eye.

Their face was hidden behind a mask, simple black cloth wrapped around the bottom half like a bandit trying to hide their identity from their victims, and a shawl with spider web patterns was draped around their head. If I had to guess, both the mask and the shawl were magical.

Hard brown eyes stared down at me, cold and passionless. This was a job to the killer, and their victim wasn’t a person. Killing me was a chore they got paid to do, not the snuffing out of a child’s life. Perhaps I’d misjudged the Wolf Pack, thinking they’d send one of their own to finish me off. Maybe they’d just hired a convenient killer. All my planning could be for nothing.

Even caught in stone like that, I was wary about magical attacks. My shield ward was fully recharged, but there was no such thing as too much defensive magic. As I approached, I split my focus between trying to read the assassin’s body language and keeping an eye on whatever was going on with their hand.

“Let me start by saying thanks for playing along,” I said. “I would have been annoyed at the wasted mana otherwise. Just to be clear, you’re a member of the Wolf Pack cabal, right?”

“I am,” they, or rather she, said.

“Assassination specialty? You’re good at dodging scrying and enhanced senses.”

“Flattering me will not save you.”

“Couldn’t hurt my chances. So, I’m curious. Did Velvet send you, or was it someone else?” That didn’t merit an answer, apparently, so I continued. “I left two messages, but I had to wonder if the second one would make it past him. Since it said I’d be open to ending the conflict once Velvet was dead, I figured he didn’t have a lot of incentive to pass that one up the chain.”

“That has nothing to do with why I’m here,” she said. “The master wishes to question you.”

“Oh? Are you offering me the chance to come along peacefully?”

“No.”

“I see,” I said, giving a significant look at her feet. There were plenty of ways to get free, but I hadn’t been just idly chatting. I’d been buying time by keeping my would-be assassin focused on me instead of on trying to free herself while I worked on a remotely cast mana drain. She must have sensed something, since the instant I connected the spell to her, she made her move.

Her body became insubstantial with a spell similar to my own phantasmal step, and she dropped through the floor to the ground level below. I tracked her with life sense and tried to keep the mana drain going on her, but the temporary core I’d tried to slip into her hadn’t stuck, and the spell fizzled without stealing any mana from her.

She didn’t even make it to the ground before a second spell, probably shadow leap or something similar, twisted her body through space into the dark corner behind and above me. Even with a scrying spell, I couldn’t see or hear her. It seemed her repertoire of magic focused strongly on evading notice and moving around in places she shouldn’t be able to get into. That was going to make her difficult to catch.

Life sense was still running, though, and I could vaguely feel her mana core. That pair of spells had taken a good chunk of her reserves, which really just meant I needed to keep the pressure on her until she was out of mana. It wasn’t as convenient as mana draining her, but the end result would be the same.

That was my plan at first, until I realized I hadn’t accounted for something: that weapon in her hand, the one I couldn’t see and wasn’t sure if it was really there. A second after she reappeared behind me, she dropped down to attack me, and that was when I confirmed the presence of some sort of magical weapon.

It went through my shield ward like it wasn’t even there, unraveling the magic that should have protected me and driving straight for my back.
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As soon as I felt my wards split to let something through, I cast a force wave to throw everything around me back. The assassin mage was hurled into the wall, losing whatever tool she was using to bypass my wards. That tool struck me on the shoulder, splitting open my shirt and drawing a hot, painful line of blood across my skin.

“A vanishing knife?” I asked, glancing at the weapon as it became visible. Without the assassin holding it, the enchantment stopped concealing it. Vanishing knives were expensive to produce and to operate. They’d been relatively rare even back in my day, if only because people like me made a point of hunting down and destroying them and the people willing to create them. No mage wanted to see a weapon that could cut through magic in the hands of their enemies.

The assassin lunged for the weapon, literally bouncing off the ceiling to go over top of me, but I punted it with telekinesis and sent it flying through a hole in the wall. That was not a weapon I wanted floating in my phantom space, not with such a high risk of it damaging things.

Before the assassin could escape, I grabbed her with greater telekinesis and threw her into the ceiling. The spell only worked for a second before she slipped out of it and rode the momentum to phantasmal step through the ceiling and land on the roof. It wasn’t exactly an unexpected outcome, especially given her kit seemed to be focused so heavily on movement, but it did make it hard to pin her down without killing her.

“What is it with you people and your high-quality toys?” I asked, knowing she could still hear me. “Every time I run into one of you, I’m surprised by the sophistication of your equipment. You guys always have two or three pieces that are exactly in line with my expectations, and then occasionally you pull out something that I doubt your master enchanter could make if his life depended on it.”

The assassin didn’t answer me, unsurprisingly. She was a professional, probably taught things like not to make idle chatter that would give away her position. Or maybe she just had that dour personality that meant she never got invited to any parties growing up. Either way, it didn’t look like I was going to get anything out of her as long as she was on the loose.

From what I could tell, she didn’t have any sort of shield ward for herself. Considering her weapon of choice, that wasn’t particularly surprising. There wasn’t much point in spending money on something she’d dispel every time she attacked. That did leave her vulnerable, though. That wouldn’t be a problem when she killed her victim without them ever realizing she was there, but it was a major liability against me.

The way I saw it, she had three choices. The first and probably smartest choice was to cut her losses and run. I did not suspect she’d go that route. The second choice was to go after the vanishing knife, but that came with the complication of leaving cover to grab it from where it had landed out on the street. If she went after it, she’d need powerful magic to protect her from attacks. The third choice was the one I considered most likely: she’d come after me directly.

My shield ward would rebuild itself automatically over the next twenty or so seconds, which left her with a very brief window to take a shot at me before she had no choice but to recover her weapon. Given what she’d displayed so far and how quickly her core was diminishing, the attack would be sudden, come from an unexpected angle, and be as brutal as possible.

I felt the mana appear behind me, just to my left where the shadows were thickest. Life sense immediately picked the assassin out for me, far more reliably than my eyes and ears. She came out of her shadow leap mid-kick, one leg already in the air and lined up to strike the back of my head. This was exactly the kind of attack my shield ward had been designed to protect me from, except it was still rebuilding itself around me.

I could have killed her in that instant. All I had to do was be willing to take the blow in order to deliver one of my own. She’d already told me her mission was to capture me for questioning, ironically enough, so I had good odds that the attack wouldn’t kill me.

But it still would have meant getting kicked in the head, which I was not alright with. A mana shield flashed into existence around me at the same time I reached up a hand charged with paralyzing grasp. The spell needed almost direct contact to function, which meant some tricky timing to hold mana shield stable just long enough to absorb the force, then immediately dropping it to touch the assassin’s leg.

She was quick, her movements empowered with some sort of speed-boosting invocation. I knew because I was doing the exact same thing, and I still missed her by a hair’s breadth. Her leg bounced off the mana shield and, rather than be confused or surprised, she simply continued her attack, jumping straight up and letting the momentum spin her to kick out at me from the other direction.

At that point, I did get clipped, though I’d ducked low enough that the kick tore across my scalp rather than broke my nose. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but it worked for me. Paralyzing grasp was a bit of a misnomer. It required contact with the target, which was generally achieved most easily through the hands. But that wasn’t a requirement.

I released the spell up through my head into her leg and tumbled backwards from the force of the kick. Even though it barely grazed me, there was enough strength behind it that I was glad I hadn’t tried my luck at her striking to injure, not kill. Maybe she didn’t care if she killed me, or maybe she couldn’t properly calibrate her strength for use against a child. Either way, pain blossomed in my head, more than I’d felt since the day of my rebirth.

But while my body was young, my mind wasn’t. I’d been hurt many times. For the last hundred years or so of my previous life, my world had been pain, so much so that not even the magic keeping my body from rotting away could block it out. I could handle being barely touched by a kick moving fast enough to crack my skull.

It still knocked me on my ass and left me vulnerable, but by that point, the assassin’s muscles were contracting painfully from the lightning surging through her body. She wouldn’t be getting up in the next few minutes, though I’d be willing to bet she’d shake the spell off quicker than anyone else I’d used it on. I needed to work fast if I wanted to keep her contained.

The first thing to do was drain her mana. I cast the spell and slapped a hand on her arm. “Well, that’s done,” I told her. “Now let’s see about getting rid of your toys and binding you so you can’t escape.”

The assassin tried to jerk away from me, but it was more of a slight twitch, not quite enough movement to count as a flop. The fact that she was already twitching was a bad sign, though. Working quickly, I jerked the shawl wrapped around her head away and undid the straps holding the mask in place.

I honestly wasn’t sure if I could pull off a stone shape spell again, not at the rate the assassin was pulling out of my paralyzing grasp spell. Perhaps her equipment had helped her partially resist the spell. More likely, she’d used part of her mana reserves to block the flow of lightning inside her body and I just hadn’t noticed in the moment.

If I didn’t have the long minutes needed to bind her to the floor with ropes of stone, I’d just need to buy myself more time. Whatever she’d done before, I’d taken her equipment and her mana. It only took a few seconds to cast strangling hand, and she was in no condition to resist the spell. She went unconscious quickly enough.

Now I needed to restrain her before the loss of air caused brain damage. I didn’t dare release her until I knew for sure that she couldn’t attack me, and I’d rather kill her than risk letting her get away. I worked as quickly as I could, and under the effects of my spell, I got her into a sitting position against the wall, then formed bands of stone across her wrists, forearms, crossing her chest and coming down from her shoulders, as well as across her neck, waist, legs above and below the knees, and ankles.

Only then did I let the strangling hand spell fade, but even as the assassin’s eyes started flickering, I thickened the loops of stone holding her in place. It grew over her hands completely, sealing them, motionless, to the wall. I couldn’t imagine what she might do with her feet free to move, but more stone grew up around those as well. Last, a cap of stone grew over the top her skull, holding it tightly in place.

By the time her eyes focused and she saw me, I had her restrained with something like two hundred pounds of stone I’d pulled from the building and wound around her. If it had just been the weight, I suspected she might still have made a run for it, though it would slow her down significantly. But no, the stone was growing out of the building, chaining her to it in a similar pattern to the one I’d used on Yano.

“I thought I’d see if you were in the mood to talk now,” I said. “Spent an awful lot of mana on this whole setup, so I hope it’s comfortable for you.”

“Pinching my arm a bit,” she told me.

“That’s unfortunate to hear. I’ll keep it in mind for next time.”

She rolled her eyes and said, “So you got me. Congratulations. First time for everything. What do you want?”

“Let’s start with that knife of yours. Where’d you get that?”

“The master gave it to me.”

“And who is this master?” I asked.

“Master of the cabal.”

“What’s their name?”

The assassin hesitated for a second, then shrugged as much as her bindings would allow and said, “Monarch.”

That wasn’t anything I couldn’t have guessed for myself, but I liked that so far, she was willing to cooperate. Now I just needed to make sure she wasn’t feeding me bad info. “You know, you’re the fourth cabal mage I’ve gone up against. How many more of you am I going to have to take care of?”

“Velvet, from the sounds of it. After that, who knows. Up to you and the master to figure that out.”

I let out a soft laugh. “Well, there’s some truth to that. Let me rephrase the question. How many mages are part of the Wolf Pack? Just the core members. I don’t care about those trash mages kept around to pad the numbers.”

She frowned and said, “Nine?”

“You’re asking me? How would I know?”

“Well, you killed three of them. Wait, so… seven?”

“Are you sure of that?” I asked while casting a quick mind read. “That doesn’t even add up.”

Ash and Echo, Weaver, Velvet. Freak’s dead. So that’s four. Keeper and Monarch is six. Hangman doesn’t really count, and nobody’s supposed to know about Sibilant. Oh, there’s me, I guess. So seven.

“Seven,” she said confidently.

Ah, a new name. And finally, I’d found someone who knew about Sibilant. I’d been curious about that one for a while. I held up a hand and started ticking off names. “Monolith, Swarm, and Freak are dead, so we won’t count those. Ash, Echo, Velvet, and Weaver. That’s four. You and Monarch make six. Who’s number seven?”

“Keeper. She doesn’t get out much. Doubt you’ll ever see her.”

Keeper,” I repeated. “That’s seven, but what about Sibilant?”

For the first time, I saw a bit of emotion on her face. And it was fear. “How do you know that name?” she whispered.
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“Everyone who knows about Sibilant doesn’t seem to want to talk about him,” I said. “So I’m thinking he’s either the power behind the throne, or he’s your spymaster. And since you’re obviously the cabal’s hatchet man—one of them, at least—you seem like the kind of person who’d know a thing or two about this guy.”

“I don’t know anything about him,” she said.

“Well now that’s just an obvious lie.”

The assassin tried to shake her head, but my stone-shaped cap held it steady. “No, really. I get my orders delivered telepathically. I don’t get to ask questions or clarifications. And the standing order is he doesn’t exist.”

“I’m going to go with spymaster then. It’s nice to have an answer to that. It was starting to bug me how I couldn’t find any trace of him in your organization’s records.”

I doubted for even a second that the assassin had as little contact with Sibilant as she claimed. Telepathy just wasn’t cheap enough for someone who wasn’t at least stage four to rely that heavily on it. Dead drops and scrying made far more sense, or more likely, Sibilant had two or three people in a similar position to Velvet’s reporting to him. Successfully managing a network of informants meant doing a lot of compartmentalization so if one person got caught—an assassin who’d been baited into a trap, for example—they couldn’t give up too much information about the organization.

Now that I was starting to nail down just exactly who Sibilant was, I was starting to lean even more heavily towards suing for peace with the cabal. A paranoid-enough spymaster would be an enormous pain to dig out, and this one sounded like he kept his loose ends nice and tidy. Unless I wanted to spend months or even years playing games with Sibilant, it would probably be better to bypass him completely and go straight for Monarch.

Of course, that plan only worked if Monarch actually was the one in charge. If it did turn out that Sibilant was running things from the shadows, I basically had no choice but to deal with him if I wanted to break the Wolf Pack. To do anything less would be a temporary solution. I needed to know more before I made a decision.

“Let’s move on for now,” I said. “There are other people I want to know about. Let’s start with Velvet, since he seems to be my most immediate problem.”

“He wants to kill you,” the assassin said.

“I am aware. What disciplines does he specialize in?”

“Enchantment, I think. He focuses on mental and emotional manipulation.”

That wasn’t surprising, given what I already knew of him. That ribbon his daughter had been wearing was probably a lesser version of something Velvet carried on his person. He was the kind of enemy who kept sending minions and never took any risks himself, a problem that would keep harassing me relentlessly until I made the effort to stamp him out. I wondered if he’d repaired the ward stone in his castle yet or if I should pay him another visit soon.

“What about those two investigators of his, Ash and Echo?”

The assassin tried to shake her head again and failed. I caught a brief tinge of annoyance before she smoothed her expression back out and said, “Ash is an enforcer, not an investigator. She likes fire magic.”

Again, it wasn’t anything I didn’t already know. She wasn’t who I was interested in, though. “And Echo?”

“I don’t know,” the assassin said.

“Don’t start holding out on me now. So far, all you’ve done is give me easily obtainable information that I’d already figured out for myself, and I think you know that. That’s why you’ve been so cooperative, right?”

The assassin didn’t say anything. I went on. “Figured as much. Look, don’t think I won’t resort to torturing you to get what I want. I promise you, I can and I will. I’d rather not waste the mana, but I’ve been trying to capture one of you cabal mages all week, and now that I have one, I’ve got a lot of questions I plan on getting answers to.”

That would throw my plans to mass teleport a group of orphans out of the city tomorrow morning into disarray, but if it came down to getting information now in exchange for taking a few extra days to scrounge up the mana for the teleportation spell, that wasn’t a hard decision to make.

“Make me an offer.”

“What?” I asked.

“Make me an offer,” she repeated. “You want to know about the cabal. What’s it worth to you?”

“You’d sell them out, just like that?”

“It’s not like they’re my friends or anything. Job’s not worth getting killed over.”

I spent another hour’s worth of mana generation to sneak a quick second of mind reading in there. I’d kill half of them myself if this kid paid well enough. Well, either she had a very, very disciplined mind and had correctly guessed I’d skim her thoughts to verify what she was saying, or she was serious about turning on them.

“Okay, let’s say that I believe you,” I started. “What are you interested in? You want money? Mana? I guess that’s really the same thing here.”

“Power,” she said immediately. Her eyes lingered on the shield ward pendant hanging from my neck.

“What, the cabal’s toys aren’t good enough for you?” I asked. “That vanishing knife you had is practically the perfect weapon for a mage-hunting assassin.”

“I was surprised you knew what it was. And you asked about Echo. You know what she has, too, don’t you?”

If we were entering into negotiations, there was no point in denying it. “I do, but I have a sneaking suspicion that your guy in the cabal didn’t make it. Weaver, I think you call him.”

“He makes good stuff. That mask was his work. But the knife was something else. The master has a cache of them. But not even she knows how to duplicate them.”

“And you want me to do it for you?” I asked.

The assassin scoffed. “Those pieces? Of course not. Those are left over from the Age of Wonders.”

The what age now? I’d skimmed a dozen history books in the last few months, and I hadn’t heard any particular block of years referred to that way. I made a mental note to come back to that later when I wasn’t so busy.

“Then… Hmm, I see. You want the toys I took from the others.”

It was easy to spot the naked greed in the assassin’s eyes. “You can do better than that,” she said. “What else?”

“Something someone else has on them currently? Someone you’re assuming I’ll kill in the near future with the information you’re going to give me?”

“You’re doing good enough that you’ve killed three of us so far. Caught me, so might as well call it four. I figure you’ve got decent odds of getting another one or two before someone manages to pin you down.”

“I’m actually losing interest in killing the rest of you,” I said. “To be perfectly honest with you, your whole cabal is less impressive than I initially thought. The mana is nice, but nothing I couldn’t get elsewhere for less risk. I came here for some answers to a few nagging questions I had, and to ensure that you people wouldn’t be a threat to me. As far as I can tell, I’ve basically accomplished everything I needed to. Killing Velvet would wrap up a loose end, but I’m starting to doubt he has the resources to come after me if I decide to just leave.”

In truth, I was actually quite interested in those toys from the so-called Age of Wonders. Those were above and beyond anything else I’d seen in this life, and confiscating them would go a long way in defanging the Wolf Pack. If I was going up against someone who had a whole armory of trinkets at that level, I needed to reconsider my strategies. Just the weapons I’d seen already were serious threats to me.

“Where would you even go?” the assassin asked.

I gave her a flat stare. “Somewhere else. I don’t think the details are relevant to this conversation.”

“Suit yourself. I’m telling you that you’re not going to be able to hide in any village or town. We’ve got people in all of them.”

“I’m not looking for advice on this subject,” I said. “Let’s get back on topic. You want something powerful. I’m guessing you don’t much care where it comes from or how you get it. What is it?”

“I want to be a ghost,” she said. “Go anywhere, at any time. No one will ever see me unless I let them.”

I snorted. “Well, it’s certainly possible, but not without far more mana than you have. Which reminds me, I am keeping an eye on how fast you’re generating new mana. You’re not going to phase through the stone anytime in the next few hours, so I hope you weren’t planning your daring escape.”

“You can’t tell that,” the assassin said.

“Sure I can. This conversation’s been going on for a little over five minutes. You’ve generated one fiftieth of the mana you used when you escaped my stone snare trap. If I walk away and leave you here to free yourself, you’ll be able to escape in just over four hours. Though I suspect you’ll actually escape much sooner, because you know that spell can be cast for less mana if you concentrate and do it right.”

I took the fact that she was staring daggers at me now to be proof I was right. “How about this? You already know the basic versions of the spells you need, and you’ve got a knife that can cut through wards, albeit not without setting them off. What you really lack is mana. We all need more of that. In exchange for the information you have, I will give you a potion that will give you a chance to fix your lackluster ignition.”

“My lackluster what?”

“Your blessing, or whatever you want to call it. How much faster do you generate mana now than back when your core was dormant? It’s hard to call it without a baseline to compare it to, but I’m going to guess somewhere between five and seven times faster. Am I close?”

“No,” she snapped.

“So you have no interest in a potion that would make your core malleable enough to give you a second chance at igniting it, potentially doubling or even tripling your mana generation?”

“There’s no such thing.”

“Of course there is,” I said. “And I know how to make it. Did you think I took all those materials from Freak’s lab just for the fun of it?”

“Shit,” she swore. “You’re for real?”

“Dead serious.”

“I want the potion first.”

“Nope. Two reasons. First, I don’t trust you. Second, I have to make it.”

“I’m not helping you on credit,” the assassin said.

“I feel like letting you live is good collateral, but if you want more, I’ll return your knife to you. Just know that if you ever raise it against me again, I’ll kill you on the spot. And yes, I’ll see you coming, just like I did this time.”

I walked over to the hole in the wall and spotted the knife still laying in the street. Derro wasn’t all that active at night, at least not out here. A simple telekinesis spell was enough to bring it back to my grasp. I glanced over at the assassin, who was eyeing the blade hungrily.

“You know, I never did get your name,” I said.

“They call me Haze.” She paused, thinking. “I guess I won’t be using that much longer. My name is Rouri. What’s yours?”

“Keiran,” I said. “Well, Rouri, do we have a deal?”

“I’ll answer some questions, you return my knife and let me go. I’ll give you a week to make the potion and tell you everything else once you give it to me.”

“No. I’m not negotiating on this. You’re the one lacking leverage here. I’ll get answers to everything I want to know tonight, then I’ll give you your knife back. I’ll make your potion for you and give it to you when it’s ready, which will likely be closer to a month.”

“A month! Freak never took that long to make anything.”

“How would you even know?” I asked. “Besides, I’m not making anything as simple as his concoctions. That’s the deal. You want it, or should I start carving off pieces of you until I’ve learned everything I want to know?”

Shit. He’s got me. Better than being tortured to death, her mind whispered into my spell. It was important enough to me to know that she wasn’t immediately going to betray me that I decided to spend a bit more mana confirming it. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t betray me later, of course, which was exactly why I was withholding payment for now.

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “We’ve got a deal.”
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Rouri, as it turned out, wasn’t a great source of information. She knew where her fellow cabal-mates lived and worked, and she was willing to point them out when I used Swarm’s scrying orb to scan the inner city—now that I knew what kinds of wards the walls had on them, I was able to slip past them without triggering anything—but her working knowledge of their mastery of the various magical disciplines was sparse, as were her reports of what kind of artifacts of power they might be wielding.

That wasn’t to say I got no useful information at all, of course. I now knew that Velvet had a hypnotic tool in the form of a false tooth that he activated when he smiled at people. Rouri insisted it was powerful enough to charm anyone with a dormant core outright. Weaver had a room that allowed him to brand runes directly onto any object—over a thousand, according to my new source. That just sounded like a lesser version of my own crucible, probably a portable setup comprised of various panels.

I also learned that Keeper was the mage responsible for the cabal’s secret vaults and was in possession of a sphere that stored memories. That was interesting to me, but not necessarily relevant, depending on whose memories were in there. Unless it contained information on how a group of rogue mages had enslaved a moon core to their will, or how my wayward apprentice managed to break the world core fighting back, I didn’t suspect the magical secrets inside that sphere would be valuable to me.

Finally, I learned about Monarch, who had taught everyone else everything they knew. Her expertise spanned every discipline, though some careful probing led me to believe she was merely at the level of what I would have considered a well-rounded mage with them, possibly a master mage in divinations. Also, she was apparently untouchable, possessing a torc that served as the basis of the inferior shield ward belts I’d sometimes encountered on various cabal members. Attempts at replicating its rune structures in full had all met with failure.

Rouri had eyed up my own amulet when she’d told me that, an unspoken question in the air that I ignored. Satisfying her curiosity wasn’t the point of our deal. She’d keep her life and her weapon, though I did have some hesitancies about returning that to her, and we arranged a dead drop for her potion once I’d finished it. It was safe to assume neither of us wanted to see the other ever again.

What I didn’t tell her was that, while we were discussing her knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of the cabal, I was tinkering with the enchantment on her vanishing knife. It was so complex that I doubted anyone but me would ever even notice the change I made to it. Functionally, it was exactly the same as before I got it, except that it would need to be charged slightly more often due to the fact that I now possessed an awareness of where the knife was.

The range was limited, about five hundred feet or so, but there was no way I was giving an assassin who’d tried to kill me a weapon that could cut through my defenses without putting some safeguards on it. She wouldn’t be able to sneak up on me while wielding it anymore, not unless she ran the enchantment on it completely dry and broke it completely, at which point it would just be an ordinary knife and no longer a threat anyway.

Finally, we talked about Sibilant. There wasn’t much to say. Rouri had never met the man, wasn’t even sure he was a man. Orders were delivered telepathically or relayed via Velvet. There were never any letters or notes, nothing that could be intercepted, and Rouri didn’t report her success to anyone. I was apparently the first target who’d ever managed to beat her.

Sibilant might not even be a real person. It was entirely possible the whole persona was just a fabrication of Monarch’s, another layer of obfuscation to confuse enemies trying to follow trails of information. I couldn’t dismiss it as a possibility, but I didn’t consider it very likely. Someone had to be doing all that work, and if Monarch was busy being in charge, that meant it wasn’t her. It was still possible that Sibilant was an alter ego of someone else in the cabal rather than an actual person in his own right, though.

“And that’s everyone important,” Rouri said after we were done. “Time to let me go.”

“One more thing,” I said. “Who’s Hangman?”

Despite being tightly bound to the wall, she somehow managed to shudder. “I don’t know if he’s even a person. Monarch’s personal bodyguard. Almost seven feet tall, skeletally thin. Never speaks, rarely seen. Dresses kind of like me, actually. The working theory among the cabal is that he’s some sort of construct Freak built for her, but nobody can confirm it. He’s creepy, I’ll tell you that, but ultimately irrelevant if you’re strong enough to beat everyone else.”

I didn’t love that she hadn’t volunteered the information, but if she was right, I could think of Hangman as more of a security measure than an adversary. No, that was a dangerous assumption. Whether he was a person or construct, he could still move independently. Just because Rouri said he was Monarch’s bodyguard didn’t make it so.

The simple fact of the matter was that I didn’t trust the assassin. Nobody sane would. It was tempting to weave a scrying beacon into her knife, too, but I’d used up my available time with my first modification, and I considered that to be more important. I did not want that knife coming anywhere near me without my knowledge, and besides, I already knew where to scry now.

“I think I’ve got everything I need,” I announced, my mind hard at work concocting counters for everything I’d learned in the last hour.

“Great. Let me go.”

“Assuming you’ve told me the truth, at least.”

“I have. Let me go.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “No, I don’t think you’ve lied outright, but you’re happy to omit details that I might find important.”

“If you have other questions, ask them. Otherwise, let. Me. Go.”

I was already low enough on mana that I wouldn’t be able to do the teleportation until the evening, and only then if no other emergencies came up. I didn’t like being that low. It left me vulnerable. A mage lived and died by how much mana he had available to him when it came time to fight. I needed to retreat and recover.

I glanced at Rouri, then placed the knife at her feet. “Our deal was to give you back your knife and provide you with a potion in exchange for information. I didn’t say anything about freeing you.”

“What! You little⁠—”

“You’ll get yourself free in another hour or two, I’m sure. And I’ll be long gone by then,” I told her. “Good luck with wherever you go next. I don’t really care so long as you stay away from me.”

Then I left her bound in stone, her mana core slowly generating what she needed to cast the spell that would free her. Maybe a few hours to reflect on her life would do her some good, but somehow, I doubted it.
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Maintaining an anti-scrying invocation while I found a new place to hide put me on a clock, so I focused more on just moving farther away from the building I’d set my trap in than on finding the perfect new chunk of ruins to settle in. Once I’d selected one that was so dusty I suspected nobody had been through it in a while, I set up a new set of screening wards—properly this time—and released the invocation.

I had a few hours left before I needed to check on the scrying beacon I’d given Juby, time which I spent wisely in the form of a much-needed nap. This new body wasn’t nearly as strong as an adult’s, and I covered for that weakness with a lot of mana shaped into invocations to give me more endurance. It was nice to relax all of those and just drift off to sleep.

By the time I woke back up, the sun was high in the sky. I’d overslept by at least two hours. Part of me felt guilty, but I’d needed the rest. After taking a few minutes for my own business, I cast a scrying spell focused on the shielded beacon I’d given Juby.

I still wasn’t sure if he was going to take me up on my offer, and I wouldn’t have been surprised at all if he’d just left it lying in a street somewhere. He hadn’t done that. It was sitting on a pile of rubble in the corner of a building with six kids inside. All of them were injured in some way; at first glance, I would say they’d been blasted with stone shrapnel, leaving most of them with painful but ultimately minor lacerations. One of them had a broken arm, and another a broken leg.

The other four were healthy enough that they’d recover on their own over the coming weeks, assuming nothing else went wrong and they were able to get plenty of food and rest. Since that wasn’t a guarantee for them in Derro by any means, I suspected there was a lot of concentrated misery in that one little room.

I didn’t see Juby, but I had no doubt he was nearby. He’d kept the scry beacon and gathered up the orphans, so I assumed there was some interest in my offer. Now all I had to do was finish generating the mana I needed while I found them. My scrying spell had enough flexibility that I could pull it back from the beacon to get a look around, though that wasn’t much help since I didn’t actually recognize the streets.

I did know that it was somewhere north of me by almost two miles. I debated on casting my anti-scrying invocations again, but that had really only been necessary to keep the Wolf Pack from following me from my last known location. Now that I was back out of sight, it would be pure dumb luck for them to find me by scrying random streets. It wasn’t worth the mana cost, not when I was already short on what I needed.

I was awake and on the move. It was better to save the mana for if they managed to find me than to use it to hide. I broke down my wards, scavenged what little mana I could from them, and started walking in the right direction. Occasionally, I had to check with my beacon to correct my course, but after an hour or so, I started noticing familiar looking streets and buildings.

I approached the building my scrying beacon was inside and saw two kids sitting outside. Both of them watched me warily while pretending to pay no attention at all, but as I approached, one of them shifted in place and grabbed hold of what I expected was a stone shiv.

“I’m looking for Juby,” I said.

“Not here,” the older of the two kids, probably eight or so, told me.

“I know. When will he be back?”

“None of your business.”

“Wait, aren’t you the magic kid?” the younger one asked me.

“Yup. That’s me.”

“You’re the reason that mage tried to kill us,” the older one said. “He was looking for you.”

I shrugged. “I guess you could think of it that way. I don’t really feel like it was my fault. I certainly never asked him to come after me or anyone else.”

“Get out of here. You’ve caused enough problems.”

I wasn’t really surprised by the attitude, but I also wasn’t going to let it stop me. “I’m going inside to wait for Juby to get back. Once everyone’s here, I’ll explain my offer and you can decide for yourselves if you want my help.”

“I said to leave!”

Both of them had sharpened stone shards in their hands now, but they couldn’t get through my shield ward that way. I just walked past them, letting the ward bump them aside, and stepped into the cool darkness. Those broken bones should be tended, if nothing else. I’d take care of that first while I waited.

Mentally, I pushed the teleportation back another few hours at least. Who knew what else could go wrong between now and then?
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Fixing broken bones earned me a bit of goodwill, but street kids didn’t dismiss suspicion easily, so other than some muttered thanks from the kids I’d actually healed, I didn’t get much in the way of gratitude. Mostly, what changed was that no one tried to throw me out, and the kids didn’t slowly empty out of the room to go hide elsewhere. It was a start.

It took an hour for Juby to come back, during which time I mostly just sat and observed. Orphans weren’t ever a happy-go-lucky bunch, especially not the ones surviving on their own, but this group was particularly morose. I couldn’t blame them, not after what happened. I didn’t have a head count, but they’d taken heavy losses, and the survivors weren’t in great shape.

Juby froze when he came in and saw me sitting there. Apparently, no one had warned him about my presence. He shook himself out of it after a moment and made his way across the room. “Didn’t think you’d actually show up.”

“Sorry, I overslept. It was a rough day.”

“Yeah… It was.”

“How many did you find?”

“Nine,” he said, a touch of bitterness in the word.

I didn’t ask how many there’d been originally. More than nine. Maybe three or four times as many. “Are they all here?”

“Close enough,” Juby said. “The older ones, the ones who’ll make decisions, are all here. Everyone else will follow their lead.”

It looked like I’d already met everyone who was left except for the one kid who’d come in with Juby. Most of them were somewhere between Senica and me in age, with Juby being the oldest, followed by the two who were guarding outside. One child was even younger than me, perhaps two. How he’d managed to survive at all was a mystery. One of the other orphans must have gotten him to safety, possibly dying in the process since no one was near him now.

I stood up on a pile of rocks and pulled my staff out of my phantom space to get their attention. “Alright, let me just say my piece and you can decide what you want to do then. Some of you might remember me. I’m the kid who can do magic. I know what happened to your group, and I’m sorry. I killed the man responsible for attacking you, but believe me, I know how little vengeance means on an empty belly.

“I’m here today to make you an offer. I am going to use my magic to leave the city for a little while so I can recover my strength. The place I’ll be going to is a small farm that’s so far away from here, I guarantee nobody from Derro is ever going to walk there. You’d need magic like mine, and you’d need to know where it is already to get there. It is probably the safest place in the world for you right now.

“I’m not going to lie and say it’s a land of plenty. Yes, there’s food and safety there, but if you choose to go, you’ll need to help out. It’s not a place to get a handout; it’s a home, and homes need work put into them to keep growing.

“When I go, I’ll take as many of you as want to go with me. I’ll be there for a week or two before returning here. Anyone who comes with me and decides they don’t like it can come right back here. This is a one-time opportunity for you. I’m not asking you for any money. I’m not trading you any favors. If I wasn’t already going to cast the spell to take me there, I wouldn’t offer to let any of you come along. If you go there, you’ll be treated fairly, but you will work to earn your keep.

“I’m going to cast the spell tonight, so take that time to decide what you want to do and gather up anything you think you need to take. If you don’t want to go, that’s fine too.”

I climbed back down and resumed my seat, this time with my staff floating in the air next to me. It was a bit of a waste, but I felt it did a good job of helping convince the kids that I really could do what I’d just promised them. They clumped together into little groups and whispered to each other, occasionally shooting glances at me.

One of the door guard kids, the one who’d tried to run me off, walked up to loom over me. “How do we know you’re not lying?” he asked.

“You don’t. You can either trust me or not. Your choice.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“Okay.”

I could feel his eyes boring into me now, trying to figure out what the game was, what angle I was working. “That’s it? ‘Okay.’ You’re a shitty conman.”

“I’m not trying to con you,” I said.

“Sure you’re not.”

The kid ran off, stopped briefly to talk to his friend, and then disappeared into the streets. I watched him go, but like I’d said, I wasn’t trying to force anybody. This was just my way of making up just a little bit for bringing misfortune down on them, plus I hadn’t quite given up on the idea of bringing up a new generation of mages. I had the feeling that my work in Derro was almost done, that it was time to start looking to the future.

From what I’d learned, there was no escaping the state of the world. If I wanted magic to come back in a real way, I had a century’s worth of work to do on top of probably another two decades or more to bring myself back up to the height of my power. A few assistants and researchers would help speed things up.

“What’s it like?” one of the younger kids asked.

“Lots of trees. Big garden. We’ll have to make that bigger. The building has windows with glass in them. It’s not much yet, but it’s going to grow into something special.”

I fended off a few more questions, and the group quickly divided in three. Two kids insisted I was a liar running a scam of some kind. They couldn’t quite figure out what my supposed scam was, but they didn’t need to know every step of the plan to sniff out a setup when they found one. The other group was four kids, surprisingly led by Juby, who thought my offer was genuine. The rest of the kids were undecided. This was mostly the middle age bracket, the ones who’d been on their own long enough to learn not to rely on anyone, but who didn’t know what to do and followed the leads of other, smarter kids, most of whom were no longer alive.

Hours crept by, and I fed a steady stream of mana into my staff. The arguments died down as hunger drove the orphans out to look for food, a fact that the two dissenters used to try to discredit me. “If he’s going to take care of us like he says, why isn’t he providing us with food now?” one of them demanded as he jabbed an accusatory finger my way.

“Do you think he’s got a farm in his back pocket or something?” another child yelled back. “The food’s out there, not here.”

I ignored both of them and pulled Juby aside. “I should have enough mana by this evening. I’ll need enough space to draw a circle ten feet wide. Can I do that here, or should I find a nearby building to work in?”

“I don’t know if here’s a good place,” Juby said. He nodded his head toward the dissenting faction, now three strong. “They might try to mess it up.”

“That would be unpleasant for them,” I said. “I’m not forcing anyone to go, but I also won’t tolerate interference when I leave.”

“Spirits protect me,” Juby muttered. “You scare the hell out of me when you say stuff like that.”

“Come with me,” I said. “I’ll find a place to work, and you can lead everyone who decides to go there.”

Together, we left to find a new place for me to work.
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The circle was complete and fully powered. I’d carved it into the stone and would need to remember to come back and destroy it later—not that it would tell anyone who found it where I’d gone. It was just a generic rune structure to split the teleportation effect across everyone inside the circle.

There were six children with me. Juby was the oldest, and he held the two-year-old boy in his arms. The three who’d been against coming with me were not present, nor was a girl about Senica’s age who was related to one of those boys.

“This will take a few minutes,” I said. “Just remain inside the circle and do not distract me.”

There was going to be a brief moment when the spell hit its crescendo where those who were sensitive to mana would feel it. It was unlikely anyone who wasn’t standing in the streets outside would react fast enough to interfere, but if they did, they’d quickly find all the mana that was about to go to this teleport spell being redirected into tearing their head off.

With any luck, it wouldn’t come to that.

The teleportation spell came together as slowly as ever, its progress inexorable. I felt the nearby beacon in my mind, and the one farther away hidden with my crucible. Beyond that was the one in Alkerist. Finally, the last beacon attached to my scrying mirror flared up, all the way out near the eastern coast and buried deep in the mountains. I selected my destination and let the magic course through the circle of runes.

Someone with a lot of mana appeared at the far reach of my mana sense, a few hundred feet away. Whoever it was, they raced forward, homing directly in on my spell. I felt them approach the building just as the teleport effect kicked in, and got a split-second glimpse of the dark-haired woman, Ash, before the spell took hold.

There was a burst of fire, then the world washed away, and we were standing near the garden of my new home amidst a chorus of fearful screams. My mother, working in the garden a bare twenty feet away, also yelled out in fright and leaped to her feet.

The kids either scattered or clung to each other while I sagged in exhaustion in the middle of the group. Mana generation be damned, I needed a good night’s rest. I was allowed only a few seconds of leaning against my staff before Mother waded through the orphan kids and grabbed hold of me. “Gravin, what’s happening? Are you alright?”

“Fine,” I said wearily. “I’m fine. Really. I should have reached out first to let you know I was coming, but my mana budget was tight. I’m sorry.”

“What’s going on?” she asked as she ran a critical eye over me. “Are we in trouble?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. One of the mages behind Noctra caught up to us at the last moment, but I teleported us all out before she could get off an attack. It was just a bit of a scare for the kids having all that fire come at us.”

Father and Ayaka came out from around the house, followed by Senica, whose eyes lit up at the group of kids. Talik was nowhere to be found, but we quickly gathered everyone together. It turned out he’d gotten brave and was taking trips into the valley to study the trees down there to see if he could get extra mana from them like they’d done back at the arbor.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do a round of introductions first, then I’ll tell you how we’re going to keep everyone fed and where you’re going to sleep.”

That talk took a while, and by the time everyone was satisfied, I was beyond exhausted. I fell face first onto the pallet in my room well before the sun went down and left everyone else to get to know each other.


Chapter
Sixty



The next three weeks were some of the most restful I’d had in months despite all the extra work I had to do. The first order of business was to expand the garden, which thankfully was handled by the adults. Then we got it seeded and I used a spell called mass plant growth to speed everything up so we could increase our food reserves to accommodate the extra mouths.

That cost me my entire first days’ worth of mana, but I considered it worth the cost. The next day, I went beyond the barrier with Talik to help him with his tree experiments. Plants were a source of mana in this environment, but not a good one. They generated it at far greater rates than humans due to sheer size, but they also used it as quickly as they made it just trying to keep themselves alive. The key to tapping into their mana was to find the biggest, healthiest ones there were, the ones with abundant water and good soil that could survive without mana supplementing their nutrients.

Those were, unfortunately, few and far between. Talik had started mapping out the valley and had found a few, but without the draw stone setup they’d used back in Alkerist, he hadn’t quite figured out how to extract the mana from those few candidates that had any.

Mana drain was far too difficult a spell for him to use right now, but I did take the time to get Talik started on enchanting work and promised to come back to combining multiple disciplines together once he’d gotten a handle on that. In the meantime, I harvested as much mana as I thought I could safely get without hurting the trees. Taking it all right now could very well mean the death of them, which would make it hard to come back and get a second round later.

After that came a second construction project to give the orphans a place to live as well as the expansion of the fields, then regular lessons in mana control. Mother finally went through the ignition ritual, an audience of strange children watching her. With more than a little trepidation, it was agreed that we needed all the mana we could get, and Senica was also allowed to ignite her core. Much to my surprise, she needed almost no help in achieving a perfect stage one core. I’d expected her to reach that point, but not without more assistance from me.

“Just like that?” Juby asked after. “You just… made two new mages like you were the chief spirit passing out blessings left and right?”

“I did,” I said. “And I’ll do the same for all of you. The more mana this little village of ours has, the safer we are and the faster we’ll grow.”

I left the mana control lessons to the adults and focused my efforts on recovering my strength. I had two teleports to make to return to Derro, and I needed a day in Alkerist to make the potion I’d promised Rouri in exchange for her information. It hadn’t been very long since I’d planted a new batch of herbs in the hopes of growing the needed reagents, and I had some concerns about not having the required resources.

Without a teleportation beacon, it would have taken me four days to generate the mana needed to return to my impromptu alchemy workshop. It cost me half that as it was, and when I appeared there, I immediately displaced a thin layer of dust. After sneezing a few times and using elemental manipulation to clean the place up, I eyed up the room. At least I knew no one had been in there while I’d been gone.

I snuck out to the arbor to claim my supplies from the greenhouse and avoided everyone as much as possible. One of the Arborists stopped in surprise when he spotted me entering the greenhouse, but he didn’t try to stop me. Still, it put a clock on my work since he was almost certainly going to tell Shel I was here. I didn’t want to deal with her questions if I didn’t have to.

I’d need to come back at least one more time for personal reasons, and I suspected I’d also be taking some homesick family members with me next time. At the moment, they still had too much to do getting our new home ready for the future, but eventually the work would be done and that would change.

I had everything I needed to make one single potion, the same one I’d promised Father. It would need to go to Rouri first, unfortunately. After going over the quality of my materials and figuring out how long it would take to refine things to the level I needed them, I came to an unhappy conclusion. Knowing that Shel would hunt me down, I left the door to my lab open so that she wouldn’t interrupt me when she came in.

It felt like a futile gesture when I made it, but to my surprise, when she strode through the doorway an hour later, she took one glance at what I was doing and sat down in the chair I’d placed in the corner specifically for her.

“Good afternoon,” I said.

“Hello, Gravin. What are you working on today?”

“Potion of mutability to allow those with lackluster ignitions a chance to smooth over some of the imperfections in their cores.”

“Interesting,” she said. “Are you going to be around for a day or two? I have some questions about a transmutation spell I’m trying to make.”

“Which one’s that?” I asked.

“I’m trying to reshape wood to sort of grow things in the shape I need.”

I glanced over at her. “While the tree is still alive?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t bother,” I said. “It’s not even close to worth the effort to transmute living things under most circumstances, and it’s certainly not going to be something you’re capable of without years of study. Even transmuting wooden planks or plant fibers is difficult to do. That’s why I’m dressed like this instead of wearing a shirt with the correct number of holes.”

“So your advice is to just hire a carpenter?”

“Or learn to make whatever it is you want from stone or metal. Those can be transmuted with basic and intermediate tier spells, depending on how complex what you’re trying to make is.”

It took me another three hours to finish up my potion, but in the end, I had a vial of golden liquid stoppered with a chunk of cork in my possession. “Huh,” I said as I held it up to the light. “Not great. The substitutions I had to make to the recipe don’t appear to have worked out well.”

“I’m surprised you’d make anything less than perfect quality,” Shel told me.

“Not enough mana in the ingredients,” I said. “If I’d had a few more weeks to wait, I could have made a better version, but I promised this one to someone in the next few days.”

“Hope it’s not someone important,” Shel said.

“Meh. I’m still doing the best I can by them, and it’s not like they could get it somewhere else. I feel no guilt over not producing the highest quality potion possible.”

“I suppose that’s fair. Could they take another one later to try again?”

“If they could find one, sure,” I said. “Good luck with that. Mages with strong alchemy skills aren’t exactly abundant around here.”

Not to mention that I’d already killed the Wolf Pack’s alchemist, and I wasn’t even sure he was good enough to make something like this. I hadn’t seen any similar recipes in the books I’d stolen from him, at least.

“Speaking of mages, I was wondering if you’d be willing to oversee an ignition,” Shel said. “Vhan has been thinking about doing it on his own for the last week, but he’s held off, hoping you’d come by again. I’ve also been working with a few other villagers, teaching them the mana manipulation techniques you showed us to enhance their control.”

“How many full storage crystals do you have?” I asked. If the mana wasn’t coming from me and I could get a top off to my own reserves, I’d be happy to spend fifteen minutes helping my last former student ignite his core, especially since Vhan was an Arborist, the only group in the village I was still on good terms with.

“Six,” Shel said.

“Standard size?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I did some quick mental math. I’d probably need two of them just for Vhan’s ignition. Three more would cover my teleportation mana, and the last one would round off what I’d burned doing alchemy. If I took all of them, I could arrive in Derro with my mana crystal more than three-quarters of the way full.

“I’ll take all of them.”

Shel recoiled. “All of them? You only needed three for mine.”

“I had more time to generate mana on my own before. I’m going directly back into hostile territory in the next hour or so this time. I had a woman trying to set me on fire when I teleported out of Derro a few weeks ago.”

Shel’s eyes widened a bit, but she remained as cool as ever. “That’s unfortunate, but I’m afraid we need those crystals, too. We can’t just give all our stockpiled mana away.”

“That’s fine. I understand. Tell Vhan I said good luck.”

“I could let you have four. That’d still be two full crystals for your own use.”

“Call it five and we’ve got a deal,” I said.

“Five and you make us ten more panes of glass,” Shel countered.

I considered that for a second and shook my head. “That’s less mana than just four. Give me all six and I’ll make you five panes of glass, but only if you’ve already got the sand for it. I don’t have time to wait around for it to be hauled in.”

She hesitated for a second, probably doing mental calculations of her own, but then she nodded and said, “Deal.”
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If Karad or any of the others knew about me being in the village, they didn’t go out of their way to bother me. I walked the long way around back to the arbor while Shel went to fetch Vhan. As promised, they had a whole box full of sand gathered up to be transmuted into sheets of glass for their greenhouses.

I made the glass, then drained the storage crystals Shel had ordered be brought out to me. Vhan’s ignition ritual didn’t go as smoothly as my mother’s, not even close, but he still got a respectable fifteen times base speed increase to his mana generation. That put him a little way ahead of Shel, if I remembered correctly.

With my bargain complete, I found an out-of-the-way corner and began my teleportation spell. My shield ward was full, and I had no reason to think my original Derro beacon had been compromised, but I cast the spell fully prepared to fight for my life when I came out on the other side, if necessary.

The world faded away, then snapped back into focus inside the building I’d chosen to hide in. Immediately, I swept the area for the presence of other people. Nothing. Then I checked the wards. They were still functional, but beginning to degrade. Considering how long they’d been in use without maintenance now, that wasn’t terribly surprising.

Still, I’d need to set up a new beacon. I’d used this one too many times, and this part of the city was compromised. Now that I’d gotten everything I needed out of the outer city, the only thing left to do was go pay Velvet a visit, then set up a meeting with his boss to see if I’d need to finish killing the rest of them or if they’d gotten the message yet.

I had no plans on leaving them with their little war chest full of advanced and master tier magical toys, and I suspected Monarch wasn’t going to willingly hand it over. My money was on me having to finish wiping out the entire cabal, but we’d find out soon enough.


Chapter
Sixty-One



Iknew how to get through the wall without having to cross the underground lake now. The biggest problem was that a wide street circled the outside of the inner wall, one that was properly maintained and patrolled regularly. I really only needed about thirty seconds to pick my way through the wards without setting them off, but I ended up walking for over an hour without finding a single stretch of the street without people on it.

I could just go through and not worry about the witnesses, but the Wolf Pack had seen me teleport off, and I’d been out of Derro for three weeks. That was plenty of time to let down their guard a bit, and I wanted to keep the element of surprise if possible. I could probably still go through the underground tunnel, but I’d used it already, and the Wolf Pack definitely knew about it now. After I’d stolen all the mana from their traps, they’d probably collapsed the whole thing.

But if I couldn’t find a bit of privacy along this wall, I was going to go down there and find out for myself. I was expecting it to be a waste of time only because, given what I knew they knew, blocking off that tunnel was the smart decision. They didn’t need it to pass through the wall, but I did. I’d already defeated both the guardians and their traps, so there was literally no benefit left to leaving it standing.

I got more than my share of inquisitive looks while I was walking, which made sense. The inner city was for rich people, and the street ringing the wall was where the servants of those rich people went when they needed something from outside their exclusive domains. With very few exceptions, the people traveling this street were well-dressed and about their business in and out of the various stores. No one here was just casually strolling along, unless it was the enforcers, who were still out in groups of three or more.

It was late afternoon when I arrived in Derro. Several hours of walking had seen me do half a lap around the inner-city wall and it was now starting to get dark. That did mean the crowds were thinning out, but it also meant I was becoming even more suspicious to those people who were still left. All my effort hadn’t been for nothing, however.

The enforcers patrolled on a predictable schedule, and I had that timing down. I’d hidden myself on the roof of a shop that seemed to specialize in selling hats. The important part to me was that it was closed for the night, and no one was going to find me unless I did something dumb or flashy.

I had three minutes before the next group came by. I wanted to time it right between two patrols so that the ones who’d already passed would be less likely to look back and see me, so I started a count to ninety.

Foot traffic was gone, the light was going down, and I had just enough time to climb down, dash over to the wall, and slip through the wards undetected. I finished syncing myself to go through them, cast phantasmal step, and phased through the wall just moments before the next group of enforcers got close enough to notice what I was doing.

Phantasmal step wasn’t really designed to go through a ten-foot-thick wall, but I’d accounted for that ahead of time and used a modified version that drained about three times as much mana and lasted five seconds instead of one. My tiny legs pumped as hard as they could, and I dashed through the wall to come out on a dark street.

It might have taken me a bit longer waiting on an opportunity to go directly through the wall, but it saved me a lot of mana not having to fly over that lake and possibly dig through hundreds of feet of dirt. Now that I was inside, though, I was exposed. The first order of business was to establish my new hideout, a feat easier said than done. Unlike the outer city, I didn’t have my pick of thousands of old, ruined buildings.

I’d done a lot of scrying my first time in here, however, and I knew exactly where I was going. A bit more scrying kept me from running into the much better equipped and trained enforcers on this side of the wall, and shadow cloak let me sneak past the ones I couldn’t dodge around.

The house I’d chosen was relatively small, only two stories and tucked away in a residential district for people who couldn’t afford their own mansions. From what I could tell, it was made up mostly of wealthy merchants and craftsmen. The one whose home I’d picked was an old man, seemingly retired. His workshop was covered in sheets, and he hadn’t stepped into it in years. As long as I kept things quiet, I was sure I could easily hide there. Even that wouldn’t be that hard, since the conversation I’d eavesdropped had revealed the man was quite deaf, and also that his daughter was frustrated with his refusal to move in with her so she could help take care of him.

I unlocked the back door and slipped inside. Everything remained exactly as I remembered it, and other than taking a moment to shove the dust off into a corner, I left it undisturbed. I had nothing against the man whose home I was borrowing and no reason to trash the place.

I wasn’t planning on being in the city much longer, maybe a week or two. With a few wards to keep me safe from prying eyes, this would make an excellent spot to retreat to when I needed to recover. Once I had everything set up, I sat down and sent my magic out to see how Velvet’s castle was doing on replacing the ward stone I’d destroyed.

My newly acquired scrying orb wasn’t quite as good as the mirror I’d left behind with my father, but it was still miles ahead of the little hand mirror I’d constructed specifically as a twin to the larger one. I peered into it as I directed my magic through the halls of Velvet’s castles. Other than a few specific rooms that were individually warded, the castle’s general wards were still down. I easily skimmed across the walls, which were stuffed with extra guards but lacked any defenses against my magic.

I got my first look at Velvet soon after. He was a bit above average height and surprisingly lean for a man of his status. His face didn’t have that hollow, malnourished look I’d come to associate with… well, just about everybody, so I supposed it came from having an active lifestyle and a healthy diet. Unlike his now-dead daughter, his hair was jet black, long and styled into three elaborate braids that hung down his back and draped over his shoulders.

Velvet was sitting in an office on the top floor of his castle, writing in a familiar-looking black journal, though considering how close to the front cover he was, I had the feeling he’d started a new one. Next to him was a book he had open, which he referenced constantly as he wrote.

I hadn’t had a lot of luck deciphering the code in his journals, and I’d had my suspicions as to what I was missing. Using a second book and referencing it was a common enough cipher technique, not unbeatable, but it essentially required that each new section be decoded anew and greatly slowed down progress. If Velvet used the same reference book for all his journals, stealing that would go a long way towards figuring out what his notes were about.

The temptation to teleport in there and execute Velvet now was strong. I could do it, too. I had the mana. Getting back out would require a bit of finesse, but I had no doubt I could escape as long as I didn’t run into any other members of the Wolf Pack. That was the problem, though. I couldn’t guarantee that, and given the dead man’s seals they sometimes wore, there were actually good odds that killing Velvet would summon some of his cabal-mates who otherwise wouldn’t have been around.

It would be far smarter to sneak in, kill Velvet, and teleport out. Even that would be wasteful in the extreme, though. As long as I was careful about managing my mana, I could kill whoever came to investigate Velvet’s death on my way out, too. There were still plenty of mages left. Ash and Echo hadn’t been dealt with and were the ones most likely to come after me. Weaver was unlikely to make an appearance, given his status as the cabal’s crafter. Sibilant was another one I wouldn’t expect to respond to an attack, nor would Keeper or Monarch. That left Hangman, who, if Rouri’s information was good, wouldn’t leave Monarch’s side.

That wasn’t to discount all the lower-ranked mages who weren’t part of the inner circle, but I wasn’t terribly worried about them. I’d seen the quality of mage who filled out the rosters in their enforcers, with the two mages who’d come to Alkerist, and with the handful I’d killed enroute later on. The hardest part of killing them was guessing what, if anything, they had magical defenses against so that I didn’t waste mana.

I was surprised Velvet was still working out of the castle now that its defenses were down. I would prefer not to lose my opportunity to kill him again, and since I couldn’t be sure he’d stay in the castle, that meant I needed to leave soon. The longer I delayed, the better the chances of Velvet moving, and I couldn’t afford to waste the mana keeping a scry locked on him the entire time.

I took one precaution before I left. I placed a teleportation beacon inside my wards. As long as no one else in the city knew how to cast teleport, it’d be safe. If they did know, it would still probably be safe, but there was a chance they’d detect the beacon when they went to teleport. Considering I hadn’t found any beacons placed by anyone other than myself, I considered it to be an acceptable risk.

Then I was off, employing shadow cloak, scrying, and my own wits to keep me undetected until I reached the outer walls of Velvet’s castle. Unlike the inner-city wall, this one was thin enough to bypass with a normal phantasmal step, and since I was able to pick where I wanted to pass through without being overly worried about the guards seeing me in the dark, I chose the side closest to Velvet’s personal suite.

Spider climb would let me scale the walls, but here I had greater concerns about being detected. Shadow cloak worked best when there were shadows to hide me, and though night was falling, I had two full moons and a sliver of a third overhead. There was certainly a risk of being spotted. I briefly considered using the attention-redirecting enchantment the Wolf Pack seemed fond of, but even my version was costly. Even if I only had to deflect ten people from looking at me with it, it would be cheaper to cast invisibility.

The reality of it was that I only needed thirty seconds to climb up to the top floor, and even though it wasn’t a particularly dark night, the guards were mostly focused on looking outside. In the worst-case scenario, someone spotted me, and there was nothing they could do about it. I didn’t have any questions left over to ask Velvet. Once we were in the same room, I’d just kill him.

I reached the base of the wall, cast spider climb, and started scaling the stone to where my victim awaited me.


Chapter
Sixty-Two



Icouldn’t walk directly through the wall into the office Velvet was using for two reasons. First, it didn’t have an exterior wall, so the closest I would have been able to get was a closet nearby. Second, it was part of one of the few spaces that was still warded. I probably could have gotten through those wards and popped into the part of Velvet’s suite of rooms that did touch an exterior wall, but I preferred to spend that time hidden indoors.

I passed through the wall and took a second to orient myself. I’d entered through some sort of receiving room, close enough to Velvet’s own suite that it wouldn’t inconvenience him to meet someone there, but separate and far enough away that he could maintain his privacy and keep hold of any secrets he’d hidden there. The furniture was expensive, all made of that vanishingly rare resource out in the wastes: wood. More than that, it was carved by a true master instead of rough-hewn like the furnishings Noctra’s own manor house had held back in my birth village.

More importantly, it shared a wall with Velvet’s private bathroom. That meant I could access his wards from here and, once I confirmed a way to pass through them, sneak into his suite. Things would get bloody after that. With any luck, it would be quick and silent.

Just as I was about to touch the wall and get started, something twinged against my mind. I stopped moving and frowned. That was a familiar sensation, but not one I’d experienced very often. It was something magical, but not a ward, and so faint that I almost missed the feel of it brushing across me. I pulled my hand back and spent a minute analyzing what I’d felt.

It was the feel of mana starting to move in the floors beneath me while I was thinking that gave me the clue I needed to figure it out. All of a sudden, there was a lot of movement from people who had very full mana cores, almost like they were waiting for some signal. But how had I been detected? If someone on the wall had seen me, the alarm would have gone up. They’d have either magically communicated with the guards inside the house and already have been on alert before I passed through the wall, or they’d be sending a runner that I would have detected.

That didn’t explain the odd sensation I’d felt, either. Somehow, someone had detected me magically, but not in a way I’d been prepared to hide myself from. I would have said it was impossible if I couldn’t feel the mages two floors below me mobilizing.

Then I remembered what I’d seen in my surveillance enchantment. Echo had been wearing a gold chain around her head with an eye in the middle of her forehead, just above her two real eyes. She’d cast a powerful divination to peer backwards through time using that piece of equipment. If it could look backwards, albeit with a great deal of effort that led to only limited success, it was entirely possible that it could see into the future, too.

Scrying the future was complicated, to put it mildly. The big problem was that there wasn’t a set future to look at. The past was immutable, even for someone with the skills, knowledge, and resources I’d possessed prior to my reincarnation. That made it difficult to view, but not impossible. With the future, an almost equivalent amount of effort and mana went into seeing one possible outcome, then even more resources had to be spent divining the likelihood of that future coming to pass. No matter how much skill the diviner had, no matter how much mana they threw into their predictions, no future was ever guaranteed.

Velvet must have wanted to catch me very, very badly if he’d been willing to pay the price to have Echo use that artifact to search for futures where we confronted each other. She must have determined the most likely moment I would confront Velvet and set that as the signal to go. What I’d felt was an echo of her spell reaching out from the past to find me. The timing was remarkably close, too. Either she was more skilled than I’d given her credit for, or she’d just gotten lucky.

The moment for a silent victory and escape had passed me by, probably before I’d ever even gotten back into the city. That was the problem with retreating: it gave the enemy time to recover and leverage their assets against me. Sure, it had also given me the time I needed to regain my own strength, but I was outnumbered, and the Wolf Pack had far more resources than me in almost every way.

The method by which they had detected me was somewhat surprising, but I hadn’t honestly been expecting them to sit on their hands waiting for me to show back up, and there was no reason not to continue with my plans. There was just going to be a lot more blood painting the walls than I’d initially expected.

There was no need for subtlety now, not when I knew Velvet was expecting me. I pulled my staff out of my phantom space, reached out for the wards, skimmed them until I found the artificial core of mana powering the enchantments, and drained it dry. It took me, at most, thirty seconds. Then I used some of my stolen mana to cast phantasmal step and phased into Velvet’s bathroom.

Apparently, laying down the enchantments that kept the place smelling fresh and clean after I’d broken the ward stone wasn’t high priority. My nose crinkled slightly, but I’d smelled worse. Still keeping track of Velvet’s position with my mana sense, I crossed the stone floor and paused at the door.

He was sitting in his office, presumably as bait to draw me in. If I hadn’t already figured out what was going on, that would have been a sign that something was off. There was no way he hadn’t felt me draining his wards dry, not while he was sitting inside them. Even my new students, average age of seven, would have felt that.

If I hadn’t confirmed with my own scrying that Velvet was here, I would have thought he was a decoy. Then again, all I’d had to go on was Rouri’s description, and while the man in that room matched it, there were plenty of people who could fit the bill of “six feet, lean build, long black hair, blue eyes.”

There was nothing to be done about it at this point. I’d just have to kill the man in the other room, hope he was Velvet, assume he wasn’t, and spend some time figuring out the truth. If he really was writing in code in that journal, and it matched the patterns in the ones I’d stolen, I’d consider that strong evidence that I’d gotten the right man.

The door squeaked a bit when I pushed it open. The mana I felt from Velvet shifted slightly, but that was it as far as a reaction went. If he was going to make it this easy for me, I’d oblige him. With my senses sharpened for traps, I took a few seconds to cast a spell called bar passage. Essentially, it created a more expensive, weaker version of force wall that I could place across the door leading out of the suite to hinder anyone getting in.

It wasn’t as strong as using something like stone shape, and it cost close to three times as much mana for a temporary effect, but it had the benefit of being able to be cast with only a few seconds of work. It didn’t matter much here, but it was also effectively invisible to anyone who couldn’t sense mana.

One of the main reasons I didn’t use the spell very often was that it was incredibly vulnerable to having the mana drained out of it, thus rendering it pointless or, worse, empowering an enemy, but I only wanted it to give me a few seconds of delay for when someone inevitably burst in. By my estimates, I had maybe a minute and a half before I could expect company.

With that in mind and a spell ready to go, I strode into Velvet’s office.

He looked up as I entered, then set aside his pen. “Took you long enough,” he said.

Practicality demanded I kill him on the spot, but I held myself back. I was hoping he’d cast some spell strong enough to confirm his identity and save me a lot of work over the next few days. Balancing that against the time I had left to me, I decided to egg him on a bit.

“In my defense, I already stopped by to visit once. You weren’t home, but I left you a present in your bedroom.”

His eyes flashed and he surged to his feet. I noticed an amulet shining in the mage light on his chest, one inscribed with a rune structure designed to negate divinations that would read his thoughts. Interesting. I wondered if he regularly wore that, or if someone had tipped him off about me somehow. “You insolent little bastard,” he snarled.

That amulet wasn’t the only thing reflecting light. When Velvet spoke, I spotted a tooth that looked like it was made of silver in his mouth. That had been part of Rouri’s information. The tempter’s tooth, they called it. It was some sort of enchanting object, designed to invade a target’s mind and befuddle it, making them susceptible to manipulation. I could feel the magic reaching out from it just from that one glimpse, trying to worm its way past my defenses.

A prolonged conversation with Velvet would be dangerous. The longer we spoke, the more that tooth would work against me. No wonder he was in charge of so much of the cabal’s organization. Getting proud and arrogant mages to do his bidding would be easy as long as he had the mana to feed to that tool.

“Your side started it,” I said. “I’m just giving you back the same crap you dished out to me. Whole villages practically enslaved to provide your little group with mana. People kidnapped and sold to you. All the lies and fearmongering. And for what? Your piddling little scraps of power here. They’re not that impressive. Was it worth it?”

“What would a child like you know about power?” Velvet demanded. He held up a hand, delaying my answer. “No, I don’t care about what you think you know about anything. That’s not why you’re here.”

Mana started draining out of Velvet’s core, subtle at first. If I hadn’t been watching, I might not have noticed it. A mana shroud around a person’s core could extend past their body, allowing them to sneak small spells undetected. It was exactly what I did with most of my own magic, though there were limits to just exactly how much mana I could keep shielded outside my own body. Velvet was doing the exact same thing, except his shroud wasn’t perfect to begin with.

I recognized the spell, an intermediate tier curse that would cause the victim to feel weak and tired. In a battle, getting hit with it could easily be a prelude to death. Curse of lethargy didn’t take long to cast, but it did generally require direct contact to pass the artificial mana core to the victim.

I reached out tendrils of my own mana to break it, only to meet unexpected resistance as Velvet’s hand came up with a flourish, revealing a thin, straight wand free of adornments. With a wicked grin, he flicked it in my general direction and sent the curse skimming across the room to strike me.

“Hah. Not so smart after all. For all your strength, you have the wits of a child, still. Only idiots like Monolith would succumb to your tricks,” Velvet crowed, secure in his victory.

I just stared at him for a moment, then I started laughing.


Chapter
Sixty-Three



Using a wand to bypass the direct contact requirement of a spell wasn’t a new trick to me, nor was it all that useful. It gave a few feet of range, even with a well-crafted wand, and could easily double the mana cost of the spell if the caster didn’t understand how remote casting actually worked.

This attack was exactly the level of sophistication I’d come to expect from a Wolf Pack mage when they weren’t employing that cache of artifacts some of them carried. That tempter’s tooth was far more dangerous than an apprentice-quality wand and a mage who might not even deserve the title, and even that had been the least dangerous of the artifacts I’d run into so far.

The curse Velvet tried to put me under rolled across my shield ward and dissipated into shreds of mana that didn’t even last long enough to harvest before fading away completely. Between this display of spellcraft and the tooth, I was now confident this was, in fact, the real Velvet. Why he’d stayed here to use himself as bait once Echo’s future sight had confirmed the encounter was a mystery to me, but I wasn’t going to complain about a bit of luck coming my way.

Maybe it was as simple as him wanting to be the one to kill me. He’d hardly be the first person who’d lost a family member to my magic and decided to do something about it. Nor would he be the first mage to so spectacularly fail to accomplish anything. I almost felt pity for the attempt, but the truth of the matter was that while I was a better person now than I’d been in my youth, I still lacked an overabundance of empathy.

That was why I didn’t wait to release the spell I’d been holding. Force crush was in the advanced tier of conjurations, complicated due to its non-standard manifestation point, which was just about anywhere I could see. Most force spells emerged from the caster’s hand, or wand, or staff, or some other static point. Force crush took a lot longer to cast and had a correspondingly higher mana cost than its weaker cousins like force wave or force bolt, but I’d come in with it already constructed and ready to be fired.

A globe of magic appeared around Velvet. At this point, he had roughly two seconds to dispel it. Either he was startled by the magic, or by the fact that his curse hadn’t landed. Whatever the case, he wasted his first second in incomprehension. By the time he started pulling his own mana into a spell, one which I fully planned on interrupting with my own counterspell technique if necessary, the globe had already started shrinking.

Two seconds later, it was forcing Velvet down to his knees. Whatever spell he’d been planning to cast, he must have realized he wasn’t going to get it off in time. He abandoned it and burned his mana on invocations designed to make him stronger and reinforce his joints. I could see the logic there. If he could just outlast the conjuration, let it burn through its mana while avoiding being killed, he could escape.

It was a terrible plan. The sphere didn’t stop contracting, and without some sort of shield ward to protect him, he had no hope of surviving it. Velvet must have realized that, because he started working on some sort of spell to save himself. Rather than try to break it, he simply vanished and reappeared on the opposite side of the room.

Crude, but effective. A force crush with a spatial lock worked into it to prevent escape was far more expensive than I was willing to sacrifice here. For that exchange, I’d say we’d come out about equal in terms of mana spent. Perfect.

When Rouri had sold me information about her cabal-mates, I hadn’t simply taken it at face value. I was testing it now, trying to get a feel for how accurate it all was. She might have lied to me, or simply been mistaken about something or working on incomplete information. So far, my expectations for Velvet were lining up nicely with the reality of this fight.

I casually tossed a few force darts at his new location, forcing him to scramble out of the way. “You know, something I don’t understand,” I said while I cast a quick trio of stone needles. “I know your cabal knows how to construct shield wards. I’ve seen the belts on your rank-and-file mages heading out to a fight. Why aren’t you wearing one? You knew I was coming.”

Velvet let out a hiss of pain as one of the needles pierced the fleshy part of his leg up near his hip. The other two missed, one thanks to his dodging and the other broken back into mana by a touch range instantaneous dispel. I almost wished he’d tried that against the force crush spell I’d caught him in, just so I could watch it fizzle as it failed to overcome the construct’s rigidity.

Maybe he knew that force magic was notoriously difficult to dispel. That was something any first-year apprentice learned, primarily because basic force magic was an excellent introduction to conjurations more advanced than elemental manipulation and their concepts were easy to grasp. Back in my old life, I would have assumed that was the case, but anymore I was hesitant to take anything for granted with the patchy knowledge of magic on display in Derro.

I didn’t have unlimited time to test out the limits of Velvet’s abilities. In fact, I’d probably already spent more of my very limited minutes than I should have, at least if I wanted to leave without a fight or a chase. Even now, the sources of mana that I assumed were his guards were only one floor below us. The layout of the castle was working against them without a single staircase that traveled all the way from the ground floor to the top one, but that was only delaying them, not stopping them.

Velvet was probably more capable in battle than any of the mages who hadn’t earned themselves fancy code names and an invitation into the cabal’s inner circle, but when compared to the other mages who had done just that and specialized in fighting, he was a weakling. That wasn’t to say he was worthless, just that his specialization was in control and manipulation. Compared to fighting off Swarm’s constructs or piercing Monolith’s defenses, Velvet was easy pickings.

Simple conjurations would do him in, given enough time and effort. Spells like mana shield could only protect him for so long, and though I was sure he knew it, he was too careful with his mana reserves to allow defending himself to drain them. Instead, he darted about, trying to dodge blasts of flame and spikes of stone while weaving together his own brand of offense: mental domination.

“Did you and Nocturne study together, all those years ago?” I asked as I shrugged off the urge to drop my staff with simple willpower. “Were you the better of the two? Is that why he got the boot out to manage the farm and you got to stay here?”

Drawing him into a conversation would hopefully distract him and, more importantly, prevent him from wielding the tempter’s tooth since its magic needed something to build on, persuasions or commands usually. If he wasted his time talking to me instead of trying to control me, so much the better.

But Velvet didn’t answer. For whatever reason, he’d gone coldly silent other than the odd grunt of effort or pain. Perhaps he wasn’t a master invoker, but he was doing well enough to keep up with the physical threats conjurations represented. With that amulet of mind shielding protecting him from divination-based attacks, and the stark difference in our physical capabilities making hand-to-hand combat inadvisable, enchantments or transmutations were the only real options besides continuing to barrage him with conjurations.

Enchantments being his specialty and transmutations being slow to cast, I decided it was best to expend a bit of mana in the name of efficiency rather than wear him down with cheaper attacks. I hurled a lightning bolt at him and watched his own enhanced muscles spasm hard enough to throw him into a stone wall.

The spell didn’t outright kill him, but I followed it up with stone jaws, this time centered to come out of the wall and crush him. Velvet could have done his short-range teleport to escape, or even something like phantasmal step if he knew how, but he was too busy shaking off the aftereffects of my lightning bolt. The jaws closed around him and started grinding together.

Velvet fell through the stone a second later, covered in blood but still alive. He was tenacious, I’d give him that much, but the whole fight, brief though it had been, was just him trying to keep up with me after his opening spell failed to land. There was still mana in his core, but I didn’t suspect he’d have the willpower left to fight through the pain and cast another spell.

I took a few seconds to create a force smash, then brought it down on him while he glared at me, only one eye still open. That eye widened when the hammer of magic appeared overhead, and he opened his mouth to say something, but by then it was too late. My spell came down on his body and cracked against the stone, pulverizing Velvet like a hand squashing a bug.

I frowned and stared down at the broken body on the floor. The mana in it was still holding strong in his core, something that shouldn’t have been possible, not unless he knew a few necromantic spells that were more advanced than anything else he’d displayed. From what I understood of his abilities, he was a schemer and a fast-talker, not a grave-robber and corpse-cutter.

If someone had told me that Freak had dabbled in necromancy, I might have believed that, but not Velvet. So why wasn’t he dead? His physical body was destroyed, and there’d been no indication that he knew enough soul magic to survive that. I leaned forward to examine the intact mana core, then jerked back with a curse on my lips.

“A vengeful phantasm,” I muttered. “That explains why you weren’t wearing a shield ward, at least.”

The ward would have disrupted the formation of the phantasm, it being a spell that was undeniably hostile in nature. It formed a spiritual body from the remnants of mana left over in the corpse after it died, a sort of soul projection that was shielded from being dragged into the cycle of reincarnation, at least until the mana ran out.

In my old life, they could sustain themselves for years and years, but here, now, I gave it twenty minutes at best. That was plenty of time to kill me, though. Vengeful phantasms had a very particular set of abilities that weren’t at all tied to what the mage knew in life, and much like Freak’s soul hook, they could attack where I was weakest.

Velvet’s mana pulled itself together, ethereal strands that rose in the shape of the man he’d been in life, only with distorted proportions. His torso was too thin, his arms too long. His hair drifted out behind him, freed from the tight braids he’d kept it in and floating like he was underwater. Spectral fingers reached out for me, and I gave a single moment’s thought to fighting back.

No, it would serve no purpose. Velvet was dead, had probably gone into this fight knowing he couldn’t win it if Echo’s prophetic magic was any good, and he’d opted to burn up his mana on the phantasm in a bid to kill me at the cost of his own life. But it would be easier to flee until it withered and disappeared than to destroy it.

Even as I thought that, the first of the guards arrived at the door and crashed against my bar passage spell. I didn’t have long to make good on my escape. It was a good thing I didn’t need to use the door.


Chapter
Sixty-Four



The only decision I had left to make in this castle was whether to take the time to snatch up the journal and reference book Velvet had been using when I’d come in. I wanted it, but I’d run out of time, and it was at least twenty feet away in the wrong direction.

Fortunately, magic solved a lot of problems. I cast telekinesis on the books while I ran back into Velvet’s bathroom. It still cost me a second at the wall, since I had to wait for the spell to come back to me so I could stow the books away in my phantom space before I left the suite. I spent that second watching the last vestiges of mana disconnect from Velvet’s corpse as the vengeful phantasm fully coalesced.

Then I was gone from the room—not that a stone wall would stop a murderous incorporeal specter from following me. I ran straight to the exterior wall I’d passed through on my way in and threw myself through it, launching myself into the air outside the castle. The phantasm came through a different wall, uncaring about the barriers that would have cost me mana to overcome. Before it could reach me, I cast flight and, for only the second time since I’d been reborn, let loose at full speed.

The inner city’s wall had wards designed to catch anybody moving over top of them, and that included flight. I felt them like ephemeral cobwebs brushing against my mana core, there and gone in an instant as I flew over the wall. They weren’t really gone, of course. The tracing spell imbued in the wards had tagged me, giving whoever was divining for the Wolf Pack a clear beacon to focus their efforts on. I’d take care of that later, once I got far enough away from that phantasm that it would disintegrate before it could catch up.

Except that when I looked back, I could see its ghostly outline chasing me down, and it wasn’t nearly as far behind me as I would have liked. At the speed I was flying, I was going to leave Derro behind in the next thirty seconds, and somehow the phantasm was keeping up with me. It must have been burning through the animating mana at a prodigious rate to pull that off, which was probably a smart move on its part.

I suspected someone was guiding the phantasm’s actions, possibly even feeding it more mana to keep it around longer. Vengeful phantasms were not known for intelligent decisions or canny tactics. If left to their own devices, they only did one thing: try to murder the person who’d killed them in as straightforward a manner as possible.

It was possible this one had just made the connection between catching up to me and murdering me, but they didn’t usually get faster. They didn’t need to. A vengeful phantasm could always find the target of its murderous rage, barring a few scenarios involving powerful protective wards. There was no rush, no reason to burn mana to go faster. Unless someone was controlling the damn thing.

I flew past the outer wall of the city and angled myself between two small villages I could see on the horizon. I did not need a bunch of farmers with dormant cores jumping into the middle of this, and it looked like I might end up fighting this thing after all. My other option was to keep running until I was out of mana and hope I could outlast it. If that failed, then I’d be easy prey, nothing but a four-year-old child with no magic to speak of.

There was a spot that would be perfect to fight on—solid, flat ground with no sand, no fissures, no anything. Obstacles would only play to the phantasm’s strength, so if I did end up fighting it, it would be better to do it in an open field. I landed there, then turned to watch the spectral figure in the sky get closer. At the rate it was going, I had perhaps ten seconds to prepare for it.

Incorporeal monsters were difficult to fight. They were basically immune to conjurations and transmutations. Divinations and enchantments could work on them, but neither discipline was that great for offense. The best way to deal with an enemy like this was to use necromancy, but that was unfortunately not something that was all that viable in combat without a lot of prep work. Necromancy wasn’t an official discipline but a blending of alchemy and transmutation, generally with some inscription or enchantment mixed in to empower and control whatever unholy abomination the necromancer was crafting.

I would know, being a former necromancer myself. In my later years, I’d taken that knowledge and turned from crafting undead armies to exterminating them, though it was admittedly easier to firebomb a few thousand zombies than it was to hunt down ghosts.

For the vengeful phantasm, the spell that would end the fight was rupture core. The problem was that it wouldn’t incapacitate it like it had with those giant fish, and its mana was tainted now, meaning I couldn’t recover it. The phantasm would fall to pieces after a minute or so, but that was still a minute I needed to survive with almost no mana left to defend myself if I used it on a master tier spell. Maybe if I could have fought it back at the castle without interruption from all of Velvet’s guards and staff, I might have been able to use that strategy.

But now that I’d burned a sizable chunk of mana on a two-minute-long flight, it would strain the rest of my reserves with no good way to recover them. I needed to think about the next battle after this one, which meant that instead of one powerful, decisive blow, I was going to have to give this monster the death of a thousand cuts.

Because touching an incorporeal creature was impossible, it was a lot harder to impose an enchantment like mana drain on it—not that I would have wanted the tainted mana that fueled its animation anyway. What I did want was to poke holes in its form so that it would run out of mana faster, and to do that, I turned to a combination of divination, enchantment, and conjuration known as core puncture.

Much like its big brother, rupture core, core puncture attacked an opponent’s mana directly. Unlike the master tier version, it was easy to resist. Hopefully, whoever was helping the phantasm would now be out of range and unable to intercede on its behalf. A typical vengeful phantasm never even tried to resist getting hurt. They were all offense.

The phantasm streaked through the sky, heading directly for me. A mortal enemy might have landed in front of me and taken a second to orient itself before attacking. This monster didn’t. Instead, it came right down on my head like a falling star.

I cast mana puncture twice once it got in range, then I had to skitter sideways, mana shield up to defend against its grasp. Sadly, my shield ward hadn’t been designed with incorporeal attackers in mind and wasn’t going to do much to help. Even the mana shield only deflected its hands to give me a bigger window to dodge while I peppered the monster with another mana puncture.

If it got hold of me, it would literally rip my soul to shreds, not only killing me, but almost certainly preventing me from recovering my memories in my next reincarnation. Another mana puncture sunk into its body, letting even more mana bleed out of it into the air. Normally, it would have hung around, a thick miasma that I’d have had to make sure to keep clear of as I led it on a chase, but here in the desert, the tainted mana disappeared almost as quickly as it spilled out of the vengeful phantasm.

It was too quick to stay ahead of, and even if I could, a phantasm had other abilities besides incorporeality and flight. It decided to demonstrate one such attack, its poetically-named vengeful shriek, after failing to rend my soul from my body for the third time. Mana quickened in its form and its jaw dropped open to let loose a wail that would leave me bleeding from every orifice.

I cast an aura of silence over the area, just before the sound ripped through me. That took away its teeth, but vengeful shriek carried through more than just the air and the ground. It echoed through mana itself. For once, the empty air worked in my favor. With no ambient mana to conduct the attack, and the physical sound itself blocked, all I had to do was put a bit of distance between myself and the monster.

It was starting to slow down now, too much of its mana spent keeping its manifestation whole and trying to kill me. The three mana punctures continued their steady work, and at a guess, I suspected it had at most a single minute of life left in it, assuming it stood still and did nothing to burn through its limited mana.

I felt another temporal ripple pass through me, the second one I’d noticed, but they were so faint, it was entirely possible I’d missed a few. I must have scared the Wolf Pack far more than I’d originally thought if they were sinking so much mana into trying to predict my actions. The timing probably meant that I could expect to be pulled into another encounter soon, since I didn’t think they’d have done more future scrying just to determine the outcome of my fight with Velvet’s vengeful phantasm.

My choice of location helped, at least. There was nowhere to hide out here, so anyone approaching would be easy to spot from a long way off, or they’d come up through the ground. But I’d sense that if they tried, so either way, I’d have plenty of warning. Now I just needed enough time to finish bleeding out this phantasm so that I wouldn’t have to fight it and another mage at the same time.

Tempting as it was to take the opening I saw after it finished its ineffective scream, I held off on casting another mana puncture. It was a matter of seconds until this fight was over, and mana shield was strong enough to keep me safe from its attacks as long as I used my head and kept moving.

I was counting down the seconds until the phantasm vanished, perhaps twenty at this point, when I felt something enter the edge of my perception, a burr in my mind that represented the knot of magic I’d woven into an enchantment a few weeks ago.

Rouri was nearby, or perhaps it would be better to think of her as Haze. I couldn’t see her physically, but that was no surprise. She was a stealth specialist and an assassin. I wasn’t sure if she was here to kill me or not, and if she was, whether she would wait for the phantasm to finish its attempt or if she’d join it in trying to end my life.

I started running, empowered by an invocation of speed. The phantasm chased after me, easily able to keep up, but our course took us away from Haze in a circular path that arced farther and farther off into the distance. At least, it would have if she’d stayed still. Instead, she crept after me, her vanishing knife telling me exactly where she was.

The phantasm let out a final shriek of rage. Denied its murderous purpose and its mana spent or lost, its form dissipated into wispy strands that faded to nothing. Somehow, despite everything, I’d managed to make it this far without running myself completely dry. I just wasn’t sure if I’d have enough left to deal with Haze if she’d double-crossed me. Considering how little loyalty she’d dedicated to the cabal, it wouldn’t surprise me at all if she’d fed me enough information to sacrifice her cabal-mates, then came back around to finish the job and protect her secrets.

“You might as well come out,” I called to the empty air. “I know you’re here.”


Chapter
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If not for the modifications I’d made to her vanishing knife, Haze probably could have snuck up on me. I was tired from the back-to-back fights with Velvet and his vengeful phantasm, not to mention the infiltration and escape from his castle. It was the perfect time to ambush me, and if they’d sent anyone besides Haze to do it, I would have launched an attack already.

But the truth was that I didn’t want to fight right now if I didn’t have to. This night had taken more mana out of me than I’d wanted, enough that, absent a source to steal from, it would take me over a week to regenerate it. Haze was the one person in the cabal I had a chance of ending an encounter with talk instead of more violence.

She appeared, a hundred feet away and exactly where I’d expected her to be. There had been some risk that someone cleverer than her, Weaver perhaps, had spotted the modifications I’d made to the vanishing knife and decided to use it as a decoy. If that had been the case, there was every possibility I’d be staring at the knife while Haze came at me from the other direction.

Of course, in that scenario she would have to contend with my shield ward, so it would actually have been better in a way if she’d abandoned her weapon. It was a moot point though. She either hadn’t detected the enchantment or didn’t care enough to relinquish the vanishing knife. When she appeared, she just shook her head and walked toward me until twenty feet of distance separated us.

“I know there’s no way you picked this place out ahead of time,” she said. “There are definitely no traps or wards like the last time we met. And yet, somehow, you still knew I was coming. Very suspicious.”

“Did you need something?” I asked. “I can’t imagine you followed me all the way out here for a social call.”

“More of a work matter,” she said. “I passed your message on to the boss. She decided that since you had your heart set on exterminating Velvet’s line for some reason, that could be the test. Velvet was given advantages far in excess of his normal allotment of mana, and if he couldn’t manage to kill you, and if you survived his final act of revenge, you were good enough to deal with directly.”

“Lucky me,” I said dryly. “So what does your boss want?”

“Ideally, I think she hoped you and Velvet would kill each other, but that didn’t happen.” Haze hesitated a moment. “You know… I don’t actually make a lot of big-picture decisions in my work. I get a target and some criteria, and I’m generally left to kill them however I deem best. This is kind of a weird job for me. Right now is the point where my orders are to kill you if I think I can or offer you a meeting to discuss a cease fire if not.”

“Don’t leave me in suspense. Will it be the knife or the oshinka branch?”

“The branch,” Haze said without hesitation. “Even now, I’m afraid I can’t take you. Your mana shroud is so thick that as far as I can tell, you don’t have any mana.”

I certainly wasn’t about to tell her how little of my total reserves I had left. That might make her change her mind, and I’d hate to have to walk back to Derro after I killed her. I didn’t think Haze would even try, though. A wide-open patch of barren rock wasn’t exactly the best battlefield for her style of combat, either, especially not against an opponent she knew could keep track of her movements.

“So what does Monarch want?” I asked.

“For starters, she wants to know what you want. You’re the one who came here and started killing us.”

“Call it preemptive self-defense,” I said. “If your cabal hadn’t sent mages to my village, I might have left you alone.”

Well, I would have at least tried diplomacy to get access to their archives. If that had failed, things probably would have played out much the same way, though likely with a bit less collateral damage.

“I don’t know anything about that,” Haze said. She raised a hand to cut me off when I started to reply. “I also don’t care. The mana farms were something Velvet handled. If you’re trying to get your village exempted or whatever, you should talk to Monarch about that. I’m only here to invite you to meet her.”

Did I want to meet Monarch? At this very second, the answer was a definitive no. I needed time to recover. In a week or two, I might change my mind. “What would be the purpose of this meeting?” I asked.

“Whatever you two decide, I guess. That’s not my business. I’m just supposed to get a yes or a no and give you this if the answer is yes.” Haze held up a small hand mirror, practically a twin to the one already in my phantom space. She was crazy if she thought I was going to carry about a scrying beacon to announce my location to a mage whose organization I’d been dismantling for the last few months.

Something must have shown on my face, because Haze said, “Obviously you don’t want to carry it around on you, but you could store it somewhere and fetch it once it’s time for the meeting.”

“Why not just have the meeting right now and be done with it?” I asked.

“No idea. I am just the messenger. I’ll tell you what. You say yes to the meeting, and I’ll set this on the ground. Then I’ll give you a time and leave. You can do whatever you want with it after that. My understanding is that the range on these things is thousands of miles, so I don’t see it making a difference if you decide to keep on heading into the desert.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll agree to the meeting.”

Haze placed the mirror on the ground and said, “Four days, at sundown.”

Then she turned and walked away. Mana flickered around her, then she vanished into the darkness, only to reappear at the edge of my perception for a moment before fading away altogether. Shadow leaping long distances wasn’t an efficient way to travel, but it wasn’t my mana being wasted. I was just glad she was gone.

I walked over to the mirror and examined it. Even if it was exactly what Haze said it was, by its very nature, it was designed to focus scrying on it. Carrying it around would be announcing my location to the Wolf Pack. Even taking it back to the city with me and hiding it there would give them an idea of how fast I could move or, more accurately, how much mana I was willing to spend on it. The smart move here was to leave the mirror exactly where Haze had set it, even if it proved to be nothing more than it seemed.

On the other hand, if I was going to go through with the meeting, leaving it where it fell meant coming back out to get it later. The best solution would be to somehow mask the scry beacon tied to it, but that ran the very real risk of breaking its connection to whatever mirror Monarch had on her end. Doing that would be pointless. I might as well just leave the mirror behind.

Before I made any decisions, I decided it was best to examine it and see exactly what it did. Though the mirror didn’t look like another one of those items that completely outclassed anything modern-day mages were making, it was best to be sure.

I picked the mirror up and turned it over in my hands.
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“Huh,” I said. “That’s really sloppy. Or it was on purpose.”

In the last twenty minutes, I’d scoured the mirror’s inscriptions and its enchantments. Surprisingly, it was a standard design, and by that I meant standard to what I’d consider normal. That almost never happened when I encountered local spells. With very few exceptions, they were usually inefficient, made using lesser runes and needing extra runes to compensate for the poor design.

This mirror, by contrast, could have been any old apprentice’s personal communication device back in my day. I’d seen a thousand just like it over the years, and probably made a few hundred of them myself. That was why I knew about a common flaw in a basic scrying mirror that generally got overlooked as it took a bit of extra effort to fix and only came into play if the mirror had a scrying beacon attached to it.

With a standard inscription like the one used on the mirror, if it also happened to be enchanted with a scry beacon, the mirror could be used to scry back on whoever had enchanted it, even if they weren’t actively scrying themselves. It barely took any work to confirm the location of the enchanter, presumably either Weaver or Monarch herself.

The vague sense of location I got from my initial brush with the mirror pointed back towards Derro, but I couldn’t tell where exactly in the city it was linked to without actively putting mana into the mirror. That ran the possibility of alerting whoever was on the other side. It would be far better to just take the mirror back into the city where I could narrow it down, but to do that, I needed to mask the beacon itself.

I thought I had a way to do that, one that wouldn’t even require that much mana. It involved altering the enchantment on the scry beacon to loop it back to its target, so that if Monarch or whoever tried to scry through it, they’d see themselves. There was a slight risk that they’d trace that loop and stop it at the exact right point to find the mirror, but even for me, that was a tall order.

I finished altering the enchantment, gave it one more check to confirm everything was alright, and stuffed the mirror in my phantom space. Then I looked at the city and let out a heavy sigh. It was going to take hours to walk back, but my mana reserves were so low that I couldn’t risk flying. Teleporting wasn’t even possible with how much I had left, not even to a beacon.

I almost hoped I did run into a monster on the way back. Those were generally good for harvesting more mana than they took to kill, as long as I was smart about it. I had four days until this supposed meeting with Monarch. Maybe I’d spend my time wandering around looking for things stuffed full of mana to kill.

Or maybe I’d go straight back to Derro and finally take a pass at the Repositories. Those held plenty of mana. I shook my head. No, that was a bad idea at this point. If I was going to enter into a ceasefire with the Wolf Pack, raiding their supply of fully-charged leech stones was off the table. It would be much better to get the mana as some sort of concession in the negotiations.

And if those negotiations fell through, I’d loot the Repositories after I finished exterminating the entire Wolf Pack. By then, maybe I’d finally have the time and mana to build myself a bigger, better mana crystal. My first one was still serving me well, but I was getting to the point now where if I was going to keep raiding other mages’ lairs, I needed something that could hold more mana.

Lost in my plans for the future, I began the slow, dreary trudge back to Derro. I was slightly disappointed to arrive at the outer wall a few hours later without having encountered a single monster.
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My walk back gave me a lot of time to think. A four-day wait prior to the meeting was helpful to me since it allowed me to regain some of my spent mana, but I hadn’t been the one to suggest it. What did Monarch get out of the delay? Part of me suspected she was looking for the exact same thing I was: time to gather more resources. The Wolf Pack had cast at least two temporal scrying spells, and the necromantic ritual to create a vengeful phantasm was even more expensive.

It might just be as simple as both sides being low on mana, but I doubted it. I’d taken a lot from them already, but they’d had decades of their harvesting operations, if the ledgers I’d gone through in Velvet’s archives were accurate. It didn’t feel right to me that they’d need a break to catch their breath. If not that, the only other option I could think of was that it was more time to set a trap.

That was why I left the mirror in my original hideout near where the orphan crew used to live. The wards were starting to fail, but they’d still interfere with anyone trying to track down the device. I considered fixing them, but it wasn’t worth it to me, not for just the few days that they’d make it on their own. I was going to need to set up new wards for myself somewhere else anyway, somewhere I could recover my mana and maybe steal a bit from someone else, too.

The early parts of the night were spent in travel and setup. By the time I actually got to sleep, once again lacking a bed, it was well past true dark. In an hour or two, the sky would start to lighten, but I’d made sure to pick a place to fortify that had a solid east wall specifically to account for that. Young and full of mana I might be, but I still wanted a decent chunk of sleep after the night’s exertions.

That wasn’t likely to happen, unfortunately, not with me having to wake up every few hours to pour my mana into my staff. I had a plan to accommodate for that, though: sleeping in until noon.

I curled up into a corner, my staff resting across my legs, and waited for sleep to claim me. For some reason, it was elusive that night, and my mind was occupied with plans and speculations. It took me a while to realize that I was actually concerned that perhaps I’d picked a fight I wasn’t capable of winning.

None of these mages could stand up to me on their own. But then, they weren’t on their own, and I’d only been winning by picking them off one at a time. I’d even gotten lucky when two of them came at me at once and managed to kill one immediately so they couldn’t gang up on me. The element of surprise was gone, now. They knew what I looked like and had a decent idea of what I could do, and they’d proven they were willing to sink enormous amounts of mana into outmaneuvering me.

If this meeting was a trap, there was a very real possibility that I wouldn’t walk away from it, and I wasn’t sure if there was anything left in Derro to justify the risk. Who was I even fighting for at this point? The village? All the villages, I supposed. But it wasn’t like I was going to go around reforming each and every one, teaching them magic and fixing up broken ward stones.

Finally, I decided to put off the decision on whether to continue pursuing the cabal until after the meeting. At that point, I’d hopefully know whether they needed to be completely eradicated or if I’d done enough damage to keep them in line for the next decade or so. After that, I’d be able to rapidly advance from stage two to stage five. At that point, I’d be able to hold four to five times as much mana in my own body as I currently could in my staff and be able to generate it at a proportionate speed.

But first, I needed my new body to finish becoming an adult. That meant ending this conflict and devoting my time and resources towards finding ways to grow my core to full size more quickly. Confiscating whatever resources the Wolf Pack had been gathering would go a long way towards fixing the issue of my small size, but I could admit my reasons for continuing the fight were motivated by pure self-interest at this point. I’d already convinced my parents to evacuate, and I didn’t have much care left for what happened to Alkerist. It seemed unlikely that the cabal could track down my new home even if they wanted to.

That left just the possibility of an ambush at this meeting to take care of, and I had a few ideas to head that off as well. Once I managed to get that issue settled in my mind, I was finally able to relax and sleep.
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Four days was not enough time to restore my mana to full, not if I was content to just sit back and let it happen slowly. Being proactive about it was riskier, but I wanted to be as prepared as possible for this meeting. There were a few different options I’d spent some time thinking about.

First, the Repositories. They were well-guarded, but I was sure I could get in and out without getting caught, as long as no one knew I was interested in them. I’d seen no indication that any of the kids I’d asked the initial questions to had told anyone else, but it would still be smart to evaluate them again before I committed to any burglaries.

Second, the enforcers around town. Each one was a walking mana potion, just waiting for me to drink it. They all had storage crystals and mostly full cores, but attacking them would be conspicuous and as far as I could tell, they reported to the cabal. Though the person who likely ended up dealing with them was Velvet, and he was dead now, so there was a possibility of taking advantage of some confusion in the ranks there.

Third, the smugglers who’d been working for Freak. Supposedly, Hyago was a mage as well, and one unaffiliated with the cabal directly. I’d seen his grow room. There was mana in there, and if I went and took it, I doubted the Wolf Pack would complain. With Freak dead now, they might not ever find out.

The third one had the least risk, but also the least opportunity for payout. I knew the mana was in the leech stones at the Repository. I knew the enforcers had full storage crystals capping their batons. I knew that Hyago’s grow room had existed a month ago, but with Freak dead, they might have cut their losses on the project. Hyago could have drained as much mana as possible from the otherwise-worthless plants and abandoned the whole thing.

But I had almost four full days to do some investigating, and there was nothing stopping me from attacking the smugglers and the enforcers if the first assault didn’t give me enough mana. I decided to save hitting either Repository for a last resort, as that was the one most likely to anger Monarch. Also, I wanted a bigger mana crystal to make sure it was worth it. Hauling out thousands of leech stones once I ran out of room to hold the mana was likely to collapse my phantom space, and leaving the mana behind defeated most of the purpose of the raid in the first place.

With that thought in mind, I stowed away my staff and started walking toward the Hyago’s grow room. If I was lucky, it would still be there. If not, I had two backup plans. And if those failed, there was always the option of mugging people for their mana-infused money. I mentally marked that as a plan of last resort, not just because it sounded desperate, but because it would be tedious to accomplish.

For all the concerns about my brain not being able to fully handle the information I fed it, I had no problem retracing my steps back to Hyago’s hideout. I approached it casually and walked past, using my ability to perceive mana to look for any trace of the grow operation. I wasn’t unduly concerned about not finding anything. The building wasn’t warded, but the skylight was, and I hadn’t sensed the occupants or the herbs in there last time, either.

I spent a bit of mana to cast life sense and bit back a grin as I felt nine people appear in my mind. Additionally, rows and rows of plants were still thriving. For whatever reason, Hyago hadn’t moved things yet. I wondered if that vault would still be in there. Now would be the time to crack that open and get a look inside.

I was not particularly worried about getting caught this time, so I did not bother to scale the walls and slip in through the roof. If I’d known where the sewer tunnel entrance Hyago’s gang used came out at, I might have gone that route just to preserve a bit of mana, but then again, it might have ended up costing me more breaking through any defenses there.

I cast phantasmal step and walked through the wall to appear in a corner that I remembered being relatively cluttered with tools and supplies, a good place for me to hide if no one noticed my entrance. Luck was with me, and I slipped inside undetected.

That was about where my luck ended. None of the plants had the mana invested in them that Freak’s personal lab had. I could have sworn they’d been at least a bit mana-infused the first time I’d come through here. Maybe they’d used it all up growing, and Hyago’s crew hadn’t been able to add more since Freak was too dead to supply it.

What I was left with was a set of wards on the skylight I could drain for mana, nine adults I’d need to subdue with a mass sleep spell, and whatever was behind that partitioned and warded area. If that was a dud, then I was going to make back the mana I spent and not much more.

It wasn’t much of a gamble. I’d either score big or break even, or somewhere in between, but there wasn’t much of a risk of a loss. With that thought in mind, I quickly put everyone working in the grow room to sleep, then emerged from hiding and examined their mana cores to determine who, if anyone, had enough built up to justify the cost of a mana drain.

The answer there, sadly, was none. The people barely had more mana than the plants. I walked past them and up to the section of the floor that had been separated from the rest of the grow room. The walls had wards infused into them, simple defenses to keep anyone who wasn’t allowed in from walking through them.

It took me a minute to find the artificial cores powering the enchantment, then another minute to drain it dry. That by itself made up for the sleep spells, and I entered the room, eager to see what sort of treasures Hyago was hanging onto.

I probably should have expected it to be more gardening supplies and equipment. Bags of soil, useful but not terribly valuable, were stacked up against one wall. I started to walk past them, then stopped and frowned. The tops of the bags were open, and the rich, black soil inside was clearly visible. It didn’t match the dirt in the planters. If it wasn’t being used there, though…

I glanced around again. Trowels and shovels were hung up on the walls next to rakes and pole saws. Pruning shears, axes, and branch loppers were all laid out neatly. That was strange. Other than the trowels, there wasn’t much need for this kind of equipment in a controlled environment like a grow room.

Opposite the soil was a trio of barrels, unremarkable at first glance. Only when I went over and pried the lids off did I see the runes carved into the inside of the barrels. All of them were full of water enriched with mana. What were they using it for, though? I distinctly remembered watching a half-dozen laborers bringing water in by the bucket.

I was missing something. This was just a supply room, and even if some of the supplies had value, there wasn’t anything here that justified the mana usage to keep it warded. My eyes flicked back and forth between the tools, then stopped and lowered to the floor beneath the table. Why was there so much loose dirt there?

I scuffed it with my foot and nodded. “Of course, a trap door,” I said. “But what’s under it?”

There was only one way to find out.
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Ineeded to use telekinesis to get the trapdoor open, and as soon as I did, I spotted the webbing of a privacy ward stretching across the hole. Whatever was down there, Hyago didn’t want anyone knowing about it. That probably meant it was valuable, which in this new world usually meant it had a lot of mana in it. Perfect.

As soon as I determined that these new wards were nothing but anti-scrying and mana shrouding enchantments, I dropped down through the hole in the floor. There was no ladder, but it was a trivial matter to control my descent into the chunk of sewer tunnel.

It had been sealed off on both ends, and the bottom had been excavated to form a pit fifty feet deep and thirty feet around. Someone had used some serious magic to make that happen. And as the light from my orb spilled across the ground, I let out an involuntary gasp.

“No,” I said. “I don’t believe it.”

Stone scaffolding had been built into the side of the pit for the workers to add the soil and pour the water, to give them a solid platform to stand on when they used their rakes and shovels. It was necessary to keep them out of reach of the tree growing out of the ground in the center.

It was only about ten feet tall now, a thin sapling barely a hands-width wide. Black bark lined with cracks through which sullen red light was barely visible covered its trunk, like the whole thing was a pillar of hot coals. The leaves flickered in my mage light, oranges and reds that shifted back and forth.

An ember bloom.

“Impossible. Where did they get this?”

Ember blooms had gone extinct sometime in my third century of life due to a combination of being magically valuable and disastrous on the regions they grew in. They were well known for starting forest fires, and had a curious ability to draw mana in through ash. That property of not only being immune to heat, but actually soaking it in and converting it to mana, carried through even after being cut down. When I was young, battle mages had wielded ember bloom staves like badges of honor.

I’d hunted for one of these myself after becoming an archmage, and I knew there were none left. Not a single one of the master tier divinations I’d cast had returned a positive result. If I’d been gone as long as I thought, whatever seeds that had been secreted away in some vault somewhere would be over three thousand years old.

I sat there at the edge of the pit for half an hour and tried to decide what to do about this. On the one hand, this was a tree chock-full of mana, exactly what I needed. On the other, to kill a priceless specimen felt wrong, even to me. The only thing I was sure of was that it didn’t belong in a pit dug out in a sewer, growing only because of the copious amounts of mana being poured into it. It should have been on the surface, tall and strong under the light of the sun.

If I took any mana at all from the ember bloom, I risked killing it. I didn’t want to do that, which left me the options of walking away or absconding with an entire tree. That wasn’t feasible right now, not with my mana budget. Even if I ignored my upcoming meeting with Monarch, I needed more than I had to transplant an ember bloom.

I felt mana moving above me and knew my time was up. Someone had come into the grow room and was even now discovering the sleep spell I’d cast on the laborers. The odds were good that they’d find me down here and then it’d be a fight. The smart move was to write this off as a loss and walk away. I didn’t need to save this tree. Extinct or not, it wasn’t my problem.

But the chance to save it, to harvest seeds from it… to revitalize an entire species of magical tree. That was hard to walk away from.

A man floated down from the square of light and walked over to me. “I wondered if they’d send someone to take it back,” he said after a moment. “When the hunchback stopped meeting us at the docks for his shipments, I suspected it was only a matter of time.”

“Hyago?” I asked.

“The very same. I must admit, I was not expecting someone of your… stature… to be the one who showed up.”

“I’m not with the Wolf Pack,” I said. “Stupid name for a cabal.”

“I’m told it is an old name from a wilder time,” Hyago said. “But I would agree that their image would be better served with an update to reflect their modern status.”

“What happens now?” I asked. “Are you going to fight me?”

“Should I? Would I win if I did? I believe I know who you are.”

“How’s that?”

Hyago gestured to me and said, “A boy child, powerful and brutal. He kills in the streets, besting enforcers and mages alike, then disappears in the shadows. He disrupts the city with his presence, causing turmoil even behind the walls that separate us from Derro’s core. You, I assume.”

“They started it.”

“You were the one who killed their alchemist,” Hyago said. When I didn’t deny it, he added, “That cost me a bit of business, but I learned long ago to diversify as a means of insulating against precisely these kinds of problems. I’ve kept this all going here on the off chance that someone else comes to take the hunchback’s place, but all of my efforts have gone into keeping this magnificent specimen from withering. There’s just not enough mana to keep everything else alive.”

“You made the right choice,” I said. “I thought these were extinct, had been for thousands of years. I actually stumbled across this by accident. So it belongs to the Wolf Pack; you’re merely its caretaker?”

“Essentially.”

“How long could you keep it alive for without support?”

Hyago frowned and stared down at it. “At the rate it eats mana, perhaps a month before my resources are completely exhausted. At that point, I’ll be forced to cut it down to recoup my losses. What a shameful waste that would be.”

It was nice to see a kindred spirit. I had always loved nature, much to the confusion of my many associates over the years. Most mages preferred clean stone, dry and rigid, an environment that was easy to control. Not me. I’d fallen in love with the Night Vale the moment I discovered it, and a thousand years of pouring mana and effort into its care had created a natural wonder, one that I suspected was nothing but a memory now.

I’d just have to create something new to serve as my genius loci. Perhaps this ember bloom would be part of it. It wasn’t a tree that played well with others, but it wasn’t impossible to manage that. I was already thinking about what it’d take to transplant it to the far edge of the valley, away from the rivers and up high where it could get plenty of sunlight without having to fight other trees. It would need some care at first, but I thought I could make it work.

“Assuming the Wolf Pack never comes back to claim it, I’ll buy it from you,” I said. “I just need you to keep it alive until I’m ready to move it.”

“That would be quite bold of me,” Hyago said. “Why in the world would I risk the wrath of a cabal of powerful mages by selling their exotic treasures out from under them?”

“How many are even left at this point?” I asked. “I’ve killed four of them already. I doubt they’re going to be in a position to reclaim it by next week.”

“You certainly sound confident, but you’ll forgive my hesitation. My impression of you doesn’t match the rumors. They paint you as a bloodthirsty monster, but I see only a child taking in the wonder of a beautiful scene.”

“I can show you that side, if you’d like,” I said. I stood up and summoned my staff. “I’ve got to tell you, I like trees better than people. I think you and I could get along just fine, but not if you mistake me for someone you can walk all over.”

“Easy, easy,” Hyago said. “I’ll keep this tree alive as long as I can. I would have done that regardless. If you win your fight and come back for it, we can discuss price. How does that sound?”

That was essentially all I wanted him to do right now anyway. I’d need to prepare a place for the ember bloom, not to mention the mana costs associated with transporting it. As long as the ember bloom was still healthy when I came back for it, I’d be satisfied.

“Keep it safe for me,” I said. “I’ll be coming back for it soon.”

I cast one last, lingering glance down at the tree, its branches and leaves making it look like a fire in the darkness, and turned to leave. On impulse, I paused and asked, “Do you enjoy living here, in this desert city?”

“What else is there?” Hyago asked.

“I’m not sure, but I mean to find out,” I said. “The whole world can’t be like this. In the old world, a man whose magic dealt primarily with plants and animals was known as a druid. I wonder if somewhere, that tradition lives on. Maybe the exact rites and rituals have been forgotten along with their most powerful magics, but perhaps the idea of druidism could live on in spirit. Something to think about.”

“I’ve never heard of them.”

“I think you’d like them. Perhaps I’ll see if I can’t find some writing on them for you to enjoy.”

Now that I thought of it, Shel and the Arborists had their own druidic traditions. They didn’t call it that, but that was essentially what they were doing. That was the whole reason Talik had joined us on our exodus from the village, to see new vistas and explore nature there.

In a way, I was surprised I hadn’t been forced to fight Hyago. My reputation had served me well in this encounter, I supposed. Not everyone was eager to risk their lives in battle. With any luck, the remainder of the Wolf Pack would feel the same way. If not, though, I still had time to prepare.

Stealing mana from Hyago’s grow operation hadn’t worked out like I’d planned, though I’d found something far, far more valuable. I couldn’t even put words into how amazing it was to see an ember bloom growing again, even under such miserable circumstances. It wasn’t all altruism, either. I had a whole school of apprentices to teach once this was over, and ember bloom was an excellent base wood for wands. They’d been priceless, treasured heirlooms passed down noble family lines for uncounted generations back in my old life.

I could easily picture Senica waving one around, perhaps less delicately than she ought to, and producing wild, uncontrolled power. The idea of crafting her first wand from a shed branch of such a precious tree appealed greatly to me, and I resolved to do whatever I needed to bring the ember bloom home.

In the meantime, I still had a mana crystal to fill. I needed to decide exactly how I was going to go about mugging several dozen enforcers, preferably without getting caught. Monarch and her cabal would probably suspect it was me either way, but I’d still make the effort to be discreet. The big question was whether it was better to hunt them in the outer city or the inner.

Outer, I decided. They weren’t equipped as well and had less mana, but they also weren’t as organized, and they were spread out by necessity. Now I just needed to figure out the best ambush spots on their patrol routes.


Chapter
Sixty-Eight



Ididn’t have it in me to be annoyed about my failure to gain mana from Hyago’s grow room. The unexpected presence of an ember bloom left me too excited to be concerned about that, not to mention I still had other options. If anything, I wished I’d taken the time to properly explore the first time I’d passed through his territory. If I had, that tree would already be a few hundred miles away.

It turned out the hardest part of robbing enforcers was deciding which groups to go after. I left the ones near the inner-city wall alone, if only because they patrolled it so regularly I was sure to end up drawing in more than I wanted to deal with at once, but it was easy to spot other patrols elsewhere. The ones who were low on mana I didn’t bother with. It wasn’t worth the effort to cover my tracks for so little reward.

I found a trio that had storage crystals and mana cores practically topped off strutting around by the east wall. It was one of the poorest districts in Derro, full of squatters with empty bellies and petty thieves hiding out while they waited for the heat to die down so they could venture forth and rob someone else. Why those three enforcers were there, I couldn’t begin to guess.

That did not stop me from pelting all three of them with kinetically enhanced chunks of stone. The group went down without even getting a chance to fight back, and I climbed down from the roof I’d been perched on to go mana drain them and the storage crystals in their batons. It wasn’t a lot of mana, but it was a start.

None of the enforcers were dead, for what it was worth. I left them laying there, groaning in pain or unconscious from taking a big rock to the back of the head. Whether the locals let them live or not was none of my business, nor did I particularly care.

I spent most of the night moving around the city, ambushing patrols. At some point, someone figured out what was going on and extra enforcers started showing up, but that just made things go faster for me. Instead of getting groups of two or three, I started finding them in fours and fives. It was a lot more work than I’d originally planned on doing, but by the time I returned to my hideout sometime late in the night, I’d refilled my mana crystal completely.

In fact, I’d recovered so much mana that I’d be wasting the next few days if I didn’t find something to use it on. So I spent a little making a new scrying mirror, one that was disposable and with a focus on blocking the link back to me from being traced. Tomorrow, I’d go put it face-to-face with the mirror Haze had given me and seal them together in stone. Monarch would look out her mirror and directly into mine, allowing us to communicate without giving away my position.

I would also be observing the area just to see if any of her minions showed up to try to ambush me once they got a lock on the mirror’s location. I gave it even odds whether she really wanted to negotiate an end to hostilities or if it was just a trick to try to kill me again. It would be interesting to see which way she’d go.

Even with the creation of the secondary mirror, my reserves were full again the next morning, and I still had three days left to go. After setting up my relay mirror and preparing the building, I didn’t have much left to occupy my time. Enforcers were swarming the city again, trying to find me and making it much more difficult to move undetected. They weren’t any more competent at it this time around, and even if one had found me, I’d have merely welcomed the additional mana.

Without teleporting back to my crucible, I was limited to making basic gear the hard way, and I spent a bit of time pondering my options. In the end, the problem I’d most consistently run into was that I didn’t have enough mana. My mana crystal had been a hundred times bigger than my core when I made it, though I’d grown enough that it was only about eighty times bigger now. What I needed was a place to store extra mana, not necessarily a second mana crystal, as multiples caused inefficiency issues, but a large storage crystal.

It wasn’t hard to find chunks of rock bigger than I was, and I knew I could craft a receptacle that would dwarf my mana crystal’s capacity easily. There’d be more of a transference loss, but that was better than letting the mana dissipate once I reached my own maximum. I was well past the point where I needed to upgrade my storage capacity, but somehow something more important always came up. Now that I had a few days free, I was going to take care of it.

I dragged the process out by using only my own mana core to avoid even the slightest bit of transference loss. I had the time, and while I was waiting for my own core to refill, I had a side project to work on. Velvet’s journals were a lot easier to decipher now that I had a reference book. It didn’t work for all the sections, but I figured a few things out once I was able to decode his most recent notes.

Velvet had been trying to figure out who Sibilant was and what he was up to. The journals recorded every single order or communication he’d had with the cabal’s secretive spymaster and listed out people who could have known the information Sibilant had used to give his own orders.

After a day or two of working on it, I determined that Velvet had only used three different books with five different sections in each book. That gave me a third of the reference materials needed to decode various passages. Most of my time was spent using more traditional code-breaking methods to slowly sort through the remaining passages. I wouldn’t finish prior to my meeting, but I wasn’t terribly concerned.

The simple fact of it was that I hadn’t bothered to learn much about Derro’s government. They weren’t my target, and I obviously wasn’t concerning myself with their laws. While it would have been nice to know Sibilant’s identity, it was by no means necessary. Besides, from what I could tell, Velvet had been working on it for years, and he hadn’t managed to crack it, either. All he had was a long list of suspects, names he was constantly crossing off and adding back on.

I suspected that either Sibilant wasn’t a single person or, if he was, he was masquerading as several other people. Frequently, Velvet noted seeming disparities between orders, where actions taken would directly benefit a particular noble one time, then hinder that person or benefit a rival the next time. Velvet couldn’t figure out who was consistently coming out ahead with all of Sibilant’s plotting.

I slept in spurts, often dozing for an hour at a time since I couldn’t afford to let my mana core sit full all night. It made it hard to get a full night’s rest, but this body was young, and I was willing to pay that price.

The days came and went while I worked in my hideout, living off of my stash of food from my phantom space and a trickle of mana. I transformed a four-hundred-pound chunk of stone into a storage crystal that had five times the capacity of my mana crystal, albeit at a transference loss of close to thirty percent, and then I shrunk it down and altered its weight so that I could forget it was even in my pocket. It had significantly more upkeep costs to keep it portable like that, but I expected it would prove fairly useful in the near future.

When I finally awoke on the fourth day, I had only a few hours left before my meeting. I spent a bit of mana to activate my scrying mirror and connected to the big one I’d left at home. An image faded into view, that of an empty kitchen, still messy from the morning meal and with no one in sight. That was a bit disappointing, but not unexpected. I could yell into the mirror and hope to get someone’s attention, but that would just be wasting even more mana since I’d have to put up an aura of silence in a shell around me so that I didn’t draw attention on my side.

Just as I was about to let the connection drop, Senica walked in front of the mirror. She gave a casual glance over at it, already reaching one hand up to her hair, then froze when she saw my face staring at her. “Gravin!” she yelped. “Why are you just… there? It’s creepy!”

“Uh… Sorry? I wasn’t trying to be.”

“Well, say something next time.”

“I only just made the connection,” I said. “I didn’t have a chance.”

“Still,” she huffed. Then she dragged one of the kitchen chairs over to the mirror and said, “What are you doing?”

“Preparing for a meeting with the woman who controls the whole cabal that was attacking our village. Noctra’s boss’s boss’s boss, I guess.” I paused and mentally added that up. Noctra, now deceased, had answered to Iskara, also deceased. Presumably she’d answered to Velvet—also deceased—since he was in charge of all their mana farms. Monarch was Velvet’s boss, so I thought I had that right.

If I ended up killing her, too, I’d have done in the entire chain of command.

I brushed that inane thought aside and said, “How are things at the new village? Are the orphans adjusting alright?”

At that, Senica’s mouth worked up into a ferocious scowl. “Juby thinks that he should be in charge of the kids just because he’s older, but I was here first, and I know the most about magic, and about other stuff, too! He’s still a dull. My core is the best core here. You said so yourself.”

“I did,” I acknowledged. It was debatable whether she had the best core. Certainly, it would produce more mana than anyone else’s when she was an adult, but right now she had the same problem I did. With a core barely a third the size of either of our parents’, there was a proportional stepping down in the amount of mana she made. That wasn’t really relevant to determining the pecking order, though. “I don’t think it’s about that. I think it’s that Juby was already used to leading the rest of those kids. He knows them, and they know him. You’re the new kid in their group.”

“But I’m better,” she said, as if that explained it all.

“No, you’re not. You’re farther along, but only because you had advantages they didn’t. That doesn’t make you better than them, just luckier. They could all work just as hard and catch up to you. We don’t know yet.”

Senica frowned, then shook her head. “Maybe when they do, but for now, I should be in charge.”

“What does Mother have to say about that?”

“Who cares what grown-ups think? This is about us kids.”

“Oh?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “In that case, shouldn’t I be the one in charge?”

“You don’t count,” she told me. “Mom says you’re an adult in a kid’s body. Besides, you’re not here.”

Well, she had me there. Outwitted by a seven-year-old. How low I’d fallen.

“Listen,” I said. “Juby and the others have had it rough. A lot of their friends died. Imagine how you’d feel if those people who attacked the village had made it to the school and killed everyone. That’s what they’re going through. Cut them a bit of slack, okay?”

I didn’t know if Senica really got death as a concept, yet. Children rarely did, and as they grew older, most of them only got it in an abstract sense. It was something that happened to others, not to them, and not to people they knew and cared about. Juby’s group, they knew it firsthand, but Senica didn’t, not really.

“I guess,” she said reluctantly. “Doesn’t seem very fair to me.”

“Senica? What are you doing?” Mother asked, her voice coming from outside where I could see. I could have amplified the amount of mana I was burning to see all around the mirror instead of just through it, but it was best to save it. I was already using too much as it was.

“Hello, Mother,” I called, drawing her to the mirror.

She appeared and smiled at me. “Gravin! I wasn’t expecting you to contact us so soon.”

“I had a bit of downtime today,” I said. I eyed up my remaining mana and did a quick calculation on how long it would take to regenerate it. There was still enough time. “Let me tell you about the most amazing thing I found…”


Chapter
Sixty-Nine



As the sun sank lower and lower toward the horizon, I began to fear that I’d overestimated Monarch’s ability to scry. The wards from my original hideout, where her mirror and mine were encased in stone and looked like nothing more than another chunk of rubble on the pile, had degraded to the point where I no longer considered them trustworthy. They’d do little more than provide some interference at this point, but they hadn’t quite run out of power.

Monarch hadn’t activated her mirror, though, which might be because she just hadn’t gotten around to it yet, or it might be because even my degraded wards were protecting the device too well. If I had to go back there and tear down what was left of the wards manually, it would mess my whole plan up. Perhaps that was the issue. Maybe she’d done a quick scry and seen through my mirror-to-mirror communication ruse, and was hoping to bait me back to the site.

If so, she was in for a surprise. I had no intention of going back there and would in fact just skip the meeting to continue on with my work. Our first meeting could be face-to-face and, at that point, I’d have little reason not to follow through my plans on exterminating the entire cabal.

While I was considering my next move, my scrying mirror, the one I had built to communicate with my family, flickered to life. I was holding the link between it and the secondary mirror I’d made especially for this occasion open through sheer will, able to be dropped at any time if I sensed some sort of threat. I doubted Monarch had the skills to attack through a scrying mirror, but the Wolf Pack had surprised me often enough to keep me wary.

A woman appeared, her face smooth and ageless, the kind of appearance that came from centuries of life-extending invocations. Once upon a time, my own face had looked similar. Of course, that was where the similarities ended. Her hair was a pale silver, not quite gray, and extraordinarily straight and fine. Her irises were a vibrant gold, a wholly unnatural color.

I vaguely remembered a trend among the class of mage lords in some little no-name kingdom where they modified their bodies with magic so thoroughly as to produce offspring with similar characteristics. Eyes and hair like the woman in the mirror’s became common then, each mage lords’ lines producing different combinations and defending their look fiercely against other families seeking to copy it.

That had died out after five or six generations once the kingdom collapsed and the mage lords had lost their positions of power. Interbreeding with partners who hadn’t had their bodies magically modified had eventually restored normal eyes and hair to the bloodlines. By the time a few hundred years had gone by, it was unusual to see anything more than a fleck of color in just the right lighting, but in this case, it seemed that someone had revived the tradition in Monarch.

The line of tattoos starting below her eyes and going down to her chin were new, however. Each one was a chain of runes inked so finely that I couldn’t read them without sharpening my vision. There was a third eye tattooed on her forehead, much like the gold version Echo had worn in my surveillance scrying spell.

“They told me you were but a child,” the woman said, her voice surprisingly deep. “Still, I admit I did not expect you to be so… young.”

I said nothing as I read the runes running down her face. As far as I could tell, they were gibberish, pure ornamentation. All of them were drawn correctly, but the order they were placed in did nothing at all. It was like reading a string of random, disconnected words. That said, I suspected there was more to it than simple decoration. Much like my crucible, it was possible she might call specific runes from the tattoos and rearrange them.

That seemed like a roundabout and wasteful method of creating rune structures, not to mention looking incredibly tacky. I couldn’t imagine what such tattoos would accomplish that couldn’t have been done by carving the runes into a wand instead.

I couldn’t see much of her surroundings or background, but I did note a torc visible around her neck with a familiar pattern of runes—her very own shield ward. It was far more extensive than those belts Weaver had been pumping out, but it looked like he’d designed them using the torc as inspiration. I wondered how many of their standard pieces of gear were modeled off what little he’d been able to decipher of the antiques Monarch’s family had passed down to her.

“Nothing to say?” she asked.

“It wasn’t a question,” I said.

“No, I suppose it wasn’t.” She paused for a second and added, “Keiran. That is an interesting name, and from what I have been able to learn, not the one you were born with. Keiran. Hmm. Keiran… of the Night Vale?”

“You’ve heard of me? That’s surprising. No one else has recognized it.”

“I am very old,” Monarch said lightly. “Though, whether you are really that Keiran or just someone imitating him remains to be seen.”

“I don’t really feel like I need to prove myself to you,” I said. “My actions can speak for my competence.”

“Indeed. You’ve caused considerable damage to my organization in such a short amount of time, and my agents are no closer to catching you now than when you first appeared. But I suppose you are running out of easily accessible targets, thus your message suing for peace.”

“Believe me, it’s not that I can’t keep picking you apart,” I said. “I’m just starting to lose interest. I had expected your cabal to be more of a threat, but lately I feel like I’m just wasting my time.”

I left unsaid that my change of heart was largely that I’d removed everyone important to me from their reach. If they sent another group of mages to subjugate Alkerist again, or even to kill everyone there, it would make little difference to me. The village’s value at this point was almost exclusively in my family’s attachment to it, and there was only so far I was willing to go to continue to protect it.

Now, if Monarch had been a threat to me, that would be a different story. I didn’t tend to let things that could threaten me live long enough to become actual problems. So far, all of the Wolf Pack had neatly fit into the category of temporary nuisances and momentary threats that I’d outgrow soon enough. She didn’t strike me as being much farther ahead of her subordinates. And if she was, she was deliberately keeping them poorly trained and equipped, probably as a means of controlling them.

“My grandfather used to tell me stories about Keiran of the Night Vale,” Monarch said. “The most powerful archmage to have ever lived, according to his father, who had worked directly with Keiran’s foremost apprentice. The man from those stories would have wiped all of Derro off the map with a wave of his hand. As effective as you’ve been at harassing my cabal, you just don’t seem to have that level of power.”

“I’ll bet in those stories, I wasn’t trapped in the body of a child living in a desert with no ambient mana, either,” I told her. “We’re all working with a handicap now.”

“Interesting.” Her lips curled up into an evil grin. “So you admit your weakness.”

I rolled my eyes. “It won’t hurt my feelings if you want to underestimate me. Who was your great-grandfather’s friend, my supposed top apprentice?”

“Ammun Nescect.”

“That guy?” I laughed. “Ammun was a long way from being my foremost apprentice. He was gifted, but so was almost everyone I taught. And he had more ambition than sense. From what I understand, he’s the one responsible for screwing everything up after I left. I heard he broke into my old vaults and got his hands on something he didn’t understand.”

Her voice turned chill, and she snapped, “If I were looking for a reason to doubt your claims, slandering the honor of my great-grandfather would be a good one. Best take care how you speak if you value your life.”

“Oh, please,” I said. “Do you honestly think I’m afraid of some fashion reject done up in a style that went out thousands of years ago? The only threat your group represents is your box of trinkets preserved from long ago. Without those toys, not a one of you has anything approaching real power. It’s like being harassed by a group of aggressive second-year apprentices.”

I didn’t pay attention to what she said next. My scrying spell wasn’t limited to just the mirror, and I’d expanded it to watch the whole building and surrounding area. So I wasn’t terribly surprised to see a few dozen enforcers converging on it, including a few of the well-equipped ones from the inner city. Unless I missed my guess, some of the lesser cabal members were leading them.

“—a fool to show your face,” Monarch sneered at me. “Did you really think we’d let you just walk away unpunished? There’s no escaping now.”

On some signal I couldn’t see, they ripped out the sides of the hideout and swarmed in, only to find nothing there. The mages grouped up and started discussing something in a low voice, no doubt trying to determine if I was there and what kind of magic might be hiding me.

“You know, I really was willing to let the rest of you live, provided you agreed to a few things,” I said. “I’m not feeling quite so generous anymore.”

I activated the trap I’d left behind, and hundreds of stone spikes shot up in every direction. I’d invested a considerable amount of mana into that, enough to rival a master tier spell, enough that even though those mages leading the ambush were wearing shield ward belts, they faltered under the strain. Twenty people died in a few seconds, with only the slowest to rush in and those who’d remained outside to form a perimeter spared.

A column of fire roared up into the sky, incinerating anyone who’d managed to survive being skewered and turning the corpses into ash-colored skeletons. Those enforcers on the outside perimeter got scorched by the wave of heat rolling out even if they weren’t caught by the fire directly. Some of them managed to flee in time or had enough magical protections to keep them clinging to life, but about half of them succumbed to the flames.

I’d deliberately designed the attack to have two stages to overwhelm any sort of shield wards or other protections, with the inferno drawing its power from the mana still inside the circle, which was to say from those who’d fallen victim to the first attack. I hadn’t expected it to be quite that powerful, but those outer circle mages must have been carrying some mana storage on them in addition to what was in their own cores. All those enforcer batons with storage crystals had helped raise the temperature significantly as well.

The stones glowed with leftover heat, including the one our scrying mirrors were in. Monarch must have been monitoring the area with a separate scrying spell as well, because she had a shocked expression on her face. The image was starting to distort from the heat damage to the mirrors and would snap any second. It probably would have already if I wasn’t using my own magic to keep it stable.

“I did not expect you to engage in negotiations in good faith,” I told her. “It would have been easier for both of us if you had, but this is fine as well. We’ll play this game out to the end, Monarch. I’ll be seeing you again very soon.”

Then I released my hold on the scrying spell and let the heat shatter both mirrors, severing the connection.


Chapter
Seventy



The information Haze had given me in exchange for her life was in line with my own observations about Monarch’s base of operations. She was in the very center of the inner city, in the Palace of the Hierophant. More specifically, she was underneath it.

Digging my way in was not feasible. It would take weeks and weeks to do, maybe months depending on what kind of defenses I found. Infiltration was more likely to succeed, but still had its own issues. Palace guards made enforcers, even the inner-city version, look like kittens. The way Haze told it, they were well-equipped, numerous, organized, and better trained than the average enforcer by a wide margin.

The palace also had not one, but three wards stones, again, according to Haze. I’d gotten a brief look at Monarch herself, but I’d learned very little about the fortifications she was surrounded by. That was unfortunate, because Haze wasn’t a trustworthy source. Everything she’d told me so far had been accurate, but it only took one well-placed lie to trip me up, one single instance of failing to understand what I was walking into, and it was over.

The final option was to just walk away. There was nothing any of them could do to stop me. There probably wasn’t even anything they could do to find me after I left. But I’d already reviewed that option and discarded it when Monarch had tried to stab me in the back at our meeting. I wasn’t going to leave an enemy alive behind me to plot and scheme.

Just approaching the palace was an endeavor. The inner city wasn’t packed by any means, but its streets weren’t empty, either. After what I’d done to Velvet’s castle, the other nobles had heightened their own security. It wasn’t just enforcers patrolling the streets now. I wasn’t sure if the other people were mercenaries or personal retainers, but the number of armed men with hawkish stares watching the streets for suspicious movements was significantly higher than it had been a month ago.

That didn’t make it impossible, just tricky. For one thing, the sewer system might have been severed directly beneath the inner wall, but it was still intact under the city itself. The rich and influential who lived here were very aware of the tangled network of tunnels beneath their feet, however, and many of them had taken steps to block them off.

Luckily for me, I’d already done an enormous amount of scrying, and I had a good map of the inner city in my head. Spending the extra mana to use ward-sensing divinations had been completely worth it for the functioning model of the unprotected passages through the inner city. It was ironic, in a way: a normal city would never have had so many obvious gaps in their defenses, but in Derro, everyone fortified their own residences and in no way contributed to the governing of the city.

The enforcers were the first, last, and only line of defense in keeping Derro from falling into lawlessness, and they were more like the biggest bullies among the gangs than an actual police force that promoted law and order. Here in the inner city, it was even more obvious who’d paid to keep an enforcer presence near their home and who’d chosen to rely on other forces.

It took hours to make it to the Palace of the Hierophant undetected. I crawled through partially collapsed tunnels, used magic to drift through iron grates installed to block passages, snuck down shadowy alleyways or across the roofs of huge mansions, and threaded my way through various wards designed to do everything from stopping me from moving forward to blowing up everything in a hundred-foot radius when they were triggered.

And at the end of that journey, one that only took me a bare mile or two, was a palace with its own wall. I’d done some scrying of the place, but its wards were much more complex than even the ones separating the inner city from the outer. The detection wards were the most sophisticated I’d seen since my reincarnation, rigorously maintained and fully capable of detecting any sort of crossing. The only weakness was that, unlike the inner-city wall, whoever had warded the palace had made no effort to conceal the defenses.

Even scrying them risked warning someone of my tampering, and the only way I’d successfully penetrated them earlier was that Monarch had left an open window for me by scrying out from the palace. I wasn’t getting in there undetected, not unless I took the wards down beforehand. That wasn’t even possible. At best, I could set off a chain reaction through the wards that caused a mana surge and blew out a single ward stone, which would put an additional burden on the other two, but it wouldn’t actually bring the wards down.

That being the case, I needed to accept that I wasn’t going to pass through the wards without anyone knowing. Powerful as their divinations were, that did not mean the palace guards would be able to find me once I was inside. As long as I could unravel any tracer enchantments the wards placed on me when I passed through them, I should be able to disappear into the palace fast enough to avoid capture.

That was what I was doing now. The wall was ten feet away from me, and I was relying on shadow cloak to keep me hidden as I approached it. Then I started casting divinations rapidly, looking for the trace component of the ward. I could have done it manually, but there were a lot of wards to go over, and my time was limited.

Lurking across the street also gave me the benefit of not standing out in the open to analyze the wards, which circled back to not getting caught. It was bad enough that the mages inside the palace would know where I breached the wards without the added complication of the guards physically seeing me do it. Once I was through, I’d need to move fast to find a new hiding spot.

In the course of examining the wards, I found unwelcome, but not unexpected, news. Unlike Velvet’s castle, the wards here didn’t have a key. Every single person who was allowed to pass through them freely had been individually attuned. If I wanted to get through without setting them off, I needed to trick the wards into thinking I was someone who belonged here. Given enough time to observe the comings and goings of the palace staff, I might have been able to manage it.

I didn’t have a place to observe that, nor did I have that many hours left before the sun rose. It didn’t seem likely that many people would be exiting or entering the palace in the dark hours anyway. While infiltrating the palace undetected would definitely make my job easier, it wasn’t something I could pull off tonight.

Once again, part of my mind urged me to back off and think more carefully about what I was doing. Monarch wasn’t a real threat, that part argued. Mages in this city barely qualified as apprentices. I was taking unnecessary risks to kill someone I could just as easily ignore.

All those thoughts were true, after a fashion, but they didn’t take into account the treasure chest of antiques from a bygone age. Unlike the mages wielding those weapons, the artifacts were real threats. So far, the ones I’d seen hadn’t been wielded to their full potential, and it was certainly possible that they never would be.

It was equally possible that Monarch knew exactly how to draw every ounce of power out of those weapons and simply hadn’t felt a need to share with her cabal until now. The Wolf Pack commanded an enormous amount of resources, so much so that cutting them off from Alkerist hadn’t made a noticeable dent in their bottom line. There were dozens upon dozens of villages just like mine, most probably equally isolated, that were tithing their mana to the city.

That didn’t even account for Derro itself, with its population a hundred times bigger than Alkerist’s. I had never quite figured out what the locals got out of their leech stone economy, but I had my suspicions that the wealth ultimately ended up in the hands of the nobles and merchants living in the inner city, where it was traded to the mages in exchange for various services or enchantments. Someone was keeping all those wards active, and I had my doubts that a cabal of mages was doing it out of the goodness of their collective hearts.

All of that meant that I either addressed the problem immediately, or hoped that I could grow faster individually than they could with thousands upon thousands of people tithing. Or I ran and prayed that they didn’t ever find me.

My divinations found the part of the ward I was looking for. It was a simple tagging enchantment that would cause me to glow and attract the attention of anyone who’d been attuned to the ward. It was perfect for catching whole bands of thieves who tried to sneak in, unaware that the invisible ward they’d crossed was lighting them up while simultaneously reaching out to the brains of every guard nearby to make sure they saw.

It was also buried so deep that if I hadn’t been explicitly looking for something like that, I might never have noticed it. Now that I had found it, though, I knew exactly what the enchantment was and how to unravel it. I’d even get a small bump of return mana for breaking it down after the ward tagged me with it.

I estimated it would take me three seconds to rid myself of the enchantment, which was plenty of time to be spotted by a nearby guard. I mentally rehearsed the sequence of magic I’d be casting a few times, then darted forward, pierced the wards, and used phantasmal step to ghost through the walls.

Though I couldn’t see any difference when I looked down at myself, I knew the illuminating enchantment was playing across my body. I broke it down, looked up, and spotted two of the palace guards running at me. One of them hesitated, obviously confused that the tracer spell had broken, but his companion didn’t so much as slow down.

I cast shadow leap to disappear and reappear a few hundred feet away where no one had seen my entrance. The wards tried to crush that spell, too, but I’d gotten a good enough read on them to anticipate their interference. The best they could do was hobble my range, not stop me completely.

That did nothing to keep those two guards that had seen me from raising the alarm. If they hadn’t been so well protected from my own enchantments, I’d have done something to prevent that, but my best options were offensive conjurations, which were flashy enough in their own right. More guards came running to the scene of my entrance, but I didn’t stick around to watch them get organized.

I chose a window on the second floor and shadow leaped again to get up there. Windows were a luxury comfort here, and not one used very often. The palace was an exception, probably for security, and I could tell at a glance that the glass had been enchanted for extra toughness. The palace walls themselves had additional wards on them, but nothing as intimidating as the outer walls. I was through in moments, stopping once again to break another tracer spell, and ready to ghost down the halls while the guards scoured the outer perimeter for me.

That was when I felt the wave of another temporal scry pass through me. Unbelievable. At the rate the Wolf Pack was burning through mana, I was going to win this confrontation just by bleeding them dry. I’d seen their books. I knew how much mana they brought in every month. They’d drained over a year of their reserves just scrying on me through the future at this point.

It hadn’t stopped me, but it made things damned inconvenient. This was evidenced by the eight guards spilling out of various rooms into the hallway I was standing in, catching me between them as they formed ranks and leveled spears in my direction.


Chapter
Seventy-One



It wasn’t so much the eight guards surrounding me that were the problem, but the hundred more in the palace that might find us before I took care of this group. The best option was to flee, and I could get away easily, but I needed to go deeper in. Every enemy I left behind was one who might stab me in the back later.

This wasn’t quite a frontal assault, but it definitely wasn’t an infiltration. I’d known going in that I wasn’t going to be doing things the easy way and that I’d be leaving a trail of bodies in my wake. As unfortunate as it was for these guards who were only trying to do their job, I was going to hunt down Monarch, and I was going to do it quickly before she had a chance to flee.

Lightning ripped through the air to rake across both groups in twin bolts originating from my staff. Most of it was burnt up in the guards’ own defensive wards, but their gear could only take so much. It was far superior to a common enforcer’s, which meant I needed to cast the spell twice on each group for the lightning to be effective. Once the wards dissolved, six of the eight guards died on the spot. The remaining two, the lucky ones who’d been at the tail end of the arc and received the least amount of damage, were either smart enough to pretend to be down so they could attack me from behind when I passed by, or cowardly enough that it wasn’t an act.

Either way, a pair of force bolts took care of them.

I spent a minute harvesting mana from the rest of their gear. The enchantments and inscriptions seemed basic to me, something quick and easy to produce. That wasn’t surprising, considering each guard had an identical kit. If I’d had to produce a few hundred of the same piece, I’d do something similar. Their gear wasn’t even low quality, even compared to the cabal mages I’d fought. They just lacked that extra punch wielding an antiquated weapon from a thousand years ago brought to the table.

Now that I was inside the palace itself, the wards were far less restrictive on my scrying spells. That wasn’t to say there weren’t portions of the interior still blocked off, just that I was finally getting a decent look at the layout and where to go.

As expected, the strongest sources of mana were deeper inside the palace. I left the corpses behind and followed the path my magic had laid out.
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Once I’d gotten away from the outer walls, it became both harder and easier to navigate the palace. The guards lost track of me quickly, especially without the attention-drawing enchantments the wards had tried to saddle me with. But they were also everywhere, and my desire to remain unfound meant that digging in deeper was an exercise in patience, and I didn’t know how much time I had to spare. With every potential encounter, I had to weigh how much time I’d save now by fighting my way through against how much time it might cost me if I let myself get bogged down.

There were a few instances where I didn’t have a choice—places like checkpoints where the guards weren’t going to leave no matter how long I waited. I killed those guards as quietly and efficiently as possible, drained them of what mana I could, and pushed deeper into the palace before anyone else could show up to raise the alarm.

Inevitably, guards started getting in front of me. There was only so much I could do to disguise the general direction I was heading in and despite my scrying spells feeding me information, I was the interloper here. They knew the layout far better than I did, and while I was only guessing at where I needed to go, the captains and other officers had no doubt figured out exactly what I was trying to find and adjusted their troops accordingly.

That was why, forty minutes after I entered the palace, I found myself in the middle of a ballroom of some sort, surrounded on all sides by more than two dozen of the normal guards being led by eight armored elites holding huge tower shields studded with draw stones.

Those shields looked impossibly heavy to lift to me, and using an invocation to gain the strength to lift them while simultaneously holding them must have been devilishly tricky. The lesser guards were easily dealt with, at least they would be if I could go on the offensive, but it was going to be a mountain of work to take out the elites.

“Kill him,” one of them bellowed from behind his visored helmet. He pointed up at me with a sword that had runes carved down the length of the blade, and as he yelled out his order, a beam of kinetic energy lanced from the tip of the sword to strike me.

My shield ward absorbed the energy, though since I was already levitating in the air to stay out of range of the regular guards’ spears, I let the beam push me backwards thirty feet to reduce the impact to my mana. Before I could counter, more beams rushed up at me from the other elites. Taking all seven at once would have been foolish, but the extra space the first beam had given me allowed me enough time to let my levitation drop for an instant.

The beams passed overhead, and I unleashed a force wave spell of my own. It picked up the closest palace guards and threw them backward into their comrades, but then the spell broke on the draw stone shields. No one was killed or even seriously harmed, but that hadn’t been the point.

The force wave gave me the space and time I needed to cast a spell I hadn’t yet had an occasion to use in my new body. I needed something capable of affecting many targets at once in an extremely precise manner, and those two qualities rarely went hand-in-hand in any spell. Searing orb was one such exception.

One part conjuration and one part divination, it took me five seconds to create the orb. As soon as the spell came together, a sphere of scintillating black, red, and violet rose into the air above my outstretched hand. The orb was an attack in two parts. First, it was designed to draw attention. Anybody near it would find themselves looking at it against their will, and only those with strong, disciplined minds who recognized the spell for the trap it was would be able to stop themselves.

These guards didn’t meet that standard, not even the elites. Practically everyone besides myself stared up at the spell, and that’s when the divination component hit them. Merely looking at the orb for even a second was enough to forge a link between the spell and a subject’s mind. As soon as that link was formed, the orb transmitted intense, searing pain directly into their brains.

It was akin to getting hit with a mind spike spell, except several times a second over the next five seconds. Almost anyone who failed to resist the searing orb’s fascination component was guaranteed to black out from overwhelming pain, and these guards were no exception.

All but two of my enemies collapsed to the ground. There was some screaming, but not nearly as much as there would have been if the majority of the guards had remained conscious. The two who remained standing did so more by luck than anything, I expected. One was an elite who happened to have his shield positioned perfectly to block line of sight on the orb, and the other was a guard standing next to him who’d been dragged to safety behind that draw stone barricade as soon as the attack had started.

The biggest threats in the room were the draw stone shields. Those took a special kind of training and physical conditioning to use effectively, and with all but one of their wielders temporarily incapacitated, the best move was to kill the elites before they could recover. Their armor would defend them from my weaker force spells, but I had plenty of other options in my arsenal.

Fire-based conjurations could heat the armor to the point where it cooked the person trapped inside, but that was neither quick nor cheap. Spells like acid ball could target the head directly and might melt through the skull to destroy the brain if I could get enough through those visors, but wouldn’t be efficient.

The silver lining was that none of the elites were using wards thanks to those shields of theirs. That meant that I was able to use a spell from the phantasmal line. Much like how phantasmal step allowed me to walk through walls, phantasmal sword created a weapon that would ignore armor to cut through the flesh hidden beneath it.

The sword sparked to life in my hand as I swooped through the air on a string of flight magic. One could argue about the waste of mana, but right now I needed speed more than anything else. The more of these elites I killed before the one who’d avoided my searing orb realized what I was doing, the better.

I’d sized the blade for my stature, which meant it wasn’t even a full two feet long. It appeared somewhat similar to a sword made out of glass, more visible as an outline than a solid object. As I flew past the first elite, I swung it in an arc through the man’s neck, decapitating him inside his armor. By the time the blood started spurting out, I was already onto the next one.

Four kills later, I met unexpected resistance. Fire burst into existence right on top of me, washing over me with a heat so intense that my shield ward flickered and would have died if I hadn’t reinforced it with a steady stream of mana from my staff. The fire went on and on for ten full seconds, but during that time, I cast a quick scrying spell to view the room from an outside angle so I could locate the source.

Almost the entire ballroom was on fire, though not for any apparent reason. Since the palace was made entirely of stone, the fire would only last as long as the mage conjuring it kept pouring mana in. Whoever it was, they’d killed all of the guards except for the lone conscious elite, who was huddled under his shield.

That draw stone bulwark was the safest place to be right now, but I doubted he’d be happy to share it with me. I could do a short-range teleport out using my scrying spell to give me line of sight on an exit from the ballroom—an expensive option since I wouldn’t be able to use shadow leap in these conditions—or I could attack the mage conjuring the spell. I spotted her at one of the far doors, the dark-haired investigator from Freak’s lab who’d almost cooked me when I was teleporting the orphans out of Derro.

Ash was her name, and it took only a moment to spot the wand she was using to direct the fire. It was some red metal studded with rubies, probably more for style than substance. I recognized it immediately. Back when such things were common, it was called a flashfire wand, and its purpose was to streamline fire-based conjurations and increase their power. With that in hand, Ash could throw flames like a master mage, though it would do nothing to help shield her from her own attacks.

That was why amateurs who used tools like that commonly paired them with some sort of accessory imbued with a heat ward. It took me only a moment to spot the amulet hanging around her neck and peg that as her defense. Without that, she’d be vulnerable to her own magic.

The fires cleared for a moment, revealing a room full of blackened, charred bodies and a single elite whose skin was probably red and blistered under his armor. His shield had kept him alive for now, but the sheer heat would kill him if Ash unleashed another attack like that.

She flashed a wicked grin at me and raised the wand to channel another spell through it. At the same time, I felt the flicker in my awareness that signified Haze’s vanishing knife was coming my way.

Two at once was going to take a lot of mana from me, but at least it would save me the trouble of hunting them down. I began casting my first spell of this new fight.


Chapter
Seventy-Two



My first problem was the sole remaining elite. He wasn’t terribly close to me, but his draw stone tower shield represented a variable to all spell work that could trip me up if he was quick or clever. I couldn’t rely on Ash to kill him for me, either. I was the interloper here and far, far closer to the man than she was. Then again, I wasn’t the one who’d killed thirty of his friends.

I revised my assessment then. My first problem was Ash. She was chanting something under her breath, the amateur’s version of silent casting where they still benefited from the cadence and rhythm helping them time the construction of their spells without actually giving away what runes they were saying. I didn’t need to hear her to guess what her next attack would be.

The thing about specialists was that they were predictable. Whether it was a fireball, flame lance, fire bolt, inferno, or fire lash spell, the standard defense was all the same: a heat ward. It was already built into my amulet, and the only variable was exactly how much mana it would take to block the spell. The other thing about specialists was that they were generally very good at what they did, which meant the answer to the question about mana consumption was, unfortunately, a lot.

It would be better in the long run to disrupt her spell than to defend against it, which was why I sent three force bolts spiraling around each other and streaking through the air to strike her. I didn’t have high hopes for that, but as a probing strike, it would accomplish my objective. I needed to see how well defended she was, and whether she was able to keep a spell going under pressure.

The bolts shattered against a shield ward, and Ash’s chant continued uninterrupted. She managed to somehow smirk at me while still mouthing the names of runes, then fire bloomed from the tip of the wand and engulfed me. My own shield ward drew hard on my staff to keep itself stable, and I fled through the flame-filled air to angle myself near the draw stone shields of a fallen elite. It was propped up on its side, leaning against a corpse, and for once, I was grateful for my small stature.

I couldn’t get too close to the shield, of course. That would cause more harm than good if it started interfering with my shield ward. But, by crouching down behind it, I was able to reduce the amount of heat I was repelling significantly.

In all of this, I could feel Haze repositioning herself until she finally landed near Ash. Perhaps it was the light of the fire washing away any and all shadows in the ballroom, but she didn’t get any closer than that. Maybe it wasn’t that she couldn’t, but that Haze was smart enough not to put herself in a position where she’d get burned. It was entirely possible she was acting as a back up to kill me if I managed to defeat Ash.

Like before, there was only so long Ash could channel her flames. The difference this time was that they were centered around me in a much smaller area. The woman would run herself dry eventually, but I doubted it would happen in the next thirty seconds unless I stopped her. Direct attacks were out unless I wanted to brute force that shield ward. Escape was a possibility, but that only delayed the problem instead of solving it. I could probe her for weaknesses with an enchantment or divination-based attack, but those seemed unlikely to work.

There was no way I was moving the draw stone shield I was hiding behind. Sadly, the best course of action at this point seemed to be to fortify my position and wait for Ash to run herself out of mana. It would take a bit of time, but it would be the least mana-intensive option unless I could get that wand away from her, which wasn’t likely to happen unless I overwhelmed her shield wards.

Through my scrying spell, I saw Haze appear out of Ash’s shadow. She rose up to her full height, easily head and shoulders over the smaller woman, and drove her vanishing knife directly into Ash’s back. The flames cut off rather abruptly at that point, and I stood up, unscathed. That hadn’t exactly been how I’d expected the encounter to play out, but I wasn’t going to complain about it.

Haze looked over at me, saw that I was uninjured, and nodded. “I never liked her. You’d better win.”

The flashfire wand flipped through the air, carried on my telekinesis spell, and vanished into my phantom space. I’d give it a more thorough examination later, but it appeared to be crafted in a fairly standard way for my time. Of course, that meant it was amazing by modern-day sensibilities.

“Thanks for the assist. You saved me wasting some mana on her.”

“Just hedging my bets,” Haze said. “I was never here.”

Then she vanished into the darkness, shadow leaping out of the room. I caught her emergence somewhere out in the hall, then she disappeared again, carrying the vanishing knife out of range of my senses. At the rate she’d burned through mana jumping around, I suspected she was out of the rest of this fight, no matter which side she wanted to throw in with.

I glanced over at that last remaining elite guard. He’d succumbed to the flames and had collapsed, either dead or soon to be. This whole encounter had been weird. Was Ash so bad at her specialty that she wasn’t able to attack me without hurting everyone around me? No, that didn’t make sense. Maybe she just didn’t care. Maybe she enjoyed watching people burn. She certainly wouldn’t be the first pyromaniac mage I’d encountered.

Whatever the reason, she was dead now. I’d probably never know for sure why she’d chosen those particular spells. All I could do was ghoulishly loot the bodies to replenish my own spent mana and move on.
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One of the greatest advantages of being the intruder was that the enemy was forced to react to me. This was countered by the fact that they’d had years to build up their defenses, but that advantage was negated almost entirely because said defenses weren’t good enough to stop me from going anywhere I wanted.

What that meant in practice was that the defenders chased along behind me, often arriving at places I’d already passed through and finding nothing there. Occasionally, I’d cut my way through a few guards, but I never got bogged down by numbers again.

The whole time, I moved through the palace in pursuit of my goal: a mass of stationary mana I could feel near the center of the building. I wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but it was so large I could sense it from the outer areas of the palace, way beyond my normal range. I was certain it would lead me closer to the Wolf Pack.

As I got closer, the mana started to separate into individual clumps in my mind. It wasn’t that it had actually moved, just that my accuracy was going up with the reduced distance. The fact that I could sense so much mana from so far away at all likely meant that I’d stumbled across some huge battery of it, and given how many smaller sources of mana I was starting to feel as I got closer, I had a pretty good idea of what I was walking into.

Unlike Freak’s workshop, whoever was here in the palace hadn’t concerned themselves with shielding their supply of mana. Perhaps they thought it was too wasteful to justify it. Whatever the reason, it led me right to them.

I didn’t bother with the doors. Phantasmal step got me through the wall quicker here and I knew I’d be recovering all of that lost energy and then some in moments. As expected, I stepped into a veritable armory of magical equipment. All sorts of enchanted weapons were stockpiled on the walls. Dozens of ward belts hung lined up in a row of pegs. Various amulets, rings, and other trinkets filled boxes, and there wasn’t an inch of free space across any of the tables scattered throughout the room.

Everywhere I looked, I saw chisels and knives of all sizes and shapes, augers, drills, clamps, lathes… all the tools of a master of half a dozen different crafts were scattered around me. Shelves stuffed to bursting with books and loose sheets of paper towered next to desks that were covered in their own layers of detritus. It was all wildly disorganized, but somehow had a homey feel to it. Whoever owned this workshop obviously loved their craft.

They were going to be upset to find out that the giant storage crystal they were using to enchant all of this stuff was missing. I wound my way through the piles of half-finished projects littering the floor and stopped before a pillar of stone ten feet tall and so wide I’d need three of me holding hands to circle all the way around it. It was easily twice the size of Freak’s mana battery, and even better, it was a storage crystal, so it had none of the associated difficulties extracting mana from a battery carried.

That did make it a lot trickier to shrink down, but I could still manage. It would just take a little while to cast the appropriate enchantments, but in the next ten minutes, I’d have a storage crystal that was more than half full and could hold eight times as much as my staff’s mana crystal, albeit at a far greater transference loss.

I practically had to stop to wipe the drool off my chin while I worked.

I would have never made something like this myself. It was wildly inefficient, and I couldn’t even see a time when I would use it outside of today. But I’d happily steal it, repurpose all the mana inside, and discard the massive obelisk once I’d extracted all the value from it.

One of the sources of mana I could feel scattered around me started moving, and a second later, a door in the far wall opened. A man walked through, then stopped and blinked in surprise when he noticed me. He was average height, but with thick muscles across his chest, shoulders, and arms. I spotted burn scars across his exposed skin, the kind smiths got from the spatter of molten metal on their flesh. If I’d had to guess at his age, I’d have said he was closer to Karad than my father, but still somewhere in the middle, perhaps mid-thirties.

It was a pointless guess. Magic let people live far longer than they should and look far younger than they were while they did it. I’d know. To the best of my knowledge, I was the world record holder in that category, at least in the mortal division. Undead abominations did not count, of course.

“You’re him?” the man asked. “The one going around killing people and causing problems?”

I considered that for a moment. I was a person doing that, but not necessarily the one he meant. “Are you associated with the Wolf Pack?” I asked.

“I am.”

“Then yes, I’m probably the one you’re thinking of.”

“What’re you doing to my mana bank?” he asked.

“Shrinking it for transport.”

The man scratched the back of his head and looked around the workshop. “I don’t suppose you’d stop if I asked nicely?”

“I… No, I don’t think so,” I said. “Are we going to fight over it?”

“Nah. I’m a handyman, not a warrior. Feels weird getting robbed by a little kid, but if you beat all the other guys, I don’t have a chance.”

“That’s surprisingly sensible of you,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Tetrin. They call me Weaver, though. Stupid name. I don’t even make anything out of cloth here. I just ‘weave the flows of mana,’ or some such nonsense.”

“And you’re not mad that I killed the rest of your cabal?”

“All of them, huh? Last I heard, most of us were still alive. But no, I don’t care. I do care about that mana you’re taking, but I’m not going to get my blood turned to mist over it. I can always make more mana.”

That was interesting, assuming this wasn’t some sort of trap to lull me into a false sense of security. But I’d met people like him before. If I was right, an opportunity had just fallen into my lap. “If that’s how you feel about things,” I said, “perhaps you’d be interested in striking a deal.”


Chapter
Seventy-Three



“You have something in mind?” Tetrin asked.

“I’m building something,” I said. “It involves a lot of transmutation and enchantment. Some inscription, too. I can do the work myself, but it’d be easier with some help.”

This whole idea hinged on the man not having any loyalties to his cabal, which wasn’t that far-fetched. I’d need to keep him separate from my new village at first to protect its location until I was sure he wouldn’t try to betray me, but if he truly didn’t care if the rest of the Wolf Pack lived or died, then it was doubtful he’d try to avenge them after the fact.

“Could be something I can help with,” Tetrin said. He eyed up the giant storage crystal I was in the process of shrinking down even now and added, “There’d need to be something in it for me, of course.”

“I doubt I could tempt you with a home,” I said. “You could easily build that yourself, anywhere you want. I don’t imagine the local monsters would be much of a problem.”

“You’d be right about that.”

“But it seems obvious to me that a man like yourself values your crafting skills. You’ve been studying that box of old trinkets Monarch has, haven’t you? I don’t think you were just trying to copy what you found there. Were you trying to learn how it all works, to tease all the secrets of its construction?”

Tetrin leaned back against a workbench and looked me over. His arms were crossed, the tendons stretched taut as he considered me. It would be so easy for him to physically overpower me, and we both knew it. But we also knew that if it came down to a fight, it wouldn’t be the size of our muscles that determined the winner.

“Something like that,” he finally said.

“I know how they work,” I told him. “Each and every one of them. Any question you might think to ask, I have the answer for. How much is it worth to you to have access to that?”

“That’d… be worth quite a bit,” Tetrin admitted. “If you really can deliver.”

I pulled Ash’s flashfire wand out of my phantom space and held it up. “How’s your progress going on replicating this?”

“Not well,” Tetrin said with a scowl. “Inscriptions are inside the core. Hard to get a good look at the runes that way. Best I can do is run mana through them and try to get a feel for it.”

“Any good at divinations?”

“Passable.”

“I’ve got one that’ll help you out here. Rune sight will let you see any inscription with an active flow of mana through it.”

“That’d be helpful.”

Holding a conversation with this man was tiresome. Every word I dragged out of him came reluctantly, but if I could turn him to my side, he’d be useful for years. I didn’t need him to be my friend, just an ally. And if I could unload a lot of low-skill grunt work off on him, so much the better.

“How about this: I’ll teach you that spell right now as a token of good faith. Then I’m off to go pick a fight with your boss. If she wins, you get a useful new spell with no further obligation. If I win, I’ll be back, and we’ll hammer out the details?”

Tetrin spent longer than I thought was necessary turning that over in his mind, but eventually he nodded. “I suppose since you’re taking my mana supply, I might as well get something out of this.”

I finished up the spells I’d wrapped the giant storage crystal in and shrank it down to a stone rod the size of my forearm. It fit quite easily in my phantom space, though only for the next seventy-two hours. I hadn’t wanted to waste the mana with more complicated enchantments that fed off the storage crystal’s own reservoir like I’d done for my staff, but three days was more than enough time to finish my business here now that I was this close to Monarch.

With that done, I said, “Alright, divination. The trick to this spell is that it doesn’t drop information into your mind like a standard divination would. Instead, it shifts your perception to let you physically see something that’s not there. The way we accomplish this is simple…”
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Tetrin was living proof that the mages here weren’t stupid. They’d just lost access to so much knowledge that was common in my past life. It only took a few minutes to teach him to cast rune sight. As soon as we were done, I got him to confirm some information Haze had given me, and then I was off again.

Without the strong landmark of the gigantic storage crystal to guide me, it was harder to consistently move towards my destination, but I was certain I could still find it. According to both traitors, there was a part of the palace that had been buried underground centuries ago, so long past that no one was quite sure how or why. They called it the Old Grounds, and it only had a single entrance buried deep in the original parts of the palace.

That entrance was a hallway that had broken and fallen down at an angle. Supposedly, mages from generations past had used their magic to shape a staircase there and stabilized the hallway itself to prevent its collapse, but it hardly mattered to me. If I needed to dig my way back down there, I would. I had the mana for it right now.

Tetrin had also given me a warning that Haze hadn’t. The Hierophant’s personal quarters were deep in the palace and not so far from the Old Grounds. Those rare elites equipped with draw stone shields I’d fought earlier would be commonplace where I needed to go, and his guard also included several powerful mages, at least by Wolf Pack standards.

Unless the Hierophant was secretly Monarch in disguise, I didn’t have any reason to fight them. Though, now that I thought about it, it wouldn’t surprise me if they were the same person. She obviously thought of herself as the self-styled ruler of not only Derro, but this entire island. They considered mana a currency here, and they were taxing practically everyone for as much as they could get.

I was following a path I’d charted out that led mostly in the right direction when one of my scry spells broke. I paused to consider that for a moment and decided that I’d likely found the Hierophant’s chambers. I’d probably triggered some ward I hadn’t seen with the weaker spells I was using to map out the overly-large palace.

Most of the place wasn’t even used. Whatever Derro had been when it was first built, it held only a tiny fraction of the population it was capable of housing, and that included the palace itself. Once I’d broken free of the heavily-populated outer areas, things had actually been quiet for me. It wasn’t that I expected the peace to last, but I still had to suppress an annoyed sigh when I sensed two distinct sources of mana coming in my direction.

A pair of mages dressed in identical red robes with the hoods pulled low to help conceal their faces swept into the hallway. They both already had spells prepared, and they unleashed them as soon as they saw me. The first sent a chilling wave of cold down the room that left a trail of frost behind it, but which broke apart against my shield ward.

The second followed it up with a ranged version of paralyzing grasp, one that sacrificed strength for reach. That also failed to hit me, and I responded with a set of flame lances. Mana shields flashed into existence around them just in time to block the attacks, but those had been a diversion anyway. I caught one of them in greater telekinesis while they were distracted, then slammed them into the stone wall to stun them.

The mage’s mana shield flashed once, then again when I directed them up into the ceiling, then gave out when I slammed them back into the ground. All three impacts took less than a second and ended with the sickening crunch of breaking bones.

That particular mage looked to be out of the fight, though not quite dead yet. I ignored them for now to focus on taking care of the other mage. Someone was scrying on the fight, and whoever it was, I didn’t want them seeing more of my capabilities than necessary. Nor did I want them pinning down my location and sending reinforcements.

Unfortunately, the second mage had used that sliver of time well and prepared to block my attack. Greater telekinesis slid off of them, unable to get a hold as they countered the magic. The spell was too expensive to just brute force a grab, but I could keep it up for a few seconds while I peppered them with force bolts.

It turned out this mage, while competent enough, wasn’t able to defend against so many attacks at once, and didn’t have any sort of shield ward to compensate for that. They avoided being smacked into the walls, but took three force bolts to the chest. It was a good thing those robes were already red, because there was a lot of blood leaking out of their bodies.

More mana sources were pouring into the edge of my perception now, too many to casually deal with. Unless I wanted to get bogged down in another resource-draining fight, it was time to leave. Before I could, the first mage waved a hand in my direction, and a hollow pillar of ice shot up from the ground, encircling me.

As a prison, it wouldn’t do much more than stall me for a second. Conjurations were precisely the wrong type of magic to use for any sort of long-term capture, anyway. I broke through it with a force wave, sending the shattered ice flying in every direction. Then I started casting the spell that would execute the two mages so I could leave unchallenged.

Before I could even decide what attack would work best, a tall, thin man ran into the hallway. He was dressed in robes of white with red trim and had a rather stupid-looking hat perched on his head. Something he was wearing must have been shielding his mana fully, because I hadn’t sensed him at all. “Stop, stop!” he cried. “Please, don’t hurt them.”

“Sorry, but I’m not sticking around to wait for their friends to show up.”

“This is a mistake,” the man said. “They were just trying to stop an intruder, to protect me, but you don’t need to kill them.”

“And you are?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“I’m the Hierophant,” he said. He pointed up at his hat. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“And… why shouldn’t I kill you?”

“Because I know why you’re here,” he declared. “You’re going after Monarch.”

“So?”

“I want to help.”

Was this some sort of trap? I understood why Haze had betrayed the Wolf Pack. It was that or her life. I could sort of see why Tetrin would turn his back on them. His was a relationship of convenience. They had the mana; he wanted the mana. But now a third person?

“Why?” I asked.

“It’s simple. I want my city back. Forty years ago, that damned cabal got their fangs into Derro’s throat, and we couldn’t dislodge them. They’ve held us hostage to their whims. The enforcers are loyal to the Wolf Pack instead of the government now. They replaced our currency with those mana-consuming stones. Everything has gotten worse since they arrived. I’ve wanted them gone for decades, but nobody could stand up to them back when they first showed up, and they’re even stronger now.”

“But I can,” I said, finishing the thought for him. “Okay, fine. You want them dead. I want them dead. How can you help?”
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As it turned out, the Hierophant wasn’t much help at all. He did stop the rest of his personal guard from attacking me when they caught up to us. It was no surprise that they were jumpy; the guy they were supposed to protect had run off after his two mages to stop them from trying to kill me and caught his entire guard flatfooted in the process. In their positions, I might have attacked first and asked questions later, too.

Once he was safely surrounded by elites and mages, and the two guys who’d attacked me had been treated for their injuries, I finally got the story out of him. Unfortunately, the Hierophant didn’t have much to offer.

“I can tell you where the entrance to the Old Grounds is,” he said.

“Sure.” That would save me a few minutes of work.

“And get you some equipment,” he added. Then he frowned and said, “Maybe. We don’t exactly keep a lot in your size.”

“If it’s not raw mana, I’m not interested.”

“No… I don’t think we have a supply of mana?” the Hierophant asked as much as said. He shot a look at one of the mages in his entourage, who shook his head back.

“It sounds like the only thing you can do for me is point me in the right direction and then get out of my way,” I said. “And, not to be rude here, but the longer I delay, the more time I’m giving Monarch to prepare.”

Left unsaid was that she’d already had four days to prepare. I’d used that time to gain mana myself, and I suspected most of her time had been used to organize and coordinate the failed ambush on me, but that didn’t make it a good idea to give her any more extra hours than I had to right now.

The Hierophant hesitated for a moment, then reached under his shirt and pulled out a necklace with a small metal disc on it. “You can have this,” he said, “if we can reach an agreement. This will let you bypass any ward in the palace, including the ones in the Old Grounds.”

The entire entourage froze in place when he pulled that disc out. “But, my Lord…” one of the mages started to say before the Hierophant cut him off with a glare.

“Potentially useful,” I said. “But what agreement? I was under the impression we already agreed that the Wolf Pack needed to go.”

“Most of them do, but not my daughter.”

“Your daughter is a mage?” I asked. Hopefully she wasn’t Ash, else I’d be delivering some bad news.

“She is about this tall,” the Hierophant said as held a hand up over the ground. “Blonde hair. Blue eyes.”

“Echo,” I said.

“Zara is her real name, but Monarch got hold of her when she was young. It was another way to gain a lever against me. There’s no breaking her out of the cabal’s grasp now, not while Monarch is still alive. But I want you to promise you won’t hurt Zara. I’ll deal with her once the cabal is broken.”

“Where is she now?” I asked. I didn’t think I had much choice but to agree to the Hierophant’s terms, not unless I wanted to fight all thirty of his personal guard. Unfortunately, Echo had been the biggest problem since I’d gotten here. Her use of prophetic divination had done more to trip me up than anyone else since my first encounter with Freak and their subsequent discovery of my existence.

“I don’t know. But that’s what I’m asking. Break the Wolf Pack’s control over my city without killing my daughter.”

“That would be easier to promise if you could tell me where she was,” I said.

I ignored the scandalized looks from the Hierophant’s entourage. I’d long since grown numb to adults being incredulous or upset at having to argue with a child, though in this case, I thought it might be more that anyone would dare to argue with the ruler of the city. Though, now that I thought about it, calling him the ruler might have been stretching things. Monarch was the one who was really calling the shots here.

“We don’t know,” the Hierophant told me. I could hear the frustration in his voice, but I couldn’t much sympathize. I’d never had children of my own, none that I was aware of, anyway. Regardless, Echo was an adult who could make her own choices, though I could admit that she’d likely been groomed for her role among the Wolf Pack.

“All I can promise is that I won’t go out of my way to hunt her down,” I said. “If she’s standing next to Monarch and attacks me, I’ll do my best to stop her without killing her.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“It’s the best you’re going to get from me.”

“What if I send some of my people with you? If my daughter is in the Old Grounds, they’ll subdue her and bring her back to me. If not, you’ll have some help in the battle against Monarch.”

“That… could work,” I said after thinking about it for a moment.

“Perfect. It’s a deal then.”

I didn’t know that I’d actually agreed to anything there. I also wasn’t sure I wanted to let Echo live. She was deeply tied to the Wolf Pack, so much so that breaking their power probably meant she should die unless she could be suborned like Tetrin had. Somehow, I doubted she was quite as willing to abandon the cabal, not if she was still clinging to them when the other option was to stand at the highest echelon of this society.

The Hierophant lifted his hat, pulled the necklace over his head, and handed it to me. I examined it while he centered the hat again. It appeared that, despite every single person needing to be individually keyed to the wards, there were still other barriers deeper in the palace that could only be passed with this necklace as well. That wasn’t terribly uncommon, but usually anyone who bothered to individually key his staff to the warding scheme also did the same thing for himself. Having a physical token that allowed the holder to pass through on top of their own mana signatures being challenged by the wards was redundant.

They must have had something they considered extremely valuable hidden away in here.

I could replicate this key easily enough. It was actually fairly simple, as such things went. The ward keys the staff at Velvet’s castle were using were actually more complicated than this one. It was only when I flipped it over and saw the teeth etched into the metal that I realized it was an actual, literal key as well, though since the Hierophant hadn’t seen fit to tell me that, I suspected I wouldn’t be needing that function.

“Alright, it’s time for me to go,” I said. I stood up and summoned my staff back into my hand. “Who’s coming with me?”
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“Six people seems like overkill,” I remarked as they led me through the palace.

This whole setup made me extremely wary. I foresaw a time in my near future when Monarch was dead, I was weakened, and the Hierophant’s soldiers jumped in to finish me off. After all, why would he suffer to let a mage even stronger than Monarch live in his domain? What if I started to set up my own cabal? The Hierophant could end up right back in the same spot again.

“Our lord was not willing to risk Lady Zara’s life,” the closest mage said. He was one of the red-robed ones who’d attacked me before the Hierophant could intervene, the one I’d thrown into the wall a few times. The healer who attended him had done a decent job of patching him up, though the mage was still wincing with every step. He was trying to hide it, to not show any weakness in front of a temporary ally who might turn back into an enemy.

After all, I’d killed dozens of people in the last hour in this palace, people who’d done nothing besides get in my way. He would have joined them if the fight had gone on another few seconds. It was lucky for him that the Hierophant had arrived so quickly to intervene.

I’d been thinking about that, and I had a suspicion that Echo wasn’t the only one in the family using time-based magic. Hastening invocations were expensive to keep going, but for a short burst of speed, they could be worth it if strategically used. I hadn’t been able to see how big the Hierophant’s core was or how much mana he had on him, but I could easily picture him blurring down the walls, one hand grasping that stupid hat on his head to keep it from flying away.

It certainly wasn’t the only possibility, but the only one I considered to be equally likely was that he’d been lurking around the corner, waiting and watching to see if his pet mages could take me. If I died, then I wasn’t the threat to the Wolf Pack that he needed. That was exactly the kind of cold, callous decision I could expect from the leader of a city or country.

Either way, I didn’t trust this alliance. I’d be keeping a close eye on them to make sure no one tried to betray me at an opportune moment. That included some discreet mind reading as the opportunity presented itself. I’d already pegged one of the elites who seemed extra nervous about everything.

“Sure, and I’m all for letting you handle her when the time comes,” I said. “But do you think we’re actually going to run into her?”

The mage shrugged. “There is a possibility of it. That is enough to justify this excursion.”

We’d been walking for about ten minutes. The adults set an annoying pace, one that forced me to hustle to keep up, not quite fast enough to justify using magic, but too fast for me to walk. It was petty of me, but I’d considered slowing down and forcing them to walk at my speed instead. The only thing stopping me was that I’d wasted too much time just getting this far.

“If we do spot her, I’m not detouring to help you out. You guys are on your own,” I said.

“We are aware. As long as you are able to kill Monarch and do not harm Lady Zara, you will have fulfilled your half of the bargain.”

“Wasn’t much of a deal to begin with,” I muttered. I’d gotten a ward key I didn’t need and hadn’t had to fight my way through the Hierophant’s personal guard.

“We are here,” the other mage in my little group announced from the front. I looked past everyone to see a hallway sloping sharply downward. Cracks circled it, but some enterprising transmutation specialist had taken the time to reinforce the hall so that it was basically a slide with a set of stairs next to it. There was no light other than what we had with us, but that wasn’t surprising. Once I’d gotten past the Hierophant’s chambers, there’d been a lot of evidence of neglect and disuse. Apparently, people didn’t come to the very center of the palace that often anymore.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” I asked. “Let’s get going.”

Those elites with their draw stone shields might as well be good for something. They could go first and trigger any traps Monarch might have left here. There was no guarantee that the draw stone would save them, but that was a risk I was willing to take.

The dirty looks I got from the three guards with shields told me that they knew exactly why I was sending them to the front. “What?” I asked. “Isn’t this basically your job?”

“Our job is not to protect you,” one of them said.

“Fine, go back to your boss and I’ll go in by myself.”

There was some grumbling, but my entourage started moving down the stairs. I made sure my shield ward was completely topped off and followed them.
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Iwould have thought that my new entourage would tell me where things were in the Old Grounds. I’d expected them to know which way to go. It seemed logical to me. That was half the reason they were here, after all.

Somehow, I was still channeling three different scrying spells while I pieced together a map of the underground portion of the palace. It might not have been as ridiculously huge as the part people still lived in, but it was more than big enough to get lost in. I hadn’t yet found the edges, at least.

Another thing I hadn’t found was any trace of Echo, which wasn’t necessarily a priority, but I’d feel better if we did stumble across her. That way, I could ditch the Hierophant’s flunkies and secure the capture of a potential enemy. Clearing Echo off the board would be a solid win, especially considering how few members of the Wolf Pack were left.

Monarch, Sibilant, Keeper, Hangman, and Echo. Weaver and Haze had turned on the cabal, and everyone else was dead. With how much I’d inflated my mana reserves over the last few days, I knew I could handle any three of them at the same time. My understanding was that neither Sibilant nor Keeper were fighters, much like how Weaver had filled a support role in the cabal. They had specific duties that didn’t include blasting intruders to pieces. I’d already killed all the people who did that.

That left just three to fight, and if I could guarantee Echo was out of the picture, so much the better. Unfortunately, wherever she was at, I couldn’t find her. Maybe that was a good thing. If she’d used her prophetic magic to see me coming and decided the best way to survive was to be far, far away from this battle, that still meant I wouldn’t have to deal with her.

I’d track her down later, once Monarch was dead. I wasn’t too worried about finding her anyway, not like I was with Sibilant. Even if he wasn’t a fighter, he had exactly the kind of skill set I wanted removed from the Wolf Pack. I’d settle for just the treasure box full of trinkets Monarch was giving out to her inner circle for today, but Sibilant also needed to go sooner or later.

“It’s creepy down here,” the mage walking next to me said.

“You don’t get out of the palace too often, do you?” I asked.

“No. Why?”

“Because this place looks a lot like where we just came from, only dark and broken. It’s like a twisted mirror of the world you live in,” I said.

“Like I said: creepy.”

I might have responded, except at that moment, I spotted something interesting through one of my scrying spells. “Hold up,” I told the group. “I’ve got something.”

I’d found a door, one that was sealed closed. It looked like every other door I’d seen in the palace, except this one had a series of runes carved up its surface, runes that were infused with mana. I examined them with my scrying spell, then shook my head and laughed.

“They put a bomb on this door. It’s designed to look like a holding spell. Then the unlucky fool who tries to dispel or bypass the ward triggers the failsafe and gets blown to pieces. I wonder what’s behind it.”

Despite the rune structure’s explosive capacity, the door was actually sealed closed. A different ward, one that extended through the walls, granted privacy to whatever was on the other side. I could probably disable it from where I stood, but it would be easier to do it in person. Though, given some of the wards I’d seen, the one on the inner-city wall, for example, it was entirely possible that I wouldn’t be able to take it apart without getting a look at it from the other side.

Either way, this was worth investigating. If it came down to it, I knew how much mana was powering that invocation and I could contain the blast. Then I’d drain the ward and let it alert whoever it might be tied to. It wasn’t like Monarch could possibly have missed the fact that I was coming for her by now.

I quickly sketched out the situation to my new entourage, warned the elites to keep their draw stone shields far away from the door until I’d finished working unless they wanted to be blasted down the hallway, and set off in that direction. Various arguments rose up behind me, mostly some flavor of either ‘That’s too dangerous’ or ‘Do you know if Lady Zara is behind these wards?’ I ignored both. I wasn’t here to assist them.

Five minutes later, we’d reached the door. After waving everyone back, and noting that both mages were huddled behind the wall of elites, I started working on the wards. A few divinations gave me more information, mostly good news. Unlike the city wall wards, I could finally examine the ones in this wall. Privacy wards were finicky about people looking at them, but since I no longer cared if the Wolf Pack knew I was coming for them, I was free to be as unsubtle as I liked.

First, the explosive trap. It wasn’t that I couldn’t disarm it, more just that there was no reason to leave free mana sitting there, and I didn’t want it going off accidentally. All it would take was one idiot with a draw stone getting too close to me to disrupt the delicate structure and set the explosion off.

My mana crystal was completely full, but I had Tetrin’s storage crystal in my possession as well as the one I’d made for myself. There was plenty of room for more mana. I drained that trap dry, then got to work recycling the mana into working to pry apart the wards blocking me from scrying into the room. I wanted a good look at what was behind that door before I unsealed it and opened it.

It was entirely possible that someone had sealed it off for a reason. I’d seen plenty of times where some fell beast, too powerful to be slain, was locked behind enchantments and wards just like this one. I’d also seen plenty of nosy adventuring parties slaughtered to a man when they accidentally woke those fell beasts up. There was a small chance I’d built rooms just like that and populated them with monsters I’d subdued with my magic specifically to serve as guardians to things I didn’t want found but didn’t have the time to babysit.

Just a small chance. I wasn’t admitting to the practice, certainly not to any of my current companions. They’d never understand, anyway.

The ward thrummed under my assault, but I worked quickly to break it apart. This was made easier by the fact that it stood under its own power and nothing else. All three of the palace’s ward stones were completely separate from everything in the Old Grounds. That made a big difference, since it couldn’t draw on the ward stone’s reserves to replenish its mana once I actively started draining it.

Finally starved of mana, the ward collapsed. “Got it,” I said. “One minute while I check the other side.”

I sent new scrying spells ahead of me, ones which easily passed through the now-unprotected walls. What I found was something of a surprise, but only because I hadn’t been expecting it here. I’d already known of its existence, of course. Considering how much of a bastard Haze had been for betraying her companions, I’d really expected her information to be less than reliable. So far, everything had been accurate, though she’d only been able to relay stories of this room, having never seen it herself.

The Grand Archive waited for us on the other side of that door. At least, that was what the Wolf Pack called it. It was a collection of every tome of lost magic they’d managed to collect, relics of a past age. I’d apparently missed that one, but from what I’d been reading, it didn’t sound that great to me. Mostly, it sounded like a lot of people mucking with things they should have known better than to touch. Slaving moons to their whims, then blowing them up… Amateurs. I disappeared for one or two thousand years and they broke everything. Now I was stuck spending the next few decades of my new life cleaning up after them.

I wasn’t terribly excited to visit the Grand Archive myself, mostly because, as I understood it, the focus was on magic. I seriously doubted anything in those books would be news to me. Maybe if there was a volume titled How I, Ammun the Dumbass, Accidentally Broke the World Core, I’d be interested in that. At least then I’d know exactly how he’d done it—not that I needed to. I mostly just needed to figure out where he’d bored a hole down to the core. I could fix it myself.

“Books. Lots and lots of books. I’m going in to look around, but there’s no sign of your missing princess,” I said. “Feel free to look elsewhere if this doesn’t interest you.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?” one of the elites asked.

“I’m sure it’s not,” I said. “The door was rigged to kill everyone in this room if we tried opening it before I erased the magic. I’m of the opinion that there might be more traps on the other side.”

“Maybe we should…” The elite trailed off and glanced back at the two mages.

“The Hierophant gave us our orders,” he said severely. “We’re to stick with the boy until such a time as we find Lady Zara.”

I ignored the rest of that conversation and pushed the door open slowly. I’d already scanned the other side with my magic, but nothing beat getting a look using my own eyes. At least, nothing I was willing to spend mana on to beat it. There were a few master tier divinations that put human eyes to shame.

Any hesitation I felt to enter stemmed less from the idea of running afoul of a trap and more from the fact that if we’d found the Grand Archive, that meant Keeper was somewhere nearby. I’d dismissed her as a combatant, but that didn’t mean I was eager to take her on in her own sanctum. I’d done that once already with Freak, and that had been the most difficult fight I’d had in centuries.

The only solace here was that Keeper was well known among the Wolf Pack for caring about one thing and one thing only: her books. It was probably a safe assumption that any traps scattered through the library would have contained effects to avoid collateral damage. That usually meant non-lethal, at least at the level of skill I was dealing with.

The entrance was clear. I padded in slowly, my eyes scanning the darkness for any signs of ambush. Over the next thirty seconds, all I did was stand just inside the doorway and peer off into the gloom at towering bookshelves, each easily fifteen feet tall, and at the pinpricks of mage light floating between them. They drifted back and forth in simple patterns, little lanterns on patrol in the air. Each one had an alarm spell woven into it, set to trigger should their light fall upon anything that moved.

“That’s a lot of books,” one of the two mages said softly as he came to stand next to me.

“Maybe you can come loot the place after I’m done here,” I said. “Come on if you’re coming. There’s a mage somewhere in this place I’d like to talk to.”

Almost fearfully, both mages followed me into the library. The elites who were supposed to be guarding us trailed along behind them single-file. I could probably have found Keeper if I was persistent enough in my search. There were only so many nooks and crannies a person could hide in.

I didn’t do that. Instead, I walked right over to the closest mage light heading my way and looked up at it as it shone on top of me. The light turned from soft white to a pulsing red, and I saw a line of mana arc out deeper into the library.

“Got you,” I muttered as I turned to follow it.
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Other lights flashed red as we walked. The two mages with me muttered back and forth to each other and cast glances in my direction, which I ignored until one of them tried to stop me.

“Those lights are letting someone know we’re here. Are you sure you—” he started to say.

“I’m following the signal back to one of the Wolf Pack mages,” I told him. “It was easier than trying to find her myself.”

That seemed to mollify them, at least for now. I didn’t figure any betrayal would come from their direction at this point, so I wasn’t terribly worried about keeping a close eye on them. That wasn’t to say I didn’t have one of my scry spells, one known as invisible eye, pointed directly at me so that I could see what was going on behind me. At this point, it wasn’t worth saving a bit of mana at the cost of such an enormous blind spot, not with potential enemies at my back.

The click of a door opening cut through the silence ahead of us, followed by the soft sweep of a robe trailing across stone. I didn’t even need to turn to follow the noise; the tattling mage lights were all pointing me directly towards it. We’d have contact with the enemy in the next thirty seconds.

“Keeper’s coming,” I said. “Don’t panic. Don’t take any shots at her. Don’t touch anything. In fact, don’t do anything at all unless I tell you to.”

Both mages and three of the elites all bristled at those instructions. “We’re not children to be lectured,” a mage snapped.

“If you don’t like it, you can leave,” I told him bluntly. “I do not have time to babysit you. Either follow my orders or go back up to the palace.”

They wouldn’t leave, I knew. But this was a good chance to push some buttons and do a bit of quick mind reading. I cast the spell while I was talking and snooped on the mage who was arguing with me.

This little shit. Who does he think he is? Just because he’s got some freakish raw power, he thinks he’s smarter than every adult around him. I should blow his head off right now, while he’s off his guard. We’ll go find Lady Zara ourselves and tell the Hierophant he died fighting the Wolf Pack.

The thoughts sounded bad, but there was a lot of bluster to them. He was a man trying to work his nerve up to do something he wanted to do, but was too afraid of the repercussions. Beneath the thoughts, I could see his concerns. What if he took a shot at me and missed? What if he killed me, but the rest of the group didn’t back him up? What if he got away with it, but he ruined the Hierophant’s chance at finally ousting the Wolf Pack? What if they found Zara, but failed to bring her back to the surface without my help?

All those fears jumbled around in his head, and that was why I knew he’d never have the courage to actually attack me. He wasn’t stupid. He was just angry. I was being deliberately abrasive—not that I had to try too hard at that. Just being ordered around by a child usually resulted in the adult either humoring me or getting upset. When I was trying to set him off, it was even easier.

A quick scan of the other mage showed similar, if more tempered, thoughts. His fantasies ran more along the lines of putting me in my place after the mission was over. There was no chance of him doing anything to jeopardize the odds of success in the middle. Unfortunately for me, I did get the definite sense that his priorities were to find and capture Echo first, help me second, and that once Echo was in custody and Monarch was dead, he could consider the mission completed.

I’d been right. This group would happily swoop in to crush me if they thought they had an opening once I’d dealt with their problem for them. I might have to kill them myself if we didn’t find Echo and send them all back up to the surface prior to meeting Monarch face to face. That was a problem for the near future, though. Right now, I had Keeper to deal with.

I left the Hierophant’s goon squad behind and strode forward to meet a wizened old woman. Despite her age and the slight hunch to her posture, she was still quite tall, about the same height as Tetrin, though her frail frame couldn’t weigh even half of his. Surprisingly, her hair was still full and dark, a glossy black: an odd vanity, all things considered.

Most arresting about her appearance was her eyes. One was blue, the other green. It took me all of two seconds to determine the coloring wasn’t natural. The blue eye was fake, but I had no doubt it saw far more than her real eye did.

“The mighty Keiran,” she said with a shallow bow. “I wondered if I’d have the pleasure of making your acquaintance. You’ve caused quite the stir this season. Not bad for your first appearance in over two thousand years.”

“You’ve heard of me,” I said. “I wondered if it was you or Monarch who put together who I am.”

“You may rest assured that most knowledge comes from me, from this archive which flows through my mind.”

“Don’t you mean ‘through your eye?’” I corrected.

Keeper let out a small, coughing laugh, almost a wheeze. “Still sharp, even in that new body. I told Ferris she’d be a fool to challenge you if you really were who you said you were. Too proud to back down, that one. Too many centuries of ruling uncontested.”

“Ferris being Monarch’s real name?” I asked.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t need the answers to,” Keeper scolded.

“Fair enough. I forgot who I was dealing with. My apologies.”

“You’re polite enough, I’ll give you that,” Keeper said. “What about your friends over there? The Hierophant’s lackeys, it seems.”

“Here looking for his daughter,” I explained. “Perhaps I’m not the only one asking questions that don’t need to be answered.”

“Perhaps,” Keeper said. “Let’s move on from circling around the point and talk about what you really want. You’d like me to step aside from your dispute with our esteemed leader.”

“It would be in both our best interests,” I told her.

“To be blunt, what’s in it for me?”

“If we’re going to be that straightforward about it: I’d hate to have to kill you.”

“I’m sure you can do better than that,” Keeper said. “You’ve been gone for a long time. I’d bet you have many questions. Did you discover the origin of the curse of the lost language yet? You must have run across some signs, by now.”

“It hasn’t made its way to the top of my priorities to investigate yet,” I told her. “But I’m sure you know.”

“I do,” she agreed. “Though it’s not some great mystery. You just have to know which old books talk about it to find out. I could be persuaded to point you in the right direction if you’d like to read them yourself.”

“I think that’s a good start,” I said. “What about⁠—”

“Hey, we’re here for Lady Zara,” one of the Hierophant’s mages said. “What about her?”

A pained expression flitted across my face. “I suppose we ought to consider that as well. Do you happen to know where Echo might be lurking, and could you be persuaded to share that information with us if you do?”

“I don’t know where she’s at, precisely, but I could find out,” Keeper said. “Would you like to add that to our negotiations?”

“We probably should, if only to keep these guys happy.”

I’d give Keeper this much—if nothing else, she wasn’t lacking for courage. Some of the cronies lurking behind me could take lessons from her. Knowing what she did about me, and it appeared the Wolf Pack really had figured out who I really was, she’d stood her ground better than some kings I’d dealt with in my glory days.

“While we’re talking about locations, you could save me some trouble and point me to Monarch, as well,” I added.

“That wouldn’t be fair,” Keeper admonished me. “Stepping aside to let you two work things out is one thing, but actively working against her is quite another. She is my patron and, in some respects, my oldest friend.”

“You do know I’m planning on killing her, right?”

Keeper brushed that question aside and said, “Now, as I understand things, not only were you considered the best of the best in your time, but your era predates the Age of Wonders. Your performance against my cabal to date supports that you have a wide breadth of knowledge we lack in modern-day spell casting. Is that correct?”

“To put it mildly,” I said. “It’s appalling how much has been lost since my day.”

“You know, there is a large swath of history that considers all of this to ultimately be your fault,” Keeper said. “Your vaults, your secrets. You might not have broken the world yourself, but you provided the ones who did with all the tools they needed to get the job done.”

“Well that’s just ridiculous,” I said. “No one’s blaming the blacksmiths for all the swords they make. It’s not like I asked anyone to break into my vaults and steal my notes and equipment. I very specifically set up wards designed to last for centuries to prevent that from happening.”

And then I’d gone and taken a few thousand years to reincarnate, but that wasn’t my fault. These people were lucky I’d come back at all. It wasn’t like anyone else was going to fix the entire planet. I just needed another few years to finish growing into an adult body so I could advance my own mana core a few stages first.

“That’s neither here nor there,” Keeper said. “You know things we can only dream about. Ferris’s inheritance is full of tools from the Age of Wonders, tools we’ve never come close to utilizing to their true potential. You’ve killed a few of the weaker cabal members. I’m sure you’ve examined the artifacts they wielded. Could you unlock their secrets?”

“You don’t care about those toys,” I said. “You want me to help you with your eye.”

“That is what I was driving toward, yes.”

“Memory sphere,” I said. “Odd to have it constructed as an artificial eye, but I’ve seen weirder affectations in my time. I’m guessing it’s got enchantments to help you decipher foreign languages and point you back to passages it’s viewed when you think about finding them. A lot of the mana seems to be interfacing with your brain, probably a divination built in to allow you to control it by thought.”

“That is… essentially correct,” Keeper said. “But I know it can do more.”

“Have you figured out how to access the memories stored in it yet?”

Keeper frowned and touched her cheek just below the fake eye. “I didn’t know it could hold memories,” she said. “Whose memories are in it, though?”

“Yours, for starters, though it’d be a lot of work to sort and archive them now. Whoever had that eye in their skull before you got hold of it would have memories tucked away in there too. Hopefully they were more aware of the eye’s powers and spent some time organizing things. If there’s a long line of owners just recording every second of their lives with no thought to pruning away useless memories, you’re going to have a lifetime of work ahead of you trying to sort through it.”

“You can teach me how to access these memories?” Keeper asked, leaning forward to peer at me closely.

“I can.”

“And in return…”

“You step to one side in the coming battle. You give me the locations of Echo and Monarch. Nothing more.”

Keeper considered it for a moment, more for appearances than because she hadn’t already made up her mind. I knew because I was reading her thoughts to make sure she intended to keep her word.

“I believe we have reached an agreement,” she said.
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“I’ll give you a minute to try to process this on your own before I snap you out of it,” I said.

Neither of us knew exactly how many lifetimes’ worth of memories were stored in Keeper’s eye, but she’d had the memory sphere for over a decade now. Just having all of her own memories come back to her at once was likely to overwhelm her mind. She would need to adapt to that and learn how to sort through it before she delved deeper.

There was only so much I could do to prepare her, and in the interest of expediency, the fastest way to learn was to be subjected to the sensation. We’d agreed to do her trial run, which I’d act as a lifeline for. After that, she’d give us Echo’s location, simultaneously fulfilling one part of my deal with the Hierophant and getting his lackeys off my back. Then it was more lessons on memory sphere management for the next half an hour.

As soon as Keeper activated the eye in the way I’d shown her, her whole body went slack. I’d warned her that she’d be unaware to the outside world while she was working with the memory sphere, a seemingly senseless risk to me. I certainly wouldn’t have chosen to leave myself that vulnerable, but apparently, she believed I’d guarantee her safety.

It was almost galling that she was right. I wanted Monarch’s location, and Keeper could give it to me. I’d keep her from coming to harm until that point. Still, that level of recklessness was not something I could condone. Assuming she survived all of this, I mentally marked her down as an unreliable business partner, one with poor risk management skills who couldn’t be depended on.

After a minute, I extended tendrils of my own mana to interfere with the circuit between Keeper’s brain and the memory sphere. She came out of her fugue with a startled gasp that turned into a cough. “That was… more than I thought it would be,” she said.

“Did you get an idea for how many years of information are stored in there?” I asked.

She shook her head with a frown. “It’s hard to parse everything. There was at least one other owner of the memory sphere before me, maybe two. The places and people they saw were not familiar to me, so it’s hard to say which memories belonged to who.”

“No indexing, huh? That’s going to take years to sort out,” I said. “Before you get started on that, however…”

The Hierophant’s goons leaned in closer. They’d been lurking around the table we were at—her sitting on a chair and me on the table itself so we’d be eye-level—waiting to get Echo’s location. Some of them had been patient and still, but one of the mages had gotten so twitchy that I’d ordered him to stay away from me until we were done.

He came rushing up to the table so fast that I almost blasted him with a conjuration by reflex. “It’s time,” he said, more of a demand of me than a general statement.

I rolled my eyes and gestured to Keeper, who was already starting the spell. With no reflective surface, she was forced to find a work around with her scrying. It wouldn’t do us much good if the information went straight into her head and stayed there, and I was rather curious what she’d choose. A simple illusion would probably be best, but I’d seen diviners draw out their visions or write out instructions, too.

Hopefully, it wasn’t going to be one of those. I wanted clear, unambiguous directions for the boys to follow. To my surprise, Keeper reached into a pocket in her robe and placed a marble on the table. An enchantment worked into it caused it to blow up to the size of her head, and an image appeared in its depths.

“How quaint,” I said. “An actual crystal ball.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised. Swarm had used a scryer’s orb to keep track of his constructs from a distance, too. There were a number of drawbacks to a tool like this, things like image distortion and inefficiencies in the projection, but it did have the advantage of allowing a large group of people to crowd around it and see the same thing from any angle.

“That’s the palace,” the twitchy mage said.

“Of course it is,” I said. “Isn’t this where you expected her to be?”

“No, I mean, that’s the palace up there, not down here in the Old Grounds.”

“She’s moving,” one of the elites said. “That’s going to make it hard to track her down.”

“What are you using to get a lock on her?” the calmer of the two mages asked.

“I’m afraid that wasn’t part of the deal,” Keeper said.

The Hierophant’s goon squad bristled at that. Elites unslung their shields, and the picture in the crystal ball started to waiver in the presence of so much draw stone presented directly to it. “Easy there,” I said. “Let’s not do something stupid when we’re this close to the goal.”

“This isn’t helpful,” Twitchy said. “By the time we get there, Lady Zara will be long gone.”

I gave him a hard look and said, “You’re not much of a problem solver, are you?”

There was plenty of loose stone in the Old Grounds, and Keeper’s Grand Archive was no exception. I grabbed a stray pebble with telekinesis and floated it over. A single spell later, and it was a scry beacon. “You can feel the mana in this?” I asked. “The signal it’s letting off?”

“I can. What is it?” the mage asked.

“It’s a beacon for scrying spells. You need to remember how this energy feels and seek that out again with a scrying spell later. That will let you contact me. I’ll be here for another thirty minutes. I trust that if you hurry, that will be enough time to catch up. You can reach me through the beacon and see the crystal ball.”

“A roundabout way of doing things,” the other mage said. “But it will work. We should hurry. The longer we delay, the harder it will be to catch up to Lady Zara.”

The group quickly organized itself and departed, leaving me alone with Keeper. She watched the whole thing with mild interest, then turned to me and said, “Ready to try again?”

“Can you keep that scrying spell going while you’re viewing the memory sphere?”

“I cannot, not yet.”

“I guess I can pull you out if I need you to,” I said. “I’ll try to give you the full half an hour uninterrupted to practice.”

Keeper nodded and relaxed into the chair. The crystal ball went blank and her eyes drifted up, unseeing. I shook my head and sighed. For my sake, I hoped she figured things out soon. I didn’t want to deal with her trying to renegotiate after her time was up.

Idly, I reached out and picked up the crystal ball. I’d taken a good look at the scrying spell and thought I knew what the link to Echo was. I cast the spell myself, and an image of the blonde woman still walking down the halls flickered to life in the depths of the ball.
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The good news was that the Hierophant’s men caught up to Echo twenty-three minutes later. They must have run the whole way, and I had to admit, they moved faster without me in the group. The bad news was that Echo had known she was being pursued, and led them into a trap. Twitchy was dead, as were two of the elites. The rest of the group was huddled behind draw stone shields, unable to effectively capture her without leaving their cover.

For all that, there was only one of her, and the draw stone shields were hindering her as much as they were the remaining mage. Eventually, they figured that out and rushed her. She was probably skilled enough to avoid letting the stone steal mana from her core, but that didn’t make it easy to work a spell with the shields pressed up against her.

I was honestly surprised they managed to capture her, but once they pinned her down, one of the elites produced a pair of draw stone restraints connected by chains. It included a neck collar and manacles for both her hands and her feet. It wouldn’t have stopped me, but I supposed I could see where it would be adequate to hinder Echo enough that they could control her movements as long as they kept an eye on her.

I let the image go. That part of the job was done, and I had no more interest in her fate. Instead, I studied Keeper. She’d shown no signs of moving other than the shallow rise and fall of her chest with each breath. That wasn’t a great sign, honestly. It probably meant that she was still struggling with getting control over the overwhelming number of memories inside the sphere.

At the appointed time, I pulled her back out. She came to and blinked her eyes several times, then surreptitiously wiped a bit of drool from the corner of her mouth while I pretended not to notice. “How long has it been?”

“The whole half an hour,” I said. “How’d you do?”

“I am no closer now than I was the first attempt. It’s… too much.”

I could have told her that. Even if the memory sphere had nothing but her own memories, this wasn’t the kind of magic a mage just jumped into and mastered instantly. It would probably take her weeks or even months to really gain some level of control over it.

“Unfortunate. Perhaps I could teach someone you trust how to pull you back to the waking world later, after my business with Monarch is concluded. Speaking of, I believe it’s time we move into the final stage of our agreement.”

“Yes,” she said, clearly unhappy.

Keeper claimed her crystal ball again and gave me a quizzical look. “Those people did not need further instruction?”

They had, but admitting that would also be admitting I’d figured out what link she’d used to find Echo. The truth was that Twitchy had harassed me for updates every few minutes while they traveled. They could have at least made it back up to the surface before he started in on me, but I’d humored him and given him the images Keeper’s crystal ball showed me.

“They never contacted me,” I lied. “I don’t know if that means they completed their mission or if the mage failed to find the scry beacon I made for him. Either way, it’s not my problem. If they come back down here looking for more help after I leave, you can do whatever you want with them.”

Keeper regarded me silently for a second before starting the spell. Whether she believed me or not, there was nothing to be gained from arguing about it. She worked her magic, and the silver-haired, golden-eyed leader of the Wolf Pack appeared. Monarch looked up, directly at the scrying spell and through the ball to make eye contact with me.

She smirked and crooked a finger.

“Perfect,” I said dryly.

Recognizing the feel of a scrying spell was an essential talent for any mage of importance, but it wasn’t one I’d seen in today’s crop. Despite my hesitation to divine more information about them, the only issues I’d run into were the rare ward dedicated to detecting such attempts and Monarch herself, right now.

“Did you think she wasn’t aware of your presence?” Keeper asked.

“No, that would be foolish. This outcome is fine,” I said. “I suppose you’d best hope for my victory. I imagine she’ll be quite upset with you otherwise.”

Keeper laughed, a dry, coughing rattle. “I think you may not know Ferris as well as you believe,” she told me.

“Not well at all,” I murmured. “Very well, tell me where to find this room she’s sitting in.”
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Iused my own scrying magic to find my way after confirming Keeper’s information. There were a bunch of ways to get there, and I suspected there’d be traps in all of them. If Monarch was smart, and this base was as permanent as it appeared, those traps had been laid prior to me being born. I didn’t have any indication of which way would be the best, but to be fair, if they were magical traps, I was going to break them and steal the mana.

If Monarch had been using a ward stone, I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did. But I knew she wasn’t, because it was practically impossible to hide the mana from them. Shielding the stone itself did nothing since it still had to reach out to power the wards. Turning it off could hide it, but that defeated the purpose.

One by one, the wards fell to me. There were a few spots with mechanical traps, but those were not capable of hiding from my scrying spell. I triggered or bypassed them as needed, all the while keeping an eye on Monarch as I progressed.

“Even in that child’s body, you are dangerous,” she said to me through the scry. “Watching you work reminds me of my great-grandfather. He was a force of nature. Intractable. Unstoppable. Perhaps it was only because I was a child back then—barely older than you are now when he finally succumbed to age—but in my mind, he’ll always be the man who reached out to grab hold of the stars. He would have succeeded, too, if not for the betrayal.”

I ignored her chatter and focused on ripping apart the delicate apparatus hidden in the walls that would launch six-foot-long spikes from either wall when the victim stepped into position. This one had been cleverly disguised, having both a magical proximity trigger and a physical, three-foot-wide pressure plate that spanned the entire length of the hallway. Without taking a running leap, I couldn’t have avoided it.

“He was a mage general in Ralvost’s army when Ammun broke the world, you know,” Monarch continued. “If those fools hadn’t turned their backs on him, he could have held the kingdom together. But no, they wanted to chase after Ammun’s scraps, and my family was exiled here, to this desert in the far corner of the world.”

“Sounds like a biased account to me,” I said as I stepped past the broken trap. Whatever else she might be, Monarch was confident in herself. She’d made no effort to flee.

“You wouldn’t know. You weren’t there. I did some digging, Keiran. At first, I only knew you as Ammun’s master, an archmage in your own right, but from a time before the Age of Wonders. How powerful could you possibly be? Your work served as a stepping stone for Ammun’s own spells, but if you’d had his kind of power, history would have been very different.”

It wasn’t that I couldn’t have done what those idiots did. I just wasn’t that stupid. Besides, if I was being honest, the last three or four hundred years of my previous life had seen the majority of my focus on fending off my own mortality. When it became obvious that I couldn’t achieve true immortality, I’d shifted to my reincarnation project.

There’d been some complications, but in truth, I’d been striding into the darkness and blazing my own path. My soul invocations had worked far better than I’d had any right to expect, even considering the amount of research and testing I’d done. I couldn’t truly know if my predictions were accurate without actually dying, but the fact that I was standing here now was irrefutable proof of my abilities.

“My grandfather remembered Ralvost,” Monarch said. “I was raised on the old stories of the empire that had grown from the ashes of Ammun’s Folly. I was raised to hate them for what they’d taken from my family, but the truth is that I could never feel a connection to a lost kingdom. It fell a thousand years or more before I was born. This desert has been my home for the last three centuries.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked as I paused at an intersection. My scrying revealed no traps either way, and the circular design of the Old Ground meant that both would eventually curve around and have intersecting passages that ran to Monarch’s position in the center.

As my scrying spell traced the hallways, I found a collapse in the left one. That would be another drain on my mana if I tried to bypass it. Monarch had probably known what my decision would be if I came this way, however, and I expected more traps in the right tunnel that I wouldn’t see until I approached them.

“How often does one get to speak to an archmage out of legend?” she asked. “You… fascinate me. For all your murderous intentions toward me, I’m happy you’re here. I’ll admit my reasons are selfish. The knowledge locked away in your head… the greedy part of me wants all of it. Would you be willing to strike a deal with me as you’ve done with some of my cabal?”

“I might have been, if not for that trap you tried to catch me in,” I said as I walked. The mana drain on this scry was entirely on Monarch, and if she wanted to waste it talking my ear off, I wasn’t going to stop her.

“In all fairness, you brought this fight to me. We didn’t attack you. You can hardly blame me for fighting back, for trying to decisively eliminate a threat. But that was before I delved deep into the histories and realized how much I’d underestimated you. That reminds me; I’m curious. You use your old name openly. Why?”

“Why not? Hiding is for people who are afraid.”

“How very arrogant of you,” Monarch said.

In response, I ripped apart another ward, this one designed to ignite in a burst of flames that would fill the hall a hundred feet in either direction.

“I’ve been accused of worse.”

“I could say the same,” Monarch said. “Not by anybody still living, of course.”

“Since you’re feeling talkative, tell me about my idiot apprentice, Ammun. When I died, he was nowhere near the level of archmage. How’d he manage to get strong enough to mess up the entire world?”

“I would have thought you’d already know.”

“I’ve been busy,” I said.

“Yes, killing my staff and ruining the operations I’ve spent decades setting up.”

“You’ll forgive me if, as a victim of those operations, I’m not feeling any repentance in my soul for my actions.”

I was getting close now. With every step, I kept expecting Monarch to launch the surprise attack she had so much confidence in. I assumed the trapped tunnels were meant to wear me out, to force me to burn my mana. Obviously, the Wolf Pack had never figured out how efficiently I was able to drain mana from wards, which seemed like an oversight to me. If nothing else, they should have recognized it from the broken ward stone I’d left behind in Velvet’s castle.

Monarch’s prattling was probably a distraction, but if so, she’d done it in a clever way. The truth was that I was interested in learning more about the history of Ralvost. Speaking to someone from a mage’s line with a direct connection to the events only three generations back was about as likely as I was going to get to a first-hand account of what had happened. It was all too easy to keep the conversation going, to split my mind between advancing on her and listening to her talk.

Maybe she also thought of it as a way to hedge her bets on her own victory. Would I be willing to kill such a valuable source of information in the event that I won? Simply put, yes. Yes, I would. Unless she happened to know exactly what Ammun and that splinter faction of mages had done to break the world so badly, the rest of the information was just a curiosity.

Truth be told, I didn’t even need that information from anyone else. I didn’t know the specifics, but I had a general idea of exactly what research had been plundered to serve as a basis for the magic in question. It wasn’t a direction I’d wanted to take it in, which was why I’d used a lunar convergence of all six moons to power my reincarnation ritual instead, but I was sure I could engineer the necessary steps to create my own hypothetical world-cracking catastrophe.

At least, I could if I could get my hands on a literal mountain of mana. It would take me decades to generate the mana needed to replicate the spell now. Unfortunately, my budding theories about how to fix it would cost even more. To put it simply, I was visualizing something like an enormous mystical patch on the world core followed by a process much like a normal person’s ignition.

The amount of mana needed, not even counting the spells to keep it moving and under control, would be a life quest just to acquire. My initial calculations had not been encouraging, but there was no point in thinking about it until I saw the damage for myself. It would be years before I was ready for that journey.

Monarch was silent as she watched me rip through a series of interwoven wards separated by about twenty feet of physical distance. They were set up to be an unbreakable trap, each one setting off an explosion if either was breached. The theory was that I could disarm one at best, but even if I did, the other would go off. I bypassed the first one, then broke the connection from the inside, rendering both wards inert. Then I took the mana from them and continued walking.

“Clever,” Monarch said begrudgingly.

“Are you going to answer my question?” I asked.

“Ammun… I’m afraid I don’t have an answer for you. He was already a lich by the time Ralvost was founded.”

“He transitioned into a lich?” I asked, truly surprised for the first time. “How foolish of him to break the world core then. I can’t imagine he survived his own mistake by more than a few years.”

“I suspect you might be correct,” Monarch said. “His disappearance supposedly heralded the fall of Ralvost.”

Liches required an incredible amount of mana just to survive, though not as much as I had by the end of my first life. That wouldn’t have been a problem in a world still ripe with mana, but it was an immediate death sentence in today’s environment. All the mana the Wolf Pack gathered from this entire island on a daily basis might be enough to keep a lich from crumbling to dust, but there wouldn’t be a lot left over to do any actual magic with.

That didn’t truly mean he was dead, though. A large enough reservoir could maintain a phylactery for a few thousand years, one that had much more manageable needs. Without someone around to repair the world core, though, there wouldn’t be much practical difference. Life as a rock hidden away in a box was death with another name.

Some of the things I’d read contradicted Monarch’s own words, but there was nothing surprising about that. Scholars speculated on events they had no knowledge of, and their words were taken as truth, twisting history in exactly this way. It was inevitable, and also largely irrelevant. As long as Ralvost and its descendent nations were well and truly gone, digging into them served no purpose beyond satisfying my own curiosity.

“Ah, it seems you’ve arrived after all. This has been a most enlightening display of the weakness of my defenses,” Monarch said.

I stood in front of a double door about twelve feet in height, its surface covered with runes of all sorts. A series of physical locks barred entry, and in fact, the only reason I could even see past it right now was by using the link Monarch’s own scrying spell provided to sneak around the defenses.

It took me eight seconds to break the inscriptions. I didn’t bother with the locks. Instead, I blew the doors off their hinges and walked into Monarch’s sanctum as the echo of them toppling to the floor announced my arrival.
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Monarch was smaller in real life than I’d assumed from the scrying spell. It was only after I saw her in person for the first time that I realized that she was barely taller than my sister. Admittedly, Senica had hit a growth spurt in the last year, but even I came up to Monarch’s chest.

She was utterly dwarfed by the throne she sat on. Whoever it had been built for must have been a large person, and Monarch appeared to be nothing more than a child perched on it. For all of that, I didn’t doubt that she was the most powerful mage I’d met in the last few years. Even from across the room, I could feel the mana rolling off of her.

Part of that was the number of enchantments hanging from the jewelry and clothing she wore. The torc around her neck was alive with mana, practically buzzing. Three different rings on her fingers were enchanted in some way, though I couldn’t tell what they did from so far away. There was a scepter laid across her lap, and though I couldn’t see it from this angle, she also had some small length of metal strapped to the inside of her arm.

That wasn’t even including the throne itself. An immense amount of mana was stored inside it, far more than my staff contained. It was well-hidden too, shrouded so thickly that I could only sense the barest outline of it. That would have been a concern if not for the fact that while the mana was hidden, the channels it was constrained to pass through were not. That mana had a very specific purpose, and the throne was not a flexible tool. I could expect one or two tricks from it and nothing else.

“And so you arrive,” she said, not at all perturbed by my abrupt entrance. “Eager and foolish. I know your weakness, you see.”

As she spoke, she sent a spike of mana down into the throne. A hidden trap shimmered into existence around the room, one that I recognized instantly. It was a teleportation lock, most commonly used to hinder a mage’s magical movements and prevent escape. I wasn’t planning on running, so that wasn’t a problem.

No, the problem was that it also obstructed access to phantom spaces, which meant I’d need to fight through the magic to reach the bulk of my mana reserves. Until I broke the ward surrounding us or fled beyond its reach, I’d have the mana in my staff and not much else to rely on.

Lucky me, I’d decided to bust down the doors just in case I did need a quick exit. But when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw a stronger version of my bar passage spell snaking its way across the open doorway. It would be easier to use phantasmal step to pass through the walls than to force the magic barring that open door, but it seemed Monarch’s trap was well-constructed. No doubt the walls would be impermeable as well.

I was sure she thought this move gave her an advantage, but all it really did was cut off a retreat I didn’t need and force me to prioritize regaining access to my phantom space over killing her. I was content to let her brag while I studied the magic emanating from her throne.

“My weakness?” I prompted.

“You have the knowledge and the skill to wield mighty magics far beyond me,” she said, her tone teasing. “But you lack the mana. I’m sure you’ve got more than it feels like—ancestors only know how you keep it hidden—but I doubt you’ll be able to defeat me in the four or five spells you can draw from that mana crystal in your staff.”

I kept my face smooth and resisted the urge to laugh. Monarch knew on an intellectual level that I had plenty of tricks up my sleeve, but she didn’t comprehend the scales that I worked on. It made sense, in a way. Mana crystals were entirely different things than storage crystals, and growing them to prodigious sizes took a great deal of skill. The ones I’d seen here were pitiful things, not even a tenth the size of the one I’d made using a three-year-old’s core.

I’d disabuse her of that particular misconception soon enough. On the off chance that I was the one underestimating her, however, I held off on attacking and engaged with her. There was no point in wasting the chance to dig into her defenses if she was just going to hand it to me. I was confident that whatever she was trying to find out about me wouldn’t help her.

“I hope that’s not your whole plan. Trapping me in a box using yourself as bait has a serious drawback in that you’re stuck in the box with me.”

“I’m confident I can parry every attack you care to try until you run out of mana,” she said. “By now, I’m sure you’ve examined the spells keeping you here and realized that there’s no way you can break free while fighting me.”

I wouldn’t exactly say that, but I could admit that it would be significantly more difficult to do so. Once again, the problem there was that she assumed I couldn’t beat her with just the mana in my staff. Even if for some reason I couldn’t, I was confident I’d correctly identified the spatial trap’s weak point and could collapse the whole spell with about a minute’s effort, less if Monarch kept talking.

I started walking to the left, one hand trailing across the wall and the other holding my staff. Though I wasn’t maintaining eye contact with Monarch, I had three scrying spells viewing the room from different angles and in different spectrums. I’d know the instant she made her move.

“I think that perhaps you are being overconfident,” I said. “I’ll admit that I’m a bit curious what stories you’ve heard about me. From what I can tell, I’ve been largely lost to the passage of time as a new age rose and fell, leaving the world shattered. I can’t imagine many societies were able to adapt to the sudden loss of mana.

“You have to understand, in my day, it was as plentiful as the air you breathe. Civilization was rooted in its use. It was in literally every single facet of our lives. People regularly ignited their cores and became mages through no effort of their own. It was always the skills that separated a true mage from a bumbling sorcerer. Even some of them figured out enough on their own to match the magic I’ve seen from your cabal.”

There it was. I sent a tendril of mana into the wall through my fingers and paused as though lost in thought. “I should apologize for taunting you with a world so out of your reach. It’ll be a few decades before I can repair the damage that idiot apprentice of mine did, and you’ll be long gone by then. I’m being cruel telling you about a world you’ll never get to experience.”

Monarch’s face turned ugly, and she lifted up the scepter laying across her lap. It was quite distinctive, and I’d pegged its purpose the moment I’d seen it. It was known as a scepter of the elements, a versatile tool commonly used by mages who struggled with conjurations. The runes inside it sparked with mana as Monarch activated the scepter, and a lash of flames arced out across the room at me.

There was nothing to use as cover. Other than the dais Monarch’s throne had been built on, the floor was flat and devoid of furniture. Those granted an audience with Monarch would stand, apparently. Without even a line of pillars to shield me, the only way to hide from the fire would have been to move behind Monarch’s throne, and that looked like it’d be a tight fit. There couldn’t have been a foot of space between the throne and the back wall.

I grabbed one of the doors I’d broken down with telekinesis and flung it across the room to intercept the fire. Flames splashed off the stone ineffectually, and I willed the door to surge forward and strike Monarch. It got within a foot of her, then deflected sharply to the side and smashed into the floor. I saw the shield ward flare for just an instant, extremely efficient without sacrificing any of its power.

That would have been bad enough, but the throne reacted at the same time. It was linked to the artifact, ensuring that Monarch’s wards would never run out of mana before her opponent’s did. That could be a problem, depending on how well-designed they were.

Another flame lash curled through the air to splash harmlessly against my own shield ward. Small condolences, the scepter didn’t appear to be linked to her throne as well. She didn’t have unlimited mana for offense.

I had to admit, it was a spectacular defense, worthy of a ruler back in my day. I hadn’t expected Monarch to be quite so well insulated from harm, but it certainly explained her confidence. She believed she’d starve me out, that I’d run out of mana long before I found a way to hurt her.

“Foolish overconfidence,” I muttered. “Amateurs playing with toys they don’t understand.”

“What was that?” she sneered. “If anyone is overconfident here, it’s you.”

“Bold words, but you don’t sound like you believe them.”

Transmutation was one of the slowest disciplines—powerful, but rarely used in battle. Even at my level, that truth held up. There were a few spells that had been adapted to combat, but it wasn’t often that they were the best options. The transmutation magic I’d used to defend the village, turning the enemy mage’s heart to stone, was one such occasion.

This was another.

Mana poured through me and into the ground. I didn’t bother to hide it, and I sensed more than saw the sneer fall off Monarch’s face as she realized just how much mana I was using. She struck out at me again, this time with slicing blades of pure air. Those were actually easier for my shield ward to deflect, and I ignored them.

The mana built on itself with each second that went by. The spell was quick for a transmutation, but compared to the instantly castable conjurations I typically used, it was glacially slow. That was alright. Monarch might have a nigh-impenetrable defense, but her offense was sorely lacking. It had been her mistake to think she’d trap me here and simply wear me down.

Still, it was a shame about all the mana I was about to waste. I could have done great things with the repository hidden in that throne. It made the storage crystal I’d taken from Tetrin seem like pocket change in comparison to a vast fortune.

“What are you doing?” Monarch demanded as she rotated through each element with her scepter, all of them failing to break through my shield ward.

“Changing the rules,” I said.

The spell reached a crescendo, so strong that the room fairly vibrated with it. I gave Monarch a tight, mean, little smile, then released the master tier spell I’d built up over the last ten seconds. A deafening crack split the air, so loud that my amulet registered it as an attack and muted the sound.

Then the ground tore itself open, revealing a dark abyss of nothingness below us, so deep that I couldn’t see the bottom. It was many, many times wider than the chamber Monarch had tried to trap me in, so wide that it reached out toward the edges of the Old Grounds, and so deep that it rivaled the underground lake a few miles away.

Monarch and her throne fell away into that darkness, her scream of anger and denial lost amidst the cracking and grinding of the earth as it folded in on itself to give room to the abyssal maw I’d transmuted into existence.


Chapter
Eighty



Ifloated in the darkness and watched as the wards, so painstakingly and carefully crafted, stretched and twisted beyond their tolerance. The shape of the room they’d been anchored to had been torn apart, and they could no longer hold. Even without that, they’d drawn their power from Monarch’s throne, and that was gone now, a thousand feet below me and broken into pieces on the ground.

Monarch was not dead, but then, I hadn’t expected that to kill her. She was enough of a mage to be able to fly under her own power, though we’d see if she was good enough to stay in the air while defending herself from my attacks. Apprentices commonly struggled with holding one spell while casting another. I expected Monarch to rise to the challenge, and I’d be a bit disappointed in her if she failed to do so.

I swooped down into the abyss to meet her in aerial battle. We fought in darkness broken only by the light of our magic, specifically the fires she hurled my way. These didn’t come from her scepter, but from her own mana core. They were colored black and green and blazed with far more heat than normal, and I opted to swerve out of the way rather than let the spell land on my shield ward. Now that the fight was on in earnest, we were both working hard to conserve our mana.

I needled her with force bolts to start, then swiftly moved on to physical projectiles I conjured up. Both attacks failed against her shield ward, but had the advantage of disrupting her concentration. It seemed that Monarch could fly and attack at the same time, but adding defending herself to the mix proved too much for her.

Despite that, she cast her spells quickly and efficiently. I only managed to counter a single one, something with a long windup that I suspected would have simulated a great weight on me and strained my flight spell if she’d pulled it off. Even with a hundred feet between us, I was able to spike pure mana tendrils into the structure of the spell and distort it past the breaking point.

With access to my phantom space returned, I was in no danger of running out of mana. I couldn’t say the same for Monarch, based on the measured approach she was taking to attacking me. It was obvious she was playing a game where she tried to overwhelm my shield ward before I did the same to her, which told me that she thought I’d exhausted myself with my master tier spell.

It was a reasonable assumption, but unfortunately for her, it was also wrong. This fight wasn’t going her way, and I didn’t see that changing. I deflected another blast of flames, this time by creating an immense gust of wind to blow them off course where they splashed harmlessly against the ultra-hardened stone walls formed by my abyssal maw spell.

I found a measure of luck there. I hadn’t forgotten about Monarch’s bodyguard, but he hadn’t made an appearance, and I’d been unable to locate him until just now. The light given off by those flames should have spread smoothly across the wall, but I caught a flash of shadow, just for a moment, like someone was clinging to them.

If Hangman was there, he had an absolute mastery of mana shielding. I saw the plan immediately. Monarch was focused on disrupting my shield ward while Hangman kept himself positioned to attack me as soon as he saw a sign of my defenses being worn down. The flaw in that plan was that until Monarch actually succeeded, her servant wasn’t contributing anything to the fight. They’d have a better chance of overwhelming me if they worked in tandem.

As I thought that, I lost track of her bodyguard. He was even stealthier than Haze had been, despite my multiple scrying spell keeping an eye on my surroundings. Short of a true invisibility spell, I wasn’t sure how he was managing to keep out of sight. Maybe that was what he was doing. If so, he must be using it intermittently whenever he thought I would spot him and hiding some other way the rest of the time.

Now that I knew his rough location, though, I had him. I sent mind spikes out blindly into the darkness, not because I thought they would get through his defenses, but because they’d provide the sensory feedback needed to pin him down when he deflected them. They were cheap enough to cast that I didn’t mind wasting a few dozen right now. This was no time to be stingy, but that wasn’t an excuse to be inefficient.

At the same time I was deflecting blasts of fire from Monarch and hurling mind spikes to hunt down Hangman’s location, I was launching all sorts of attacks to try to suss out any weaknesses in Monarch’s defense. As expected, her shield ward resisted fire, water, ice, force, lightning, and air in equal measure. Kinetic energy wouldn’t do much better, but great weight would. It was easily the most effective way to overwhelm a shield ward, but unfortunately, the process of destroying her throne hadn’t left me much in the way of weight to throw at her.

I got a ping on one of my mind spikes and reacted immediately. A light bomb went off behind me at the same time I scrunched my eyes shut. Monarch cried out in pain and surprise, but I ignored her to see through my scrying spell.

My first impression of Hangman was that he was some sort of giant, wiry spider clinging to the wall, swathed in a black, tattered cloak. It was hard to get a true impression of his height with his body contorted the way it was, but he was at least three feet taller than Monarch and, unless I missed my guess, rail thin. Half of his nose was gone, and he looked at me with dead, ice-blue eyes.

That wasn’t the stare of a person. If I hadn’t been able to tell just from looking at him, I knew it from the fact that something unexpected had happened. When my mind spike had touched him, he hadn’t defended himself against it. Any mage versed in mental combat would easily defeat such a weak attack. Hangman hadn’t even tried. He’d let the pain wash through him without uttering so much as a whisper of complaint.

He leaped from the wall and flew twenty feet through the air at me. As he moved, he extended an empty hand in an oddly familiar gesture and pulled a noose made of thin, gray rope out of nowhere. He had a phantom space, not unlike my own, though I would guess it was far smaller. It might not be big enough to hold anything more than that noose.

I caught him with greater telekinesis just as he reached the boundary of my shield ward. Hangman’s muscles strained against the spell, but he was nowhere near strong enough to break free with sheer force, and strangely, he wasn’t using any sort of magic to resist it. Any mage would have tried, and I would have expected those in the Wolf Pack’s inner circle to be competent enough to slip out of such a fragile attack.

Was Hangman not a mage?

I let my staff go and reached up both hands to grab the sides of the man’s head. This would only take a second, and Monarch was still reeling from my light bomb. Really, that was her own fault. Who didn’t inscribe runes to defend against visual attacks into their shield ward? I’d only thrown the light bomb to flush out Hangman. It working so well against his master was an unexpected bonus.

Months ago, I’d discovered a man named Nermet. He’d been enslaved by the governor of my little village with mind magic, trapped in his own body with no voice and no free will. Noctra had been an amateur, and he’d done a great deal of damage to Nermet’s mind in his fumbling about. It would have been a kindness to kill the poor man, but my father’s intervention and selflessness had given Nermet the time he needed for me to help him recover.

Monarch was not like Noctra. Her mental domination of Hangman was absolute in every way. There was nothing left of the man in there under her magic. There was no mind to think, no will to break, no voice to cry out. He was a walking corpse that hadn’t realized it was dead yet, a puppet moving on the strings of Monarch’s will.

The only kindness I could give him was to grant him a swift death. I released Hangman and floated backwards a few feet, then cast a spell called force cleave. Magic lanced out in a vertical plane between us, so sharp that it sliced through skin, muscle, and bone in an instant. Hangman was split in two, the blood contained only because his body was still in the grip of my greater telekinesis spell.

I let it go, and both halves of his corpse fell into the darkness below. The abyss would be his grave.

Green and black flame flashed by me, striking my staff where it floated in the air waiting for me to reclaim it. I glanced over at the wood and watched it char and break apart. The core of living stone I’d transmuted inside it cracked down the center and split as well, leaving the melting silver and my mana crystal to fall to the ground far below. That was going to be expensive to replace, and I’d never even gotten the chance to grow into it.

“Now what, child mage?” Monarch taunted. “Without your staff, your mana core can’t possibly hold more than one or two spells. This battle is over.”

“I’m a bit of a hypocrite,” I said to Monarch without turning around. “When I was your age, I was a far worse person than you are now. I took what I wanted, and I killed anyone who tried to stop me. In that, I suppose we’re the same, but I was far more effective at enforcing my will on the world than you are.

“I wouldn’t say that I ever really redeemed myself. It’s more that I mellowed out as I got older. I learned some truths about the world, I suppose. But there were a few things I swore to myself I’d never indulge in again, a few of the darker magics that were too evil even for my tastes. Necromancy was one. That’s a branch of magic that can stay gone. Mind control was another. When I was young, I used it freely to get what I wanted. Now, I find it abhorrent, a violation in ways that other spells can’t quite match.”

“Everyone with power is a hypocrite,” Monarch said, that sneer back on her face. “What makes you so special?”

“Nothing, I suppose,” I said. Through my scrying spells, I saw her prepare to attack me again. I raised one hand into the air and pulled the shrunken storage crystal I’d taken from Tetrin out of my phantom space. “This was meant for creation, but it seems there’s always something else that needs to be destroyed first.”

My assault started with a simple lightning bolt. It ripped through the air with a roar of thunder and broke against Monarch’s shield ward. Before she could counter, I struck her with a force smash. The shield held again, but Monarch dropped thirty feet before she stabilized her flight spell.

She swung her arm up at me and something metal flashed in the light of the fire blast I ignited around her. I caught it with telekinesis and tucked it away in my phantom space to examine later. Another lightning bolt hammered into her at the same time, and I could sense the shield ward starting to weaken.

I burned through a master tier spell’s worth of mana over the next six seconds, casting spells two or three at a time while holding my own defenses in place. Monarch never got the chance to fight back as I battered her defenses down. Finally, they snapped, leaving her vulnerable for the first time since I’d walked into the room above us.

I sent a force cleave into her neck to behead her, but as the magic connected, one of the rings on her finger burst in an explosion of light, heat, and metal. Where Monarch had been floating before, there was now nothing. I glanced up and saw her far overhead, staring down at me with terror in her eyes. She turned to flee, but I cast shadow leap and jumped through the darkness to appear behind her.

I gestured at her with one hand and drew mana from the storage crystal. Bladed chains wasn’t a master tier spell, but it was extremely expensive. They burst into existence from my outstretched hand and lunged out to catch Monarch as she tried to flee. Sharp links of steel caught her arms and legs, wound themselves around her limbs, and crawled up across her stomach and chest to her neck.

Then they constricted, biting deep into Monarch’s flesh. She tried to say something, but all that came out was a choking gasp. Whatever her final words might have been, she didn’t get the chance to speak them. The chains pulled at her from every direction, and Monarch’s body was ripped limb from limb.

I caught the pieces and cast them out past the edge of the abyss. Her victim deserved better than to share a grave with the woman who’d turned him into a hollowed-out shell of a person.

Then I left the room. My work here was done, but there was still one more issue to address before I could put the Wolf Pack behind me.


Chapter
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Before I made my way back to Keeper, I took some time to loot the dead. For the most part, I hadn’t been terribly impressed with the creations of the latest generation, though the more I learned, the less I faulted them for their lack of ability. It seemed like Derro had already been on the back end of nowhere even before a moon got destroyed and the world’s mana core was broken. If anything, Monarch’s however-many-generations-back grandfather getting exiled here had probably resulted in a net gain to the area’s magical capabilities.

Some knowledge had been lost, probably deliberately. The mechanics of core ignition were so well-known that it almost had to have been someone’s agenda to suppress it for a few generations after ambient mana disappeared, probably to maintain power over a disadvantaged society. But somewhere along the line, it appeared that the knowledge had changed from hidden to just plain gone.

That meant that the most likely vector anyone could threaten me with at this point was the cache of trinkets left over from a thousand years ago. I planned to confiscate them for the next decade or two, long enough for me to finish rebuilding myself, before I got to work on reintroducing magic to this society. It was selfish, but then, I’d never claimed to be a saint.

Breaking into Hangman’s phantom space was easy enough, but, as I’d suspected, it was barely big enough to hold the strange noose he’d wielded. That was barely a weapon, and the magic woven into it was practically worthless in this age. It prevented anyone from summoning the spirit of whoever it strangled, perfect for an assassin in a magic-rich society looking to avoid getting identified by his victims, but pointless in a world where nobody knew how to reach beyond the veil anyway.

From Monarch’s bloody remains, I took first the torc. A quick glance told me that it was more powerful than my own shield ward, but only by virtue of being more than a dozen times bigger and thus able to hold significantly more mana in reserve. She had two rings left as well, one a signet with a vaguely familiar symbol on it. Perhaps her family line traced back far enough to my time and I’d seen their crest hundreds of years ago. Or perhaps it was just a coincidence. Either way, the ring’s magic was strange enough that I’d need more time to figure it out.

It was too bad about the last ring. Unless I missed my guess, it was some sort of death cheating enchantment, but now its power was spent, and it had broken into pieces. Those were truly valuable, and it would have saved me a great deal of time and effort to take Monarch’s instead of making my own.

The final ring seemed like a ward key, but it didn’t match anything I’d seen in the palace. There was a chance it would unlock Monarch’s cache of weapons, though, so I hung onto it. Hopefully, Keeper would know where they all were, and would agree to tell me. Considering how badly she wanted to unlock the secrets of her memory sphere and how much more help she still needed, I was confident we could make a deal.

[image: ]



“Of course I know where Ferris hid them,” Keeper said. “Who do you think did the bulk of the work studying them to figure out how they worked?”

“I’d assumed the information had been passed down to her,” I said.

“Only in the most general sense. Most of our knowledge on how the artifacts work comes from a combination of my own research and Weaver’s examination of them.”

Monarch must have trusted Keeper a great deal to not hide her cache of trinkets away. Or perhaps Keeper had simply known things she wasn’t supposed to. Either way worked for me. “I think I can guess what you’d like to trade for that information.”

“The memory sphere is mine to keep,” she said immediately. “And you’ll continue to help me unlock the memories within.”

“I’ll teach you the magic needed to pull yourself back out without my help,” I countered. “I’m not going to make an open-ended promise to teach you for months or more.”

Keeper’s mouth twitched slightly, but she nodded. “I should like you to make yourself available to answer future questions, as well.”

“I’m sure we can arrange something,” I said. “I’ve often found myself teaching students.”

I wondered for a moment if Keeper would bristle at the implication that she was a student. Some people resented being reminded that they didn’t know everything, and those were usually the hardest ones to teach. If she was among that group, it was better to know now.

After a moment to think, she nodded. “That will be acceptable. I will show you where the war cache is hidden.”

“There’s one other thing. Sibilant.”

Keeper started laughing. “I suppose that secret no longer matters. The cabal has been completely dismantled anyway. It would just kill Velvet to find this out after all the work he did trying to figure out who Sibilant is.”

“The journals he kept?” I asked.

She nodded. “For years, he’s been trying to crack the mystery.”

“So who is Sibilant?”

“He doesn’t exist,” Keeper said.

My brow furrowed. “Then who was giving Velvet his orders?”

“When you killed him, did you see the talisman he wore around his neck?” she asked.

“An amulet of mind shielding,” I said. “I didn’t stop to look too closely at it. Other matters had my attention.”

Keeper shook her head. “That was only one of its functions. Sibilant is an enchantment in the amulet.”

“A phantasmal presence?” I asked. Such presences were fake people, personas built up by pure magic that existed only in the mind of whoever had the token the enchantment was anchored to.

She nodded. “Velvet was… too ambitious for his own good. Left to his own devices, he would cause problems trying to twist orders and play politics. But he was still necessary to keep the outer circle organized and productive, so Ferris decided to give him a bone to gnaw on and created Sibilant, a shadowy figure who seemed to know everything and issued orders to Velvet. It kept him busy.”

That was convenient for me, assuming it was true. For now, I decided to accept it at face value. If Keeper was lying to me, I’d find out sooner or later, but I honestly only cared about Sibilant as a potential agent who could revive the Wolf Pack and force me to come back to deal with them again. In another decade, not even that would matter. I planned on flooding this whole island with enough mages trained well enough to render the Wolf Pack’s current level of power moot, especially without the dangerous toys they currently had in their possession.

“Very well,” I said. “Then, I will teach you and an assistant of your choice the magic you need to master your memory sphere. In exchange, I will take possession of all artifacts from the Age of Wonders other than the sphere.”

“Agreed,” Keeper said.
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I stood in front of the ember bloom and contemplated how best to go about relocating it. With my staff destroyed, I was left with only storage crystals to draw mana from. The inefficiency was obnoxious, but it was worth it for this project.

This tree was the first step in recreating a world full of mana. No amount was too high to pay to safeguard it.

Hyago arrived about twenty minutes after I tripped his detection ward. “You’re back,” he said as he floated down to land next to me. “Is it time?”

“It is,” I said. “This is going to be tricky, and I need to send you ahead to prepare the way. Gather anything you need to replant the ember bloom. I’ll take care of transportation.”

“About that,” he said. “We never did discuss price.”

“I suppose we didn’t. What would you like?”

“I did some digging, if you’ll pardon the pun. You mentioned druids the last time we talked. Let me tell you, it was not easy finding anyone who’d even heard of them, but you threw it out casually. How much do you know?”

“About druids? I never followed their traditions, but I got along well enough with them. I know the magic more than I do the rituals and pageantry of their orders.”

“That’s what I want for the tree,” Hyago said. “Spell books full of druid magic.”

“Interesting,” I said. “Let me ask you a question. Do you enjoy your work here?”

“Here, specifically? Yes, this tree is magnificent. Who wouldn’t enjoy something like this?”

“No, I meant the work you did for the cabal’s alchemist. You were the mage who directed mana into all of the plant specimens, weren’t you?”

“Ah, that… It started as a hobby, when I was young. I was trying to find a way to grow more food, faster. Too many mouths to feed where I came from. I guess I was good at it, because the spirits blessed me with a mage core.”

I let that statement pass by unchallenged. There’d be plenty of time to correct that misunderstanding of how mana worked in the years to come. “I don’t have a book of spells for dealing with plants on me,” I said, “but I could teach you plenty. I could also introduce you to some like-minded people, including another mage, if you were interested.”

“What, like an apprenticeship?” Hyago asked with a laugh. “I’m ten times older than you. That’d be a pretty weird relationship.”

“If you don’t like the offer…”

“No, I’m not saying that. I guess I shouldn’t turn my nose up at some personal tutoring. Better than instructions I have to figure out for myself, anyway.”

“In that case, go gather everything you need to prepare the ground for the ember bloom. I’ll teleport you and any assistants you want to take with you to where I’ll be transplanting this thing, and when you’re done, I’ll show you a few spells useful for moving a whole tree without damaging it.”

“Give me fifteen minutes,” he said before he hurried off, leaving me to stand there alone watching the play of lights off the ember bloom’s leaves.

“So much left to do,” I murmured. The Wolf Pack was effectively gone, but I’d still be dealing with Keeper and Weaver for the foreseeable future. I needed to reclaim my alchemy equipment from Alkerist and collect my final harvest from their greenhouses. My crucible needed to be relocated, and that was going to require just as much mana as the ember bloom.

I had a whole gaggle of orphans I’d promised the opportunity for a better life to who would need attention. Senica had an ignited core now and would demand my help learning magic, and she wasn’t the only one. I needed a new supply of herbs and reagents for my ointment of aging, though that was perhaps something Hyago and his gang could help me with.

It would be years before things settled down, but perhaps that was a good thing. My body needed time to grow more than anything else. The distractions would keep me busy while I waited, and if I got bored, there was still plenty of this island to explore. The world was bigger than a tiny village, a mountain retreat, and a ruined city, after all.

Somewhere out there were the remnants of the Night Vale and my own workshops. Deep below that was the broken world core, waiting for someone to fix it. I certainly had my work cut out for me, but I also had my whole life ahead of me to set everything straight.

The ember bloom was a good start, but that was all it was: a start.

Hyago returned with three men. “We’ve got a cart with all our supplies. Is there going to be a weight issue to your magic?”

“No,” I said, “not as long as you can carry it.”

He glanced at his helpers, then nodded slowly. “We can pick it all up. I assume we won’t have to walk too far.”

“Not at all. I’ll teleport you directly there. Anything you’re holding will come with you.”

I followed the mage back up to the surface to get the process started.

End of Book 2
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Before publishing on Amazon, I wrote this book on the website Royal Road. It's a great place to look if you're searching for other amazing books. Best thing is that all Royal Road books are free. You can think of Royal Road as an indie publishing story incubator.

Follow Keiran on Royal Road to read ahead and find other fans!
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Also Available from the Publisher
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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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The Menocht Loop – a Progression Fantasy Epic

Ian Dunai is trapped in the only maze an arch-decemancer can't escape. Time.

Only 1% of the population is blessed with magic affinity at birth. Fewer still have high enough affinities to rule. Ian’s decemancy eclipses all, granting him ultimate control over Death. He conquers cities with a thought and turns them into ruins with a gesture. But overwhelming power isn’t enough to escape the time loop or reveal its purpose.

When Ian discovers a critical clue that he missed years ago, escape is finally at his fingertips.

Little does he know, he's been stuck in the first realm.

Read The Menocht Loop now!


About the Author


EmergencyComplaints grew up reading fantasy and tried his hand at writing his first novel on an old MS-DOS text editor program when he was seven years old. That story didn't pan out; maximum character limits were a thing back then.

Undeterred, he kept writing on other platforms, reading full-time, devouring JRPGs, and playing D&D. He is now the author of several series, including Keiran, The God Machine, and Ascendant.


About Timeless Wind Publishing
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Founded in late 2020 by Lorne Ryburn and Silas Sontag, Timeless Wind Publishing is an up-and-coming indie publishing house. We love sci-fi and fantasy—progression fantasy, power fantasy, LitRPG, time loops, cultivation, system apocalypse—genre fiction of all kinds! We’re prolific readers within these genres and endeavor to bring awesome books into the limelight.

We look forward to helping authors (aspiring and published alike) develop and expand an audience of readers who believe in their vision.

Our logo is an exotic cat from a Palmyrene ruin. The word along its back roughly translates to, “Alas!” or “What a shame!” This word is present on all gravestones in Palmyra. It’s a recognition that all things come to an end… even the best people and stories. Alas!

We hope our readers will have “alas” moments when they finish our books.

Connect with Timeless Wind Publishing

TimelessWind.com

Facebook.com/timelesswind

Twitter.com/timeless_wind

Instagram.com/timelesswindpub
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Groups


For more information about progression fantasy series, check out these Facebook groups:

	Progression Fiction Addicts

	LitRPG Books by Magic Dome Books

	Gamelit Society
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