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            Cycles and Struggles

          

        

      

    

    
      Ancient pronouncements whispered from within the Ravener. The Usurper had reappeared after so long.

      What measures were needed?

      Reaching across great distances, it inspected certain energies, processes and paths. Ones of key importance. It examined them with great care, searching for patterns that were unusual… or any that should be long inactive.

      Nothing abnormal could be found. All was as it should have been, and all proceeded as it dictated. Good. The worst had not come to pass.

      Then the task was clear: the Usurper must be eliminated, but quietly. Too much escalation could bring too much attention.

      And so, a subtle approach was needed. For now.

      Reaching out, the Ravener called to its one remaining Hunter within Thameland, instructing it to travel southward. The Usurper’s precise location was unclear, but the Hunters had been created with particular senses and abilities to find their target and disguise their termination as just another monster attack.

      But… the other Hunters had been dispatched beyond Thameland’s borders a long time ago. None had returned. Perhaps reinforcements were in order.

      The Ravener searched its network of dungeon cores within Thameland. One by one, it analysed the monsters that each had been dedicated to creating. It eliminated those focused on creatures of unbridled destruction: monsters who would form the front lines of armies, elites who would draw the Heroes out, and devastating creatures designed as siege engines to tear cities apart.

      None of those were suitable. The task at hand required a more subtle touch.

      Perhaps the dungeon core that produced creatures of stealth, like silence-spiders. They would be very useful. The Ravener directed the core to dispatch a force of silence-spiders to the Hunter.

      One more force possessing a different set of skills would broaden the Hunter’s team and improve its chances for success.

      Ah, yes.

      The Venom Walkers.

      They were not the most subtle of its forces—unlike the silence-spiders or Hunters—but they could avoid detection as needed, and were effective assassins if need be. The Ravener gave instructions to the core for a unit of Venom Walkers to be sent to the Hunter.

      Now, for the anom—

      Strange. There was no longer any sign of an anomaly. Its senses reached out, confirming the occurrence. Whatever it was—if something had indeed appeared—would have to be left for now. Its forces would unearth it, then destroy it if that was needed. The Usurper was a priority right now.

      The Ravener turned its attention to the Heroes. They were engaging its cores in the west. More reinforcements would be necessary.

      Shuddering, the great orb of darkness used its gathered power to craft more dungeon cores and sent them shooting through the underways.

      All would proceed.

      All would be preserved.

      This cycle would succeed as had most others.

      It would not fail.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to Luthering,” a rough voice said in a thick northern Thameish accent. “Uldar only knows what possessed a bunch of fancy school-folk like you to choose these forsaken lands for your expedition, but here you are.”

      The teams of surveyors gathered around the teleportation circle, forming their groups while supplies were unloaded from the shimmering portal. Around them, armed soldiers had begun trudging through the mud or leaning against nearby buildings as they eyed the expedition members like they were watching otherworldly beings.

      One group approached them from the village square. In the centre, a lean man strode through the thick muck which coated his boots and metal greaves. Ten soldiers clad in breastplates and chainmail flanked him; swords bobbed from their waists.

      Their plate armour clinked with every step, and their leader’s sharp features gave the impression of a hawk as he eyed every member of the expedition like a wolf appraising a pack encroaching on his territory.

      After a while, he seemed to be satisfied with something and turned to Baelin. “Is this all of them?”

      “For the most part,” the chancellor said, towering over the man. He also stood in the muck, but Alex noticed that no mud stained his hooves or trousers. “Our other less combat-ready members will be brought in at another time.”

      “Right, well, I’ll just say what I have to say to this lot.” The soldier squared his shoulders, turned back toward the rest of the expedition and wiped some of the damp from his greying hair.

      “If I understand correctly, you’re to be our neighbours and you’ll be clearing the land and working on some sort of weapon against the Ravener,” he said.

      ‘Close enough,’ Alex thought.

      “That’s good,” the solider said, though very little cheer entered his voice. “Uldar knows we could use every weapon we can get. This cycle’s been a bad one, and I’ve lost too many that followed my command already.”

      Some of his soldiers grumbled at the words, shifting in place and throwing looks at the Church of Uldar. It was a fairly towering structure—about three floors high—and the only one in the village built entirely of stone.

      The white hand of Uldar was painted on a wooden board above the entrance, and Alex noticed another symbol hanging over the side of the building, where a small fenced-in graveyard lay, likely where priests were buried.

      He wondered how much fuller the graveyards in his homeland had gotten in the past year.

      “We hope our presence will ease your burden, Sir Swift,” Professor Jules said, picking her way around some of the deeper puddles. “And that we are good neighbours to each other.”

      “Ah, and who might you be, then?” Sir Swift looked down at the tiny woman.

      “Professor Vernia Jules, head of the Potions Department of the University of Generasi, and head of the alchemy division of the expedition.” She extended her hand to the tall knight.

      “Right. To those who don’t know, I am Sir Sean Swift of Devon, Knight sworn to King Athelstan Merciex, and Baron Robert Roos,” he said, shaking Professor Jules’ hand. “Long may they rule. You lot are in the village of Luthering, which is part of my fief, and in better circumstances, I would—by rule of courtesy—invite you as guests to my manor for a feast of good fortune.”

      His eyes hardened. “But any pig or cow we’ve got left will be needed to feed my own soldiers. We’re near out of beer, and my manor was burnt to the ground last winter in an attack led by Skinned Ones.”

      Alex winced and several of the students murmured.

      The bestiaries had described Skinned Ones as quite a nasty form of monster. Humanoid, skinless titans whose bloated, naked muscles were hard enough to turn away spears, and powerful enough to batter stone.

      Alex imagined such monsters stalking through the moors toward the village. No wonder these soldiers looked so… beaten down.

      “But—with you lot here—let’s hope that things will turn around; we’re all seeking the same thing. So, I see no reason for there to be any sort of pissing-contests or arm-wrestling going on among us. You’ve got your lands over in the wilderness there, just as I’m warden of this village and the surrounding fief. You seek solutions to the scourge of the Ravener, and I seek ways to square accounts with it. You’ll keep your lands clear of monsters, and I’ll do the same on mine. So, in the end, we’ll be helping each other.”

      “Indeed,” Professor Jules said. “Through our combined efforts as neighbours, it is our hope that we shall have mutual safety and profit.”

      “Profit.” Sir Swift repeated the word as though he’d tasted something bitter. “That brings me right to it, then: there’ve been folk about taking advantage of these desperate times. Bandits infest our lands—hiding from our armies like the rats they are, yet keeping themselves safely hidden from the Ravener’s monsters.

      “Which is another reason to despise it and its spawn. We’ve had pirates and predatory merchants creeping around taking advantage of regular folk. There are hamlets, farmhouses and manors sitting empty waiting for our people to return to their homes. If you range beyond your boundaries, then you may encounter some of these places. What you do on your lands is your affair, but outside, you are expected to follow Thameish law.”

      He raised his voice. “No looting or theft of property found on Thameish soil will be tolerated. None of it. And if you catch anyone on your lands stealing, poaching, or raiding, you have full authority—and my encouragement—to capture and punish them as you see fit. We have no time to worry about the fate of outlaws. They’re parasites. I expect you will not act as they do. We’ve had folk offer help before they turn on us. I’m not accusing you of anything, but these are evil times. Desperate times.”

      The knight’s armour showed signs of recent repair.

      His companions kept their eyes on the surroundings. The buildings had been patched, and the tavern walls were a mix of new and old boards. Lanky dogs wandered about the village, and each warrior looked like it’d been too long since they’d seen a hot meal and peaceful night’s sleep.

      ‘No wonder he said desperate times. These people, even their animals, look like they’ve really been through it,’ Alex thought. ‘Wonder what he’d think if he saw how we live in Generasi. Maybe the supplies we brought can ease their burden for a while.’

      “Right.” Sir Swift looked on as the expedition finished piling supplies beside the teleportation circle. Many of the crates were for the university’s encampment, though a significant number were being gifted to the village. Alex could already see the knight evaluating the new provisions. “Let’s show you where you’ll be wanting to go.”

      “Excellent.” Baelin nodded to the expedition before turning and speaking a single word.

      The portal closed behind them.

      The teams shouldered their rucksacks and began trudging through the mud. At Alex’s side, Claygon’s heavy footsteps sucked through the muck.

      He noticed the soldiers’ eyes following them as they made their way through the village. After a year in Generasi, the novelty of being surrounded by so many strange and magical things had worn off. But here, almost everyone in Luthering appeared to be human, with only a few who appeared to have mixed ancestry. Perhaps elven, orcish and dwarvish ancestors from their features.

      In contrast, Generai’s expeditionary force was formed of humans, elves, dwarves, beastmen—including the towering, unique Grimloch—and a giant, four-armed golem. There were also familiars—like Brutus and Najyah—among other beasts. That didn’t even include Vesuvius, who was simply too big to be teleported into the village and would be brought to Thameland later.

      Still, the group made for a fantastic sight in the quiet moors and countryside of Thameland.

      “I’ve sent rangers into the moors in the last few days to make sure nothing nasty’s been brewing there,” Sir Swift said as they passed through a street filled with buildings converted into barracks for the soldiers. Men and women sat around, taking care of their equipment and gaping at the group. “And they’ve not been reporting anything more dangerous than a few beast-goblin warrens.”

      “Sizes and locations?” Baelin asked.

      “To the east,” the knight said. “And no more than packs of ten or twenty in each. Nothing to worry about for a group of wizards like yourselves, but you’ll need to roust them if you want full run of your lands. If there’s more lurking out in the moors, then you’ll need to find that out yourselves… Still would’ve been better if you’d let some of our priests come with you, I say. If it weren’t for their miracles and Uldar’s mercy, half my force would be dead.”

      “We have our own sources of healing,” Professor Jules said.

      ‘Yeah, don’t go forcing any priests on us, please,’ Alex thought.

      “Suit yourself.” Sir Swift pointed to a smithy, which looked like it had been converted into an armoury. “If you need any help, you can come to Luthering for care and what supplies we can spare. You’ve provided for us, and if we can, we’ll do the same. At the same time, I will be expecting hospitality for any of my soldiers if they need to travel through your lands.”

      “They shall have it,” Baelin said. “As long as they follow Generasi law as they do.”

      “Good,” the knight said.

      The village gate was surrounded by a wooden wall that had clearly been patched repeatedly, using different boards, stone, and metal. The gate even looked newly crafted.

      “Open the gate!” Sir Sean Swift roared.

      Six soldiers slid away a massive oak post securing the gate, then heaved it open. The gate creaked and sloshed through the muck, revealing a muddy road that led to the harsh lands of Greymoor. Generasi’s property.

      The air was heavy with the smell of peat and rain.

      “Happy hunting to you all,” the knight said, standing aside. “Oh… and just one more thing. If you should happen to find anyone hiding on your lands, it would do me a great favour if you search them thoroughly and hold them, or bring them here to our priests.”

      Sir Swift drew a piece of parchment from a case on his belt, unrolled it and presented it to the expedition. Alex’s blood ran cold and he noticed Theresa and Thundar throw glances at him.

      On the scroll was a detailed drawing of a grinning jester’s face. “If you should find anyone with this symbol on their bodies, capture them. This symbol is the Mark of the Fool. It glows gold and marks the body of a missing member of Uldar’s Heroes. They’re most likely long dead, but if they happen to be hiding in some hole out there in the moors while others fight and die in their stead, then I ask that you submit them to my custody: they’re wanted by the King of Thameland and the Holy Church of Uldar.”

      His eyes were like steel. “If they’re not dead, then it’s more than time they started doing their duty. After all, who are they to deny Uldar’s plan?”

      Alex fought to keep the agitation off his face. ‘Uldar’s plan? What about Alex’s plan? We’ll see how much his plan matters when we do things our way and take the Ravener’s dungeon cores from it. This cycle’s going to be different.’
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      The expedition team whispered to each other as those closest to the knight leaned forward, examining the symbol of the grinning jester.

      “That looks stupid,” Grimloch growled. “I’d hate to be the one with that stupid face branded on my body.”

      Through the greatest force of will Alex had ever mustered, he managed to keep his screaming inside. Thankfully, his friends kept their faces stoic. None gave a single twitch to reveal what they knew.

      “I see,” Baelin said, making a great show of examining the parchment. “We shall keep our eyes open for this Fool in our lands, though under Generasi law—under which our lands are governed—this Fool has committed no crime.”

      Sir Swift’s jaw tightened. “They are equivalent to a deserter from our armies or worse. The warriors of Thameland are ordered to fight by our king. The Heroes are chosen to fight by our god.”

      “And that is why—if I should lay eyes upon this Fool—I will encourage them to do the right thing: what is best for their lives and for those of your fine kingdom,” Baelin said smoothly, avoiding any outright lies. “Now, I do believe my colleagues have thoroughly memorised this… charming symbol. We had best be off. May our neighbourly relationship continue peacefully, Sir Swift.”

      “Right, go in peace and with Uldar’s blessings. May your work help bring a quick end to this cycle.”

      “Indeed, and may your skill and that of your army win you many battles with little losses,” the chancellor said, then looked at the expedition. “Come, my colleagues. It is time to be off, and we do have a bit of a walk ahead of us.”

      “Here we go,” Alex said, adjusting his shoulders.

      “Now for the fun part,” Isolde sighed as the expedition set out. “Luthering was not close to the centre of our territory on the map.”

      “That it was not,” Khalik said, drawing his cloak even tighter around himself. “But complaining about it will only make the journey longer and more painful.”

      Theresa glanced at Sir Swift as the expedition exited the gates of Luthering. “Crossing rough country’s worse with a bad mind. Let’s make the best of it.”

      As one, the members of Generasi’s expedition filed through the gates of Luthering and stepped into the wilderness of Greymoor. When the last of their number—and supplies supported by large forcedisks—exited the village, the gate creaked closed behind them.

      Thm.

      The bar slid into place.

      Isolde glanced back at the village. “Charming fellow, that Sir Swift. He reminds me of an old knight who worked for my father.”

      “How so?” Khalik asked.

      “He was not a happy man. It honestly seemed like he’d died at some point on one of the many battlefields he fought on, but his poor body had not realised he’d been slain. His spirit did, though. A dour man to be around.”

      “A grim way to put it,” Khalik said. “What happened to him?”

      “A bad sickness of the lungs,” she said. “He was laid to rest three summers ago. A poor way to go, especially for a soldier, though there are worse ways.”

      “With this dampness, we might share his fate soon enough,” Khalik said. “But I will keep my complaining to a minimum.”
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      As the expedition team trudged along the muddy road, Luthering shrank behind them into the distance. The moors spread out ahead in a bleak landscape.

      Dull, pale green grasses and short shrubbery grew from rolling hills and wide flats broken by tors: small mounds of earth topped by bare grey granite. The plant life swayed in the chill wind, and Alex recognized several species of heather and heath from one of Salinger’s lessons.

      An occasional scraggly, half-dead oak rose into the air, looking less like a tree and more like an old monster with a bent back. It was late summer, which meant most of the leaves were still green, but some had already begun to wilt and change to their fall colours.

      Skylarks and other birds seemed to be the only wildlife around, flocking and pecking at worms and other insects hidden in the wet, acidic soil.

      Crows were everywhere, screeching as the group passed by.

      Grimloch sniffed. “Death. They’re eating a carcass. Maybe it’s this Fool.”

      Alex shuddered.

      “I’m sure they have plenty to eat all over Thameland,” Theresa muttered, briefly touching Alex’s arm.

      The group continued over the hills, and once the village was completely out of sight, Baelin looked back over his shoulder from the front of the line.

      “At our current pace, it will be some five hours before we reach our border, then another hour after that until we reach our staging area,” the ancient wizard said. “Step lively and make sure you keep your rucksacks centred on your backs. We will keep moving, but if you need rest, I can conjure forcedisks to carry you some of the distance.”

      As he started to turn around, someone cleared their throat.

      “Ummm, Chancellor?” a student called.

      “Baelin. Call me Baelin, and what is it?” the ancient wizard asked.

      “Can’t we teleport the rest of the way?” the student asked. “Forgive me for questioning things, but now that we’ve seen the village, wouldn’t it be faster to simply teleport to our destination and get started? It would waste less of the day and we’d be less tired.”

      “Do not ask my forgiveness for asking a question, my young friend.” The chancellor smiled. “You are a student as well as part of a research team: it is quite literally your job to ask questions. And as for why we are walking to our staging area: a Proper Wizard does not rely solely on magic, especially when doing so could rob you of key information.”

      The wizard gestured to the dreary surroundings. At first glance, it didn’t look like someone could garner much from it.

      “By walking the distance from Luthering to our territory in Greymoor, you gain several pieces of valuable information,” Baelin said. “First, you will now know the way back to Luthering, as long as you are paying attention to our route.”

      Alex saw several people look at each other, then scramble to dig out pens and sheets of parchment.

      “You will also learn what the terrain is like on this path and how to walk it. You will learn how long it should take for you to walk the distance between our encampment and the closest settlement, as well as how tiring the journey will be for you. If you find that your endurance wanes partway through, then you will have learned something about yourself: that you will need to build stamina.”

      The chancellor picked up a large stone and tossed it to the side of the trail. “You will learn about any areas of dangerous terrain to avoid, and will have first-hand knowledge of landmarks that you can use to guide yourself back along the path. It is true, I could have simply teleported us to the site of our encampment, but then you would only have experienced the village and our destination in isolation.”

      He conjured an illusion above himself showing a section of the surrounding lands. “Through illusions, I might have shown you the path from the village visually, but that would do little to teach you about what it actually feels like to travel the route. Not to mention, a few minutes studying an illusion pales in comparison to the rich knowledge gained by living through the journey. Think of it this way: suppose the encampment is attacked.”

      He made a cutting motion through the air with his hand. “Monsters are running rampant, and you are cut off from magical ways of communication. Your messenger construct is destroyed, and the portal to Generasi is compromised. Your only option is to ride, run or fly to Luthering. Because you did not make the journey yourself, you overestimate your endurance and sap your strength before you are even halfway. Or you stumble on a hill you did not remember was there, roll down and fracture a limb. Perhaps you stumble into a river, or get turned around and lost if it is dark. By making the journey now, you are easing your situation in case of emergency. Does that answer your question?”

      “Yes, Chancellor!” The student was already cradling his notebook and eyeing the terrain to note pertinent details.

      “Excellent,” Baelin said. “Chin up, now. We’ve miles to go.”

      The walk wasn’t an easy one. Greymoor was made up of more than its share of uneven ground, wet grass and peat. At first, the group distracted themselves by chatting and examining the terrain. Ripp the swiftling monster hunter even began singing a merry tune:

      “Oh on a merry summer day, from me home I started, left the girls of Tuillegh nearly broken-hearted.” His voice carried over the moors and past the tors, drawing both glances of appreciation—some even joined in—and glares of irritation.

      As time went on, they ran out of road and had to make their way across rough country and hilly terrain. It was about an hour in when Baelin had to conjure forcedisks for some of the less fit expedition members. Professor Jules and some of the other professors conjured their own forcedisks to float on or summoned creatures to ride. Other students cast body enhancement spells on themselves to give them more endurance. Those who took a break on Baelin’s forcedisks thanked the chancellor profusely, while Alex found himself being thankful for four different things.

      First, that he’d started building up his body and stamina when he’d come to Generasi. The walk would have been tough if he’d still been weak and unfit like when he’d first left Alric. The average baker’s assistant wouldn’t have been well-suited for such a trek across the countryside.

      Second, he was thankful for the magical rucksacks—they really did decrease any burden on his lower back and shoulders.

      Third, he was thankful he’d invested in a good pair of alchemically sealed boots. They were comfortable and warm, and kept the cold and wet away from his feet.

      Finally, he was thankful for the Mark. He focused on gathering as much information about the terrain as he could, and it was already reinforcing memories and building his skill in navigating the area.

      If anyone was going to get lost between their territory and Luthering, it wasn’t going to be him. He felt a tap on his shoulder.

      “Alex.” Thundar pointed to a tor. “Come with me up there, I want to get a better view of the land.”

      The minotaur gave Alex a look that strongly indicated he wanted to talk about more than the land.

      “Sure, good idea,” Alex said, then turned to his friends. “Be right back.”

      Calling Claygon, Alex and Thundar climbed to the top of the tor, away from the group. The minotaur glanced over his shoulder then leaned toward Alex. “Shit, man, I didn’t think they’d be waving around a wanted poster for you as soon as we got here.”

      “I seriously think my heart stopped,” Alex said. “The sooner we get into these dungeon cores, the better. If they find me out, I want to have discovered something to counter the Ravener. Then they might be more inclined to leave me alone, or at the very least, they’ll have a harder time trying to drag me away to do Uldar’s bidding.”

      “Yeah, that’s the hope, I guess. But I’ll feel a lot better when we’ve got that illusion spell down. Maybe we should pull some late nights when we get back.”

      “I’ve got it covered with a bandage right now, just in case,” Alex said. “But yeah, agreed. The sooner the better. Thanks for worrying, man.”

      Thundar waved a hand. “You worried about me when I got jumped by the mana vampire, so of course I’m gonna worry about you.” He clapped Alex on the shoulder and started looking over the rough moors. “We’ll get that illusion down… Anyway, so, this is your homeland, eh? This is where you grew up?”

      “No, no, Alric’s a lot nicer than this place,” Alex said. “When all this is over, I’ll show you one day.”

      “Thanks,” Thundar said sarcastically. “Now, this is where—according to the old stories—something murders one or both of us before that ever happens.”

      “Pfeh, this is real life.” Alex tapped Claygon’s side. “I’ll kill anything that tries.”

      “We have reached the border of our territory,” Baelin called out. “Make note of the tor there—the one whose top looks like the head of a yowling cat. That denotes the beginning of our territory. Once again, we are now on Generasi soil. Only one more hour to go!”

      The cheeriness in his voice made several muted groans go through the expedition party.

      “Right, let’s go,” Alex said. “We’re almost there now.”

      “Yeah,” Thundar agreed.

      As the two young men started down the tor, the wind shifted and the minotaur paused. His nostrils flared. “Hold on…” He sniffed the air again.

      A second later, Brutus started barking with all three heads.

      “What is it?” Alex asked. “What do you smell?”

      “Rotting flesh,” the minotaur said, digging into his pack and pulling out his spyglass. He scanned the surrounding hills for a few heartbeats then froze. “Shit…” Thundar raised his voice. “Hey! There’s a dead body over there! It looks human!”
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      The wind cut across the moors, chilling the air, bringing the stench of festering flesh to the expedition. As a group, they’d gathered in a circle around a bloated, decaying man dressed in the tatters of homespun clothing and a gambeson. Some grimaced and fixed their eyes on anything but the corpse, while others watched as the medical staff crouched around the cadaver like the abundant crows.

      Their long, beak-like masks completed the image.

      “Well, whoever he was, I don’t think he was this Fool Sir Swift’s looking for,” Meikara said as she clinically turned the corpse, examining the skin.

      Each medic poked and prodded the remains in the same way children do when they find a dead frog, except the healers were using steel tools instead of sticks. Alex was attentive to every move they made, using the situation to learn as much as he could for when it came time to dissect monsters and gather specimens.

      It wasn’t the pleasantest of tasks.

      “I’d say—” Howser turned the man’s chin with a gloved hand. Insects oozed from discoloured flesh. “—he was in his mid-twenties and on hard times. There’s signs of malnutrition.”

      “Possibly dehydration as well,” House said after casting a spell and passing his hands over the body. A band of light followed his fingers, tracing the dead man’s shape. “And there’s signs of old injuries; looks like a knife wound to the right thigh, healed ribs… He has multiple scars. I think this fellow led a rough life. Maybe a bandit or soldier of some sort.”

      “Deep lacerations to the base of the spine appears to be the cause of death,” Meikara said, drawing clinical nods from House and Howser. “From the shape of the wounds, I’d say they were made by claws. As for how long he’s been dead… taking into account the body’s state of decomposition and the dampness in the region… it’s hard to tell. Crows have already been feasting on him: I don’t see signs of other scavengers around, like droppings and the like; otherwise, there’d be nothing left except a few bones. What do you think?” She looked to her colleagues. “Three weeks, maybe?”

      “About that, yes,” House agreed. “Can’t say what it was that killed him, though. The claw marks are too big for a beast-goblin and too small for anything like a wyvern. One of the Ravener’s monsters perhaps…”

      Professor Jules cleared her throat, drawing their attention.

      “Any thoughts as to what he was doing out here?” she asked. “If he was a bandit, then there’s little for him to steal in this barren place.” Her eyes scanned the hills with a hint of excitement. “Perhaps there’s a ruin nearby he was trying to raid.”

      “There are ruins all over Thameland,” Theresa spoke up, and the entire expedition turned toward her.

      As the only Thameish members of the group, what she and Alex had to say carried some weight. The huntress placed her hands on the hilts of her great-grandfather’s swords. “One of my ancestors hunted a bandit king through the forest a long time ago, and his hideout was in a lost keep that wasn’t on any map. It’s possible there’s something out here that’s been lost to time.”

      “Indeed,” Baelin cut in. “With each rise and fall of civilizations, the ruins of the world multiply. Perhaps there is something out here, but what is of more interest to me is the whereabouts of whatever killed this fellow. If it was one of the Ravener’s monsters, and it’s still about, we’ll be able to begin our study of them sooner than anticipated when we capture or kill it. Are there any signs of disease? I do not detect any magics lingering upon him.”

      “Nothing more than simple rot,” Meikara said. “As long as we keep the body away from our provisions, it should be safe to handle.”

      “Very well. Once you are finished with your investigation, I shall transport the remains to the encampment. What we learn from them might be of interest, then we can release the body to Sir Swift. Perhaps he might know the man. Now, come. If there is a beast out there for us to find, I would rather search it out sooner than later.”

      Alex glanced at Theresa. “You get the feeling that won’t be the last corpse we find out here?”

      Her grip tightened on her swords. “I’d be shocked if it was.”
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        * * *

      

      Their journey lasted a little more than an hour after they found the body, and Alex’s feet were glad it was over. They were starting to complain. The trek had taken the wind out of some of the less fit expedition members—who panted like hounds on a hot summer’s day—and even his better conditioned legs had begun to burn near the end.

      Baelin stopped on top of a tall—mercilessly so for the exhausted—wide hill that overlooked the surrounding terrain. Several rises of granite poked through the hilltop, though the surface was mostly flat, with enough of a slope for rainwater or melting snow to drain away from their encampment. Earth magic would be used to adjust the slope as they set up.

      “This is it. Welcome to our initial staging area,” the chancellor announced. “We will begin our surveys here, but for now, our surveyors may have a brief rest while other teams begin setting up camp.” Baelin addressed the surveyors. “Recover your strength for a bit, then you’ll be tasked with exploring several areas close by: I expect thorough documentation of whatever you find.

      “I want to know flora, fauna, mineral deposits—if any—and all natural resources you uncover today. Should you find individuals or creatures capable of speech, you are permitted to parley with them, though I would suggest if negotiations become in-depth, that you alert me through your messenger construct. If there are hostiles about, capture or destroy them as you see fit. Remember, use your common sense and training to evaluate the situation.”

      His eyes turned to Alex’s group. “Team 3, for today, I would like you to explore the immediate area. However, tomorrow—when you are fresher—there is a large bog to the south called Witherhand Bog that must be investigated. Such places can serve as lairs for multiple monsters, and this one was the location of a dungeon that was eliminated by Thameland’s Heroes. All of the entrances were collapsed by the Thameish army, but one never knows what might have moved in since. So tomorrow, search the bog and confirm that everything has in fact been cleared out.”

      He glanced toward the blanket-covered corpse as it was transported to the centre of the camp on a forcedisk.

      “Perhaps you might even find whatever killed our friend there.”
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        * * *

      

      The bog reeked of dead fish and foulness.

      Grassy hills gave way to a lowland filled with partly stagnant water stinking of peat, decay, and worse. Mud bridges covered with rotting plant-life crisscrossed the bog. From some rose bent, gnarled oaks that looked ready to stalk through the muck to hunt the uninvited. Two-toned moss floated on the murky water, occasionally disturbed by a splash of an amphibian or fish moving beneath the water’s surface.

      At least, that was what Alex hoped they were. The bog was akin to something from a sinister fairy tale where witches lurked, hungering for the flesh of innocents. The previous day’s exploration of the hills near the camp had been a lot pleasanter. The area, while damp, contained nothing more dangerous than animal bones and flocks of hungry-looking crows.

      Their first night in camp had been quiet, letting them unwind for a bit before everyone fell into a much-needed sleep. They were up bright and early to grab a proper meal, then gear up and head off to explore the bog Baelin had assigned them. Alex took a deep breath.

      The chancellor had left for Generasi.

      No spell-mark would be there to whisk them away from danger.

      They’d have to rely on their own skills and abilities now, but Alex believed they were ready.

      Or at least, he hoped they were ready.

      “Don’t like the look of this place,” Thundar said, testing the terrain with a hoof. The ground made a sucking sound, almost like a hungry mouth. “Ugh, it stinks in here.”

      “This water is foul. Not good for swimming. Not for me,” Grimloch said. “The faster we go through, the better.”

      “You and I agree on that, Grimloch. Although I think I shall avoid going through it at all,” Isolde said, casting a flight spell on herself, Svenia, and Hogarth, then rising about ten feet above the bog’s surface.

      Looks of jealousy pierced her, then Khalik and Thundar looked to Alex with pleading expressions.

      “I don’t want to use any flight potions yet,” he said, patting his bag. “We’ll need them to last all three days we’re here. That means we’ll just have to rough it.”

      Even as he said those words, Alex took one look at the water and had Claygon pick him up and put him on one of his shoulders.

      “Oh, what—That is cheating!” Khalik pointed at him. “What happened to roughing it?”

      “Claygon’s shoulder’s pretty hard on my butt. I am roughing it.”

      “I’m going to push you into the bog,” Thundar said.

      “Look, the longer we stand out here complaining about the stink, the more time this is going to take.” Theresa walked toward one of the muddy land bridges—tested it, then moved forward. There was a squelch as her boots sank in past her ankles, but no deeper. Sniffing the air then shaking his heads, Brutus followed his master. His legs sank deeper than hers as he ploughed ahead.

      “Right, best get things started.” Alex summoned an Aervespertillo onto the ground beside Claygon. The air shimmered and wind kicked up, then a long-jawed creature—the size of a large dog—appeared with a pair of wings spanning even wider than Najyah’s. Its face was eyeless, and massive, pointed ears dominated the sides of its skull.

      It let out a high-pitched squeal like the whine of a teakettle, and its ears twitched: each swivelled 180 degrees around the sides of its skull, testing the air for different noises.

      “Fly ahead of us,” Alex said. “Scout the area. If you see anything, screech twice as a warning.”

      The creature gave another short, high-pitched screech and flew off, gliding over the swamp.

      “You as well, Najyah. Look for danger, and keep high,” the prince said, releasing the giant eagle, sending her soaring over the swamp. He sighed. “I swear, the first third-tier spell I am learning will be Flight magic.”

      The group cast different defensive spells and strode into the bog. Not everyone had Orb of Air around their heads. Given Theresa, Thundar, Brutus and Grimloch’s keen sense of smell, it made sense for them to continually use it to check the air.

      Alex had Claygon plunge into the water.

      Schloop.

      His massive weight pulled him down up to his chest, but his powerful limbs let him churn through the muck. With a grunt of displeasure, Grimloch stepped into the water, pushing through the moss and mud.

      “Make sure you watch out for leeches!” Meikara called. “If you find any, or maybe I should say if any find you, tell me right away!”

      Thundar snorted in distaste as his hooves sank into the muck of a land bridge opposite Theresa’s, then he plodded over to a scraggly oak and began snapping off dead branches. “Here, we’ll want to test what the ground’s like around us.” He tossed one to each team member as they streamed ahead.

      Meikara and Khalik followed him. Isolde flew above—scanning the waters—while Alex sat on Claygon’s shoulder taking notes on the terrain. He had a booby-trapped slumber potion close at hand.

      “It’s real quiet,” Thundar said. “Too quiet.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Alex said.
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        * * *

      

      In the distance, a head rose from a patch of moss, just high enough for its eyes to watch the interlopers picking their way across the land like frightened children.

      Nostrils flared and a long tongue licked jagged teeth.

      Were they bandits? Soldiers from the kingdom? Adventurers?

      Why had they come to her territory?

      Perhaps… perhaps they had come to trade. That would be good. She had too many of the useless round shinies and metal things in her lair. Her sisters never ceased complaining about the clutter she lived with. Yes, yes. Such things were tempting to humans and their ilk, and maybe they could provide her with something proper in return.

      The green things were the right size, but too foul: they needed much pickling to be palatable. Then there was the scaled, little thing caged in her lair—its screams of fear provided good amusement. Too much amusement for it to be eaten too quickly.

      But these folk might provide something better, if they were good to their word. The last of their kind she’d dealt with had tried to trick and betray her. His corpse would be feeding the birds now. Yes, yes. Best to look on the bright side of things and hope these would be more reasonable.

      She could sense magics coming from them. That might just mean they would be more open to bargaining with someone of her kind. And if not? She was confident her servants would drive them off.

      Slipping back beneath the water, she imagined what fine things they might bring to her with their pretty, pretty magic.

      Youthful flesh would be nice. It had become so rare since the black orbs and monsters had come.

      It had been too long since she’d had a truly fine meal.
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      Brutus’ barking shattered the silence.

      All three noses had been sniffing the air in different directions when he’d stopped and alerted Theresa, pointing his heads toward the water.

      His barking persisted.

      “What is it, boy?” Theresa said. “What do you smell?” She sniffed the air and frowned. “I can’t smell anything except bog.”

      “I’ll check it out,” Grimloch said, wading in the direction Brutus was looking. Moving closer, he stopped and growled. “Death.”

      “Let’s see what Najyah finds,” Khalik said. Glancing skyward, he said something in Tekish and the eagle banked, soaring above the indicated area. A heartbeat later, she began screeching. Grimloch ploughed through the muck, heading in her direction.

      Everyone stopped as he reached down and drew something from the water: a greenish-grey body—about the size of Kybas—bloated and rotting. Grimloch held it above his head as he made his way back through the fetid water.

      “Some kind of goblin,” he growled, shaking the decomposing body. “Or what’s left of one.”

      “What the hell happened to its legs?” Thundar asked. “Did some giant beast bite the poor bastard in half?”

      The group scanned the bog for signs of threat. Meanwhile, Alex had Claygon raise his hands, ready to charge the fire-gems if they were needed.

      “It looks like a beast-goblin,” Isolde said, floating down for a closer look at the corpse. “Sir Swift had said there were some in the area. Ugly creatures.”

      Alex had never seen a beast-goblin before but knew about them from magic lore. It resembled Kybas somewhat, but had a long, bulbous snout filled with razor-sharp teeth, and tiny horns poking from a bald head. Its half-closed eyes were like a reptile’s.

      “What’s a beast-goblin?” Grimloch asked.

      “It’s like… You know what a monkey is?” Alex asked.

      “Small, tasty things that fall off ships coming from southern waters. They have tails.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      “Yeah… yeah, let’s uh… let’s just go with that,” Alex said. “Well, beast-goblins are to goblins what monkeys are to humans, basically. They look kinda similar, but beast-goblins are a hell of a lot dumber. They’re also territorial as hell and have a mean streak as wide as our campus.”

      Alex squinted at the creature, noting the wounds on its body. He used the Mark to try and identify their cause. Unfortunately, between the rot and the large amount of damage done, he couldn’t tell much. Only that the slashes running along its torso were similar to those he’d seen on the dead boy they’d found the day before.

      Meikara confirmed his suspicions when Grimloch laid the corpse in front of her. “These are claw and tooth marks. It appears to have been partially eaten, but… there’s something…” She reached into one of the wounds.

      Squelch.

      Khalik grimaced.

      When the healer’s glove emerged from the little monster’s chest cavity, she was holding small, dark objects.

      “Is… is that garlic?” Alex asked, looking at the blackened bulbs.

      “And dill, it looks like,” Meikara said. “Other herbs too.”

      “Wait… someone stuffed the body like a hen?” Thundar asked.

      “How gruesome,” Isolde said.

      “More like how smart,” Grimloch growled, drawing a shocked look from Meikara. “Underwater beastfolk and selachar do similar things: we take meat, fill it with good stuff and let it float in seawater to pickle it. Makes it soft and tasty. Don’t know how it’d work with freshwater, though.”

      Meikara seemed to be trying to digest that information.

      Hogarth was hovering beside Isolde as everyone looked at the beast-goblin’s remains. “First time meeting Grimloch, I’m guessing?” he said to the healer with a big smile on his face.

      “He brings up a good point, though. It’d take intelligence to do this,” Alex said. “If something in this bog is stuffing beast-goblins full of herbs, that means whatever is doing it isn’t just some mindless beast: it’s got dexterity and enough advanced culture to cook and care about flavour. Oh, and it’s not above eating things that look humanoid too.”

      “Let it try and eat me,” Grimloch snorted. “I’ll eat it right back.”

      “We shall have to find it first…” Khalik said. “My suggestion is that we get to where that dungeon was. I’d wager if something is hiding in the area, that it will likely have made its home there.”

      “No doubt,” Theresa said. “Let’s go.”

      Grimloch put the body back in the water and they moved on.

      Slsh.

      Slsh.

      Slsh.

      Under the late morning sky, they fought the muck and clouds of mosquitoes that rose from the bog. After the first few bites from the little bastards crawling under his force armour and clothing to get to his skin, Alex summoned a swarm of elemental beetles to attack the mass of bloodsuckers all around them.

      The beetles soon turned the tables.

      “Thanks, man,” Thundar said, slapping a couple of mosquitoes from his fur. “How much farther until the entrance?”

      “We should be coming to it soon.” Alex consulted the rough map Baelin had given them. He’d added some details. “There should be a way in on the other side of that hill over there.”

      “That hill?” Thundar inclined his head toward a dark mound rising from the middle of the bog.

      “Yep.”

      “Then let’s get over there, check it out and get it done.”

      “Cautiously,” Khalik said, eyeing their surroundings and glancing up at Najyah. “If whatever was pickling that beast-goblin uses this bog, it wouldn’t be surprising if its lair is also near.”

      “I think you’re right.” Grimloch sniffed the air as Brutus started barking again. “The smell of death is strong here too.”

      The shark man found more pickled goblin corpses floating in the bog the closer they came to the cleared dungeon. The team scanned everything around them and used their oak branches to test the ground.

      With each step, the murky water rose around Claygon and Alex realised they’d both soon be submerged, so he let Claygon deposit him onto Thundar’s land bridge. Claygon’s towering form gradually disappeared beneath the surface of the waters as he churned through the muck on the bottom of the bog.

      If anything was hiding down there, he’d be there to blast it.

      Alex looked up at Najyah and his Aervespertillo scouting high in the sky.

      Neither had given any warnings, so—

      “Thaaaat’s far enough, interlopers.”

      Everyone froze as a voice like scratching nails called out. Alex felt mana rise from all around, and the team fell into battle stances. Isolde, Hogarth and Svenia backed each other, ready for whatever came.

      “It’s an illusion!” Thundar shouted. “Something’s throwing their voice at us. They’re disguising where they’re hiding!”

      “Very good, very good!” the voice crowed. The bog bubbled with its every word. “You know your way around magics. Good, good. You do not fear and run scrambling for torches and pitchforks at illusion. Tell me, what brings you to my home?”

      Still tensed for a fight, they frowned, puzzled at the voice. Alex and Theresa’s companions turned to them, looking to see if their Thameish teammates had any idea what was out in the bog. The huntress looked at her partner from across the moss-covered water and shrugged.

      He cleared his throat.

      “That depends?” Alex said. “We’re here to look around and—if we find anyone who can talk to us—parley with them.”

      “Parley? What is this?” the voice asked. “I do not know this word in your tongue.”

      “What tongue do you speak?”

      “I asked my question first and so you will answer first!” the voice snapped. “Tell me, what is parley?”

      “Uh, a discussion of terms,” Alex said. “Basically, we’d like peace with those already in this region, so we’d like to discuss that.”

      “Aaaah! Talking, good. Bargains follow words. Traaaaade.”

      Something about the way the voice said trade chilled his blood.

      ‘Claygon, find where that voice is coming from,’ he thought, glancing up to his summoned monster. No information from it at all. Where and what this creature was—though its voice sounded like a very old woman’s, with an inhuman quality. Its illusion was actually concealing its voice from his summoned monster’s sharp hearing. What was this thing?

      “We might be up for talking a bit of trade,” Alex said, glancing at his companions.

      Everyone was scanning the bog, searching for the owner of the voice.

      “Good, good,” it said. “The Lean Times are hard. It is good to trade, and all who wish to survive knows this.”

      “Lean Times?” Alex asked, his gaze sharpening. “You mean when the Ravener comes… or do you mean something else?”

      “When the black orbs tunnel beneath every hill, swamp, dale and glen,” she said. “When blood fills the forest and when their spawn stalks the night and day. It makes food scarce.”

      Alex swallowed. This could be interesting. The only sources on the Ravener he’d come across were from the kingdom and the Church of Uldar. This… whatever it was, seemed to have a different perspective.

      That could mean more, as well as new information.

      Alex used the Mark, trying to learn the creature’s inflection, diction and speech pattern. If he copied some of it—and adopted a bit into his speech—he might seem more familiar to the creature and maybe set it at ease. The Mark brought up memories and pointed out specific ways the voice used the Common tongue.

      He put some of them into his speech pattern. “Food is scarce for us too,” Alex said carefully. “No wonder you call it the Lean Times.”

      “Yes, yes, human!” the creature cried, its voice sounding a touch warmer than before. “They are lean. The prey flees the black orbs. One gets so, so, soooo hungry.”

      His companions shared glances, a look of distaste on Meikara’s face. Just like before, there was something about the way the voice said hungry that made Alex wonder exactly what kind of food its owner was after.

      “Do beast-goblins not suit you?” Alex said. “They don’t look very tasty.”

      “They are not!” she cried. “They are tough and filled with bitter tastes. It takes much to make them good to eat. Too much. I want proper flesh!”

      Alex subtly reached for his slumber potion, trying not to spook the creature by making any sudden movements.

      “What about the spawn from the dark orbs? Can’t you eat them?”

      There was a cackle that came from all directions, echoing on itself. “The spawn’s flesh is worse than the green ones! Only to be eaten when there is nothing else. The taste is dreadful! Dreadful! Like a hundred human cesspits!”

      Alex mentally noted that the Ravener’s spawn tasted bad to at least one inhuman resident of Thameland. That information might prove irrelevant later, but for now, he would keep it in mind, because the more he could understand about the Ravener, the better. It was like what Salinger had said about considering multiple factors of nature when trying to grow plants in areas they didn’t normally grow in: one had to pay attention to the other natural factors.

      The question here was, did the Ravener have a role in the natural world or was it something more like an invasive species that only targeted subjects of Uldar?

      “Do these spawn hunt you?” Alex asked. “How do you keep safe from them?”

      The creature snorted. “They do not hunt us. They attack if we venture too close to their territories, but they leave us alone otherwise, just as we leave them alone. But we have fought them before.”

      “You have?” Alex asked, his interest growing with every word.

      “Yes, yes! Territory needs to be protected and parts of the spawn have value as material. We can use them for weapons.”

      A note entered her voice that he’d heard countless times among the merchants of Alric and Generasi.

      “Is that what you could use, hmmmm? Let us trade! Let us trade!” the voice said. “I have weapons and other things made from parts of the spawn! They are strong and can help you protect yourselves from them! Or, I have the shiny round things you folk use for barter and buying, taken from the many empty houses in the wild! I have more too!”

      “Weapons and things made from the spawn?” he asked, his curiosity piqued. “We’d be interested in those.”

      “Good, good! Whether you are bandits or adventurers, I knew that is what you would want.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “Fleeeeesh,” the voice cooed. “Young flesh. Young goats or lambs would suit me, or calves would be even better! Even a nice, fat piglet. But those things would not be enough for weapons, only for the shiny disks. If it is weapons you want… then bring me a child.”

      Alex went numb.

      “Ooooh, it has been so long since I have had a nice child of humankind!” the creature lamented. “Tender and fat, oh where have they all gone? The only ones left in the villages and towns are the hard, crusty grown-ups. Not good. We want delicate flesh!”

      Alex’s mind whirled with what to do.

      ‘Lie,’ he thought. ‘Lie, get out of here, send up a flare, and bring back a full force of wizards to wipe this cannibal off the map.’

      “Fine,” Alex said, glancing meaningfully at his companions. He kept his words as sincere as possible. “We’ll get you whatever you want.”

      Silence.

      “You mean to trick me.” The voice was suddenly cold.

      “Not so. You mean to trade and we have no children, goats or lambs here. We would need to get them, wouldn’t we?”

      “Hmmm, true… but many times in past trades, those same words were used. And then they never came back, or came back but with warriors in metal clothes carrying sharp blades. Well, no matter. Could be you are telling the truth. There is one way to be sure.”

      Splaash!

      Something sinewy whipped from the water.

      “I will need guarantees!” the voice shrieked.

      A blur—something like a thin snake—struck out and wrapped around Khalik’s waist, dragging him underwater before he could even gasp.

      A breath later, Alex was pulled under.

      The sky disappeared and he was sucked beneath the foul waters.
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      Murky water enveloped Alex, pressing against his Orb of Air. His breaths came fast and shallow as a moss-covered tentacle tightened.

      It constricted—squeezing—whipping him back and forth. He fought the pain building in his gut and reached for whatever it was that had him, and pulled.

      What was it?

      His head turned in every direction, searching frantically for his attacker.

      Down there.

      A hulking… thing loomed in the depths, like a giant underwater mound of congealed moss, vines and roots. Details were murky, but it was nearly twice Claygon’s height and almost double his width. Multiple broad feelers writhed around the creature, resembling a monstrous squid.

      Alex recognized the creature from Magical Botany.

      A crich-tulagh.

      Near-sapient mounds of plant-life that fed on everything. They basked under sunlight like normal plants, used their tendrils to absorb nutrients from the earth, or wrapped around trees to squeeze the sap out.

      They even crushed beasts and sucked their juices for nourishment.

      Their bodies were spongy but resilient, and were always saturated with whatever water they lurked in, making them difficult to burn. They were tough. And because of their unique magical physiology—lightning actually empowered them.

      He needed to break its grip.

      “Shit!” Alex swore, working his hands between his torso and the slippery tendril. He flexed, beginning to force it open while he called Claygon.

      He looked around for his golem and spotted something else. Small creatures were rising from the bottom of the bog. They were very clear through the clouds of mud, but they were smaller than he was and were swimming toward him with jerky, erratic movements.

      Clenching his teeth, he strained against his captor, fighting to pry the coil loose.

      The grip loosened and the creature paused, as if in surprise. Alex used that pause to push with every bit of his strength, grunting, pushing outward, until the tendril slackened further.

      Squelch.

      Pain gripped him, the monster redoubling its hold, crushing down on his force armour, his ribs. His breaths grew shallower.

      ‘Now, Claygon!’ Alex called to his golem.

      A giant, four-armed form surged through the muck, slamming into the crich-tulagh in a concussive wave of murky water. The plant-creature let out a sound that was a cross between gurgling, bellowing and sloshing as it threw its bulk against the powerful golem, aiming to coil him in its tendrils.

      Rrrrrrp.

      Claygon’s four arms snapped out, grabbing the tendrils and ripping them like wet paper. He stalked into the plant monster’s reach, took the base of the runner holding Alex, and tore it away at the root.

      There was a dull roar as muck whipped up around the two struggling titans, and the grip on Alex’s waist went slack. He slithered free of the twitching, dying tendril and—gritting his teeth—clawed his way back to the surface.

      He blinked as the Orb of Air around his head broke the water.

      Chaos greeted him.

      Another crich-tulagh was writhing on the opposite side of a land bridge, whipping Khalik above its head while Najyah dove, clawing it again and again. She shot away from the reach of whipping tendrils while Theresa leapt on the creature, repeatedly slashing it. Grimloch was in the water, his teeth tearing at the plant-monster’s left flank.

      Isolde floated above, conjuring iron spikes and blasting them into the creature’s right side.

      Smaller monsters surged from the water from all directions, some lurching toward Meikara. Hogarth and Svenia were on a land bridge, tearing into them alongside Brutus, while Thundar fought his way through the horde toward Alex, his mace smashing small bodies as he pressed forward.

      Beast-goblins.

      The creatures looked like beast-goblins, but each had odd, vine-like growths wrapping them, and rot had replaced much of their flesh. Their movements were jerky… erratic, like marionettes under the control of a drunken puppet master.

      “Alex!” Thundar roared. “I’m coming for you, buddy!”

      Alex swam toward the land bridge as creatures popped out of the bog around him, then suddenly, a small hand grabbed his ankle. Instinctively, he kicked it, but the Mark blasted him with interference, stealing his concentration and slowing him.

      Soon, more hands clutched his clothes and potion bag, dragging him under. Alex couldn’t let himself panic; he had to shake off the interference or these creatures would drown him. He focused and pushed his body forward like he’d seen Grimloch do, then swam as hard as he could through the plants and muck. His strength almost got him to the land bridge, but he was being overrun by too many of the small monsters. His head broke the water.

      Thundar was roaring, cutting through the creatures like a scythe through wheat. He looked poised to jump in the water, but Alex held up a hand.

      “Wait! Don’t come in! There’s too many; they’ll just drag you down too!”

      The minotaur paused and Alex reached into his bag—now filled with foul water—feeling around for his potion bottles. His fingers flipped through them until they found what he sought.

      In a swarm, the little monsters pulled him beneath the surface again as he fished out the bottle. He inhaled, dismissed Orb of Air, popped the cap between clenched teeth then discarded it, emptying the Haste Potion down his throat. Alex felt the world slow down around him.

      Then he went to work, grabbing the little creatures and rapidly plucking them off his force armour. He kept treading water as the speed of his kicks doubled, creating greater force, driving him back to the surface.

      As soon as he broke the surface again, he began swimming with everything he had, shooting through peat and muck until he touched muddy land. Thundar dragged him to his feet with one hand, while striking beast-goblins with the mace in his other.

      “Thanks, man!” Alex cried, taking some deep breaths. “There—”

      Sccchnk!

      A cry from the second crich-tulagh tore through the bog.

      Khalik had chanted a spell and spikes burst from his earth armour, piercing the tendril coiled around him, sending plant-juices spraying through the air. A heartbeat later, Theresa slashed her swords across the base of the tendril, shearing it and sending the prince plummeting. He struck the monster with the spikes on his earth armour.

      From all around, Alex heard the mysterious voice roaring in rage.

      “Filthy creatures! Intruders! Interlopers! Ruiners!”

      “Oh, you go to every hell that there ever was!” Alex roared back before turning to Thundar. “I got these little bastards! Go help stop the other big one!”

      The minotaur nodded, leaving Alex to push through the muck. With a yell that came from deep within, he used his enhanced speed to pluck beast-goblin after beast-goblin by their limbs, and toss them back into the water to disappear from sight. They flew through the air so quickly, that at times, it seemed as though the sky was raining little monsters.

      As the horde on land thinned, Hogarth, Svenia and Brutus kept tearing apart the remaining ones, while Meikara hung back and blasted any looking to crawl from the water with mana bolts. In the distance, Alex noticed a tremendous turbulence, then suddenly, pieces of green crich-tulagh churned to the bog’s surface.

      Claygon had been tearing the creature apart below, and the one on the other side of the land bridge wasn’t faring much better. Theresa’s swords were carving away at the creature’s spongy body, while Grimloch had chewed through much of its left side. Numerous metal spikes protruded from it, and Khalik kept the pressure on, blasting it from up close with a hail of sharpened stones.

      Then Thundar was there, shooting mana bolts, then drawing a massive knife, he struck true, cleaving the creature in two.

      “No, no, no!” the voice cried as the crich-tulagh shuddered and collapsed on its side. “No! No! My babies! What have you done?”

      A heartbeat later, the rest of the plant-monster Claygon had been fighting split the water’s surface, sailing high in the air, then dropping. A round, shredded mass of dead plant material struck the bog, spurting murky water everywhere. Most looked like overcooked greens.

      “Curse you!” the voice shrieked. “Curse you all!”

      “Get out of the water!” Isolde shouted, then began chanting a powerful lightning spell.

      Everyone scrambled to get to a land bridge as she lashed out with twin orbs of lighting, shooting them straight into the marshy waters, blasting everything near with a jolt of electricity. She’d arced the orbs away from where her team crowded, but the remaining beast-goblins weren’t so lucky. They shuddered, ensnared with sparks of electricity tearing through them.

      “Light them up, Claygon!” Alex shouted.

      A series of explosions followed Isolde’s spell. Boiling water shot through the air in a geyser, raining down on the beast-goblins. The stench of boiled flesh and rotten vegetation soon rose within a cloud of steam. Alex recast Orb of Air and took a deep breath of fresh air.

      The attackers were reduced to burnt corpses and shredded plant matter floating on the bog’s surface. Meikara took in the destruction, then looked at her teammates with a crooked grin. “I’m glad you’re on my side!”

      A howl echoed from every direction. “Bandits! Reavers! Away with you!” The words retreated in the distance.

      “Make us!” Alex shouted, glancing over at Khalik. “You okay?”

      The prince growled. “I’ll be better when I break whatever that is out there over my knee.”

      “Get in line.” Alex looked toward the hill in the distance. “Let’s get going; maybe we can find it on our way.”

      Giving Claygon instructions, he and the rest of the team pushed forward across the land bridges, moving with speed and care, just like Baelin had taught them. Below, Alex could feel Claygon churning through the bog until—

      Splash.

      The massive golem broke the water’s surface as the bog grew shallower the closer they got to the hill. The terrain was firmer, less boggy. Still, there’d been no sign of their attacker, but in Alex’s mind, there was no question that it was lying in wait nearby.

      Najyah screeched suddenly, drawing Khalik’s eye.

      The prince swore, pointing to a massive clot of moss floating near a path ahead of them. “Najyah warns that the mound is moving. It looks like another crich-tulagh!”

      He began chanting an incantation. Alex searched his bag for a booby-trapped sensory enhancement potion; sleeping potions wouldn’t work on plant-monsters, but this one would. Grabbing a good-sized rock, he tossed the potion through the air, launching it toward the mound.

      Whoooom.

      Claygon charged his fire beams. Alex cocked the rock back, tracking the potion as it soared through the air. He also activated the Mark. This was going to be a difficult shot: he’d need it to guide his aim.

      Alex whipped the stone forward with all his strength, skill, and enhanced speed when the bottle was near the mound. The rock sped toward it, reaching it mid-mound, and connected, shattering the glass.

      Boom!

      Potion-mist sprayed through the air, falling on the third crich-tulagh.

      Alex glanced up to his Aervespertillo. “Hold your breath, then scream and fly away!”

      The summoned creature drew in a breath and swooped down, screeching above the plant monster, then soaring away from the fumes. Air vibrated around the bat-like creature; the screech slammed into the plant monster and it writhed from the water.

      Then a swarm of spells hit it.

      Iron spikes, mana bolts, and Khalik’s acid stream all struck the creature as one. Then it was Claygon’s turn, hitting it with all three fire-beams. Steam billowed from the water-logged creature as the beams dried away the liquid. They’d done their job: parts of the plant monster ruptured, and what was left of it collapsed. The team moved past the steaming remains.

      The bog remained quiet while they rounded the large hill.

      “There,” Alex said, pointing ahead.

      A massive cave mouth yawned open in front of them—more than twenty feet high—surrounded by fractured rock. It looked like the stone used to block the entrance had been pushed aside.

      Alex reached into his bag and grabbed a slumber potion and a booby-trapped flight potion, just in case, then called to his summoned monster. “Go! Scout ahead and screech if anything’s moving in there!”

      The bat-like creature gave a low cry then swooped into the cave while the team formed a line. Khalik sent Najyah on ahead too.

      “Let’s get some light going and get in there,” Alex said. “If something’s lurking, we don’t want it having too much time to plan an attack on us.”

      The rest of the team prepared. Forceballs were cast for light, and everyone steeled themselves.

      For the second time in a year and a bit, the Fool of Thameland entered a dungeon.

      But this time, he was ready.
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      The creature ground her teeth so hard, one of her fangs nearly broke.

      It had gone so wrong, so quickly!

      In past times, taking someone from travellers worked as good leverage to get what she wanted. Her beautiful crich-tulaghs would take screaming humans to store away in her lair or in one of her many hiding places throughout the moors. Their companions were always caught unawares and were left reeling.

      Then the begging, demanding, threatening would come. Most times, the begging and anger would either turn to bargaining with her to release the one she’d taken, or abandoning them to their fate, which suited her just fine. Grown humans were tough on the teeth, but they could make good eating if prepared right. Their skin made good boots when she dried and treated it too.

      But sometimes there were travellers like these. Ones who chose violence instead of cooperation. She would always put them in their place with her crich-tulaghs and prey-bodies infected with murteidheann vines, and even her own magics if it came to that, which it rarely did.

      But for so few travellers to destroy her servants and guardians?

      It was too terrifying to contemplate.

      Watching them from safety let her grasp what they could do to her guardians, so she understood retaliating against them would be a very unwise decision, probably a fatal one. And so here she was, reduced to watching them enter and defile her lair while she could do nothing. Although she’d set surprises inside for interlopers. Hopefully, they would take care of some of them, but—unless she was very lucky and they were all killed—too many would live for her to challenge safely.

      Shaking with anger, she decided the only thing to do would be to abandon the lair. It wouldn’t be the first time she was forced to make such a choice. Her eyes narrowed as she watched the interlopers step into her home.

      She committed each of their forms to memory. Once they were deep inside, she would swim away through the bog and into the hills. Her sisters were somewhere in the forests to the north, scattered about. They should know of this new threat.

      Perhaps it was time for the coven to meet as in older times and join together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Screeech!

      Alex’s summoned monster gave a short screech from ahead.

      He looked back to his group. “My Aervespertillo found something moving around up there.”

      The team had been making their way deeper into the cavern, splashing through water covering much of the floor. Around them, the walls looked like they’d been… smoothed out, like someone had made the tunnels using magic. There was no sign of tool or claw-marks anywhere on the stone. The ceilings were high—tall enough for a group of giants to pass through. Thundar and Theresa had whispered that there was a stinking odour of rotting vegetation and old meat in the air.

      It wasn’t a pleasant place by any stretch of the imagination, and being as dark as midnight, except for the occasional beam of light filtering through holes in the ceiling, wasn’t helping.

      The wizards had been sweeping their forceballs over the stone, illuminating it, making sure no side-tunnels for monsters to slip out of and ambush them were hidden in shadow. So far, they’d only encountered a few beast-goblins hiding beneath murky water where it was deep enough, and a few crude traps which they’d quickly dismantled, then moved on.

      Alex’s forceball had found a pitfall they’d stepped around, and Theresa had spied a trip cord attached to a trap made to trigger a volley of spears buried in the water. But they hadn’t found anything moving. Up until the Aervespertillo screamed from deep in the cavern.

      “We should—” Khalik started saying, then he stiffened. “Is that a child’s voice screaming alongside your creature’s?” He reached out to Najyah.

      Everyone went quiet.

      “It sounds so,” Theresa said, her jaw hardening.

      “Najyah sees a small form in the dark and confirms that is what we hear screaming,” Khalik said.

      Thundar snorted. “It could be a trap. Maybe an illusion.”

      Alex listened closely, trying to determine if he could hear anything wrong with the screaming voice. The only thing he got was that the voice sounded panicked.

      “Well, there’s only one way to find out what it is,” he said, taking out another booby-trapped slumber potion. “Claygon, you take the lead. We’ll be right behind you.”

      “Brutus and I will be right behind him,” Theresa said, raising her swords.

      The rest spread out behind her and the cerberus, ready for anything.

      Boom-splsh. Boom-splsh.

      Claygon thundered ahead as the path wound its way down into the hill.

      The water at their feet was deeper and the tunnel’s decline sharper as they moved into the earth—they were likely under the bog for a while—until the path levelled out, then began sloping upward again. The more the path sloped upward, the drier it became and a foul odour like a cesspit grew. Alex’s Aervespertillo’s screeching and the screams from the unknown creature increased in volume—echoing through the stone—until the team reached a massive chamber and stopped at the entrance. The noise was coming from inside. They sent in some forceballs for light.

      “By the old spells of Nicodemus,” Meikara swore as she gaped at the size of the cavern.

      It was enormous—large enough to hold a couple of Generasi’s larger mansions—with multiple tunnels honeycombed into the walls. Each passage could comfortably house a giant. Beams of light shone from small, scattered holes in the ceiling, but much of the cavern lay in darkness, broken only by the light of their forceballs.

      The chamber reminded Alex of the tunnels in the outer parts of the Cave of the Traveller, bare, cold stone.

      Sitting in the centre of the massive chamber was what looked to be crude living quarters being used by someone used to roughing it and not being overly concerned about cleanliness. A low-burning bonfire stood in the centre of the camp beneath one of the ceiling holes. Skins—some animal and some Alex didn’t really want to examine too carefully—were draped across the floor like piled carpets, while skinless chunks of meat hung from a drying rack near the flames. A few tools were scattered on a rough table —and what looked like a collection of wild herbs, animal parts and other things—on the other side of the space.

      The place had an unsavoury feel.

      There were two things that drew everyone’s eyes. One was a collection of rough weapons lying against a wall. Most were spears and axes crafted from monster parts, and a half-finished bow.

      The other was alive.

      Najyah and Alex’s Aervespertillo circled above a wooden cage lashed together with vines and what Meikara said looked like blackened tendons. A small, trembling figure cowered inside. It was no more than three feet tall and resembled an elf or a swiftling covered in green scales. Long, wet-looking black hair—despite the dryness of the air—was matted all over its head, neck, and shoulders. The creature was dressed in a filthy, tattered smock.

      It was calling out in a language that none of the team understood.

      Alex looked at Thundar.

      “Do you think that’s an illusion?” he asked.

      “No idea. I’ll have to get closer to tell.”

      “Well, better safe than sorry, then.”

      Alex and Khalik called the summoned monster and Najyah back, then Alex cast Call Through Ice, teleporting a slumber potion above the cage. It appeared through the portal and dropped.

      Fwoooosh!

      Mist exploded within seconds, turning panicked screams to coughing, then groaning, then snoring. Claygon entered the massive chamber first, followed by Theresa and Brutus, then everyone else. They fanned out over the cavern and adjoining passageways, hunting for traps and gathering information. There were tunnels honeycombing through the earth in a dozen directions, leading to empty chamber after empty chamber.

      A small army of giants could comfortably set up in any of them.

      Each tunnel had led to the surface before the Thameish army had collapsed the openings to the outside, so now, there seemed to be only one way in or out.

      “It looks like whatever’s been living in here dug out the entrance to the bog,” Alex said as the group gathered back in the main chamber. “Then they left the rest closed off. Probably didn’t want to be surprised, from the looks of it. But they’d also be cornered in here if someone got past their traps.” He shook his head. “Anyone find anything interesting?”

      “Yeah.” Theresa made a face, jerking her thumb back over her shoulder. “I think I found its toilet. They’re some pretty big poops in there.”

      “Ugh, I did not need to know that.” Isolde grimaced.

      “If I had to see it, you had to hear about it,” Theresa countered. “They’re definitely too big to be from this little guy, so I’m thinking this wasn’t his cave before he got shoved in that cage.”

      “Well, the mist is gone now so let’s see what his story is,” Khalik said.

      The team stood around the wooden cage, looking down at the sleeping creature.

      It was tiny, with delicate limbs and a lean body. Like a selachar, his fingers and toes were webbed. Now that they were so close, Alex could hear a sound like water moving, gurgling and trickling with frogs croaking when he looked at its scaled body. There was something about the sleeping creature that felt like it didn’t belong.

      It was like someone had taken the Rainbow tower and dropped it into the bog. The creature… almost seemed too vivid for the world around it.

      “An asrai,” Thundar said. “One of the local faerie races. I read about them in magic lore.”

      “As did I. Is it not possible that he is the one who attacked us?” Isolde asked. “It could be that the creature put itself in this cage to trick us when it heard us approaching.”

      “Maybe… but asrai tend to be shy creatures. They’re not known for picking a fight unprovoked.”

      Alex looked at the ceiling. “Look how far the cage is from the hole in the ceiling.”

      “Ah yes, the asrai aversion to sunlight,” Isolde said.

      “What happens if they get hit by sunlight?” Theresa asked.

      “They melt under direct sunlight and turn into nothing more than water, which it seems would make it impossible for him to have attacked us outside. Though he could have used magic to make it seem like his voice was coming from outside to scare us away. With the right magics, he could have attacked us from in here.”

      “That’s true,” Alex said. “And fae are known for using tricks. Well, maybe we should wake him up and see if we can get some answers. But be ready to hit him from all sides if he makes any threatening moves.”

      “Yes, that might be best,” Khalik said. “Let’s get him out of that cage first.”
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      The little creature groaned as Alex held alchemical salts under his nose. Suddenly, his eyelids flew open and he looked around frantically. He gasped, his large eyes blinking at everyone standing in a circle around him, then grew wide when they flicked from Grimloch to Claygon to Thundar and Brutus, then back again.

      It began screaming, saying something no one understood.

      “Can you understand me?” Alex asked in the Common tongue.

      “Don’t hurt me!” the small creature begged.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Alex said, crouching in front of him. “We wouldn’t hurt you unless you’re a foe. Are you friend or foe?”

      The creature startled, his lips trembling.

      “F-friend, human,” he said, his voice shaking. “I-I have no quarrel with you and no wish to cause you trouble.”

      “Was it you that attacked us in the bog?” Alex asked, watching the creature’s body language carefully to see if he could pick up any common tics or tells.

      “Attack?” The little fae shook his head rapidly. “Not me! There’s a blue annis that lives here. She went out earlier and hasn’t been back.”

      “Blue annis? As in a blue annis hag?” Thundar asked.

      “Yes! One of those!” the asrai yelped. “She captured me, and meant to eat me… Then she said she liked the sound of my screams. So I kept screaming so she wouldn’t kill me. Did you slay her?”

      “We found some crich-tulaghs and strange beast-goblins,” Khalik said. “We did not see any blue annis hags… She might be still waiting for us in the bog.”

      The asrai gulped, looking past the group toward the tunnel that led to the cave entrance.

      “We’ll just take care of her when she comes,” Alex said. “Now, my name’s Alex. What’s your name?”

      “…Gwyllain,” he said in a small voice.

      ‘He’s only giving us his first name, eh? That makes sense,’ Alex thought.

      The power of names was something that was prized by fae folk, and they wouldn’t give up their full names easily. Still, by offering his own given name first, he’d shown goodwill… and the fact that Gwyllain offered his in return showed it was reciprocated.

      “Well, Gwyllain,” Alex said, “I don’t think you were the one that attacked us. The table and tools aren’t really built for someone your size. So, it looks to me like you’ve been this blue hag’s prisoner. Anyone disagree?”

      No one voiced a different opinion.

      “But… I was thinking,” he continued. “Maybe we could help each other.”

      The fae gulped.

      “I-I can’t grant any wishes,” Gwyllain said. “I’m not tasty and I don’t have any gold hidden anywhere!”

      “Not tasty?” Grimloch growled. “That’s—”

      “Please, man, this is probably not the best time.” Alex raised a hand imploringly to the shark man before turning back to the frightened fae. “Our group and other folks are planning to set up in the moors near here. We’ll be neighbours, if your home is around here, and we’ll be searching for information about the Ravener and generally taking on its monsters.”

      “O-okay,” the small fae said. “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “Look, I know what you’re thinking,” Alex said. “That we might be bandits or something worse. You might also be thinking that—if we did just rescue you—then you owe us a life-debt, and I know that fae take those very seriously.”

      Gwyllain became very still.

      “Ah-ah, don’t panic,” Alex said. “I’m not going to be asking you for anything dangerous. We’re surveying the lands and you live here. We’re not going to tell you to get the hell out either. So, what say we just have a little chat. We can share some… water-logged food, and you can tell us more about the area. Not a bad way to pay off a life-debt, eh?”

      “You’re letting a life-debt be paid off just like that?”

      “Of course. None of us want you to sacrifice for us or be a slave or anything. Let’s just say you can wipe that debt clean and we can start off as neighbours… properly. Neighbours that look out for each other. And hey, if you have a good experience with us, maybe you tell your friends, then we can all help each other out. What d’you say to that, eh, Gwyllain?”

      Alex made sure to use his name. Folk tended to like others more when they used their name.

      “Well… if it’s all true, then I’d be grateful,” Gwyllain said. “I honour gratitude greatly.”

      “Fantastic. So, why don’t we grab something to eat. I’m sure that hag wasn’t feeding you real well, then we can start off with the big, black ball in the room. I know fae are ancient, so maybe you can tell us what you know about the Ravener? And while you’re at it, I’d love to know if you’ve ever heard anything about a human called the Traveller.”
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      “This place has been my home for a hundred years.” Gwyllain bit into some of the soaked rations Alex had handed him; if the bog-water ruined the taste, he didn’t say. If anything, he looked positively thrilled.

      He sat on the edge of the hag’s table—his legs kicking idly like a child’s—while Isolde, Khalik and Thundar examined the table’s contents. A few items had made Isolde grimace while Khalik and Thundar shook their heads at some of the more gruesome ones. Grimloch, Svenia, Hogarth, Meikara, and Theresa—who’d taken Brutus—had volunteered to do another sweep of the bog outside in the immediate vicinity, then send a messenger construct to the encampment to report what happened. They’d talked about maybe using a blue flare, but came to the conclusion that calling in the other teams wasn’t really necessary.

      That left Claygon to guard the group in the hag’s chamber as Alex had a little chat with Gwyllain.

      “I was born here,” the asrai said, his high-pitched voice taking on a more musical quality the more comfortable he grew around Alex’s team. “On the other side of this very bog.”

      “The other side?” Alex asked. “You mean on the other end of the bog? Or do you mean… the land of the faeries?”

      “Ah, you know about us!” Gwyllain said. “Aye, just a few hops and one faerie circle away from here. I spend most of my time on this side, though. Especially now.”

      “Really?” Alex said, frowning in surprise. “I’d think when the Ravener’s here, the fae would be in hiding.”

      “And miss the Time of Plenty?” The asrai gaped at him in shock.

      Thundar, Isolde and Khalik looked over sharply.

      “You must be out of your mind!” the faerie scoffed, biting down on more of the rations. “Missing the Time of Plenty, indeed!”

      “The Time of Plenty?” Alex asked, paying close attention. “I’m pretty sure the hag called it the Lean Times.”

      “Aye, because she—and much of her sort—have a different view on all this business.” Gwyllain swallowed. “Look, no offence to you and yours, but you leaving every hundred years is good for us. You’re all big, you tend to be loud, you have all that nasty iron you carry about, and you hunt everything that moves. Not to mention crashing around in the wilds, eating all the good berries and mushrooms.”

      He clapped his hands a couple of times. “When you head off across the sea, things grow back, deer become more plentiful, and fish fill the waters again. There’s plenty of spaces for faeries to go to, plenty of places to frolic, harvest and just have a time of it. Some say the land becomes like it was before Uldar and you lot came here. It’s said that back then, fish thrived in the rivers, bogs and lakes so much, you could dance a jig across ’em. Though there’s no one left alive from that time to say for sure.”

      Alex frowned. “Yeah, but a lot of people die when the Ravener comes. It’s not a Time of Plenty for us.”

      “Aye, true, true. It’s sad you die when the dark one comes, but you get over it. You die so quickly anyway, and there’s always more of you. In the end, is it so wrong for a wolf to rejoice when the bear has a bad time of it? It just means more deer for the wolf. And we of faerie kind have our own troubles in our own courts, and I don’t see all of your hearts breaking for us.”

      Alex took a deep breath, reminding himself he wasn’t talking to a human. He wasn’t even talking to someone who was completely mortal. It would make sense for the asrai’s perspective to be different from his. It was like when they’d first emerged from the Traveller’s portal into the Rhinean Empire and learned that Thameland’s troubles didn’t really carry into much of the rest of the world.

      Still, this talk of the Ravener’s coming being ‘a Time of Plenty’ did give him pause.

      “Do the Ravener’s spawn not hunt you fae?” Alex asked. “Don’t they kill everything living?”

      “Aye, they hunt us and beasts, though with less…” Gwyllain paused, considering things. “Vigour, shall we say, than the way they hunt your kind. Besides, we have ways of slipping away and places to go to avoid trouble. Now and then, one of them finds their way into the land of the faeries, but they don’t do well there. No, no, they don’t do well at all.”

      “What happens to them?” Alex asked.

      “Our land is under our control,” the asrai said with a wicked grin. “Save for a few clever humans—who manage to escape our notice or come in with at least one of our blessings—if we don’t want someone there, then they won’t do well there. Not at all.”

      “Right,” the young wizard said.

      ‘That makes sense,’ he thought. ‘Faeries can just come and go from the land of the faeries as they please, and they have powerful magics to defend against intruders. No wonder the Ravener doesn’t seem like such a big deal to them.’

      “But the Ravener makes certain other monsters get all… nasty,” the faerie said. “With you all gone, it means that a lot of their food disappears. Powries go stark, raving mad during this time. No mortals to hit with their rocks and scythes, none to stomp on with their iron-shod boots, and not much human blood to spill to dip their caps in.”

      “Right, you’re talking about redcaps,” Alex said, remembering Baelin warning that their kind had been seen in the region.

      “You call ’em that, aye.” Gwyllain picked up a small bone off the hag’s table and began to pick his teeth. “And they used to be plentiful around here, but they went off looking for other sport. They’ll fight Ravener-spawn in a pinch, but they really would rather kill your kind. They also don’t like Uldar or his symbols, and an awful lot of the humans left in the land are priests of your god. So they have to go far to get their jollies, you see.”

      “Right, we’ll watch for them,” Alex said. “And so, you don’t know anything about the Ravener and where it came from?”

      “Only that there was a time before it was here, then a time after, and then a time after your god defeated it, and the Times of Plenty started. Ah well, not much to be said about things that ancient. And… you asked about something called the Traveller?”

      “Yeah, she was a saint. The Patron Saint of my hometown,” Alex said, then described as much as he could about what he knew about her.

      “Mmmm, can’t say I’m too familiar with human Heroes,” Gwyllain said. “The new… Chosen’s been talking to some of the higher faeries in the court, but I don’t know much about past ones. Sometimes some of those Heroes aligned themselves with fae. Might be that’s what’s happening again.”

      “Really?” Alex tapped his chin. “Do you know what Cedr—I mean, the current Chosen is talking about with them?”

      “Ah, I’m just a bog-dwelling asrai, Alex. I’m not party to the private discussions of my lords and ladies. That’s all I know. Oh, there’s some phantom wild cats out there to the south in the moors, so watch yourself.”

      “Right,” Alex said. “There’s another team going down there. I’ll pass on the warning, though I don’t think they’ll need it.”

      The team sent to explore the south was the one Tyris was on, and right before they’d left, Baelin had teleported Vesuvius to the region. Alex actually felt sorry for anything that got in their way.

      “Well, you know your folk better than I… But speaking of your folk. You said more of you mortals would be coming to this place?”

      “Yeah,” Alex said, and explained a bit more about the expedition and what they were planning. “We’re not here to take over; we’re here to be good neighbours, really.”

      “Right…” Gwyllain tapped his fingers on his knees. “Then you’ll be building a castle?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Thundar cut in. “A great, big one that can stand against Ravener monsters and the like.”

      “Right, right… Tell me, do you know of bluecaps?” Gwyllain asked.

      “I think so… they’re fairy spirits of the earth that tend to hang around in caves and mines. They draw power from the stone, right?”

      “Aye, there you have it,” the asrai said. “I’ll tell you what, can I ask you for one more favour?”

      “Depends on what that favour is.”

      “Smart reply: it’s only this. I ask you to stay with me until night falls. I can’t go out when the sun’s in the sky, but if I stay here alone, I’m afraid the hag will come back. In return… it stands a bit unfair to me that all you’ll be getting from the life-debt is me giving you a bit of information, so I’ll do a bit more for you. If you’re building a castle, you’re going to need good stone and other things of that nature.”

      He counted one finger. “I’ll talk to some bluecaps for you and ask them to lead you to some good spots to dig where you won’t be bothering other fae and might find a bit more than rock. But you have to treat them with courtesy and respect or they’ll make your life rough and you won’t find anything except crumbling pebbles.”

      He counted on a second webbed finger. “I’ll also see if I can find an aeld tree, a nice young one you might be able to convince to let you transplant it where your castle is. You know an aeld tree?”

      Alex smiled. This had gone better than he’d expected. “Yeah, every part of aeld trees can be used for food and medicine, and they bring luck wherever they grow.”

      “That’s right. So, how does that sound?”

      “It’s a deal,” Alex said enthusiastically. “I’ll make sure our miners know to treat the bluecaps respectfully and that we treat any aeld tree you bring me to with respect. That said, I hold no responsibility for the actions of the folk I tell. I promise only to tell them to respect the bluecaps… I can’t promise what they’ll do or won’t do.”

      “Fair, then the pact is sealed.”

      Alex felt a shift in the air as the fae magic rose up, sealing the bargain between them, and then they shook hands.

      ‘Well, just two days in and we already drove off a monster, secured a deal with one of the locals, and might even get more benefits later. This is a great way to begin.’

      They stayed with Gwyllain until night fell—having let the encampment know of their intentions—then saw the asrai off. The team stood in front of the cave while he excitedly scampered off into the moonlight.

      “I’ll make good on our pact!” He waved, stepping into the water. “I swear it by my scales and the fae courts! I’ll make good and I’ll see you again!”

      Without another word, Gwyllain disappeared into the water and was gone.

      “Well,” Khalik said, yawning. “This was an interesting turn of events. Why don’t we talk about it back at camp. I am starving for something better than boggy rations.”
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        * * *

      

      On their first night in Thameland, the expedition members hadn’t had much time to pay too much attention to their new surroundings. There’d been so much to do. Alex had been so tired, he was asleep as soon as he hit the cot.

      That night though, folk were more awake and even a little nervous.

      Guards patrolled outside the camp and wards had been set up around the perimeter. The surveyors had presented their initial reports and then had the rest of the night off.

      Alex sat cross-legged by a blazing campfire, chewing on some of his rations and reflecting on the day’s events. Jules and the other professors were pleased with his negotiations with Gwyllain. Having secured a pact, it was pretty much guaranteed that the asrai would make good on his promises.

      That meant a supply of quality stone would be easier to find than they’d expected.

      It also meant there might be opportunity for more negotiations with the faeries of the region if the wizards forged a reputation for working well with their neighbours. His companions also sat in a circle around the campfire, chatting amongst themselves.

      “It’s funny,” Theresa said, leaning against him by the fire. “To think that the Ravener is looked on by some folk as something good.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “That caught me off guard too. That and the fact that Gwyllain didn’t know of anyone alive from Uldar’s time. Makes you wonder just how many cycles there have actually been.”

      “I was wondering about that too,” she said. “Do you think any of them will know anything about the Traveller?”

      “Well, hopefully, we’ll find out. Makes me wonder, though—considering what Gwyllain said—what Cedric’s up to. You know, I wouldn’t mind talking to him again.”

      She looked at him sharply. “Are… are you sure about that?”

      He whispered, “As long as we don’t meet the Saint, I should be fine. And… listen, there’s nothing in our history books about how the fae view the Ravener’s cycle or how other monsters view it either. Nothing at all. It only gives the perspective of the followers of Uldar. But Gwyllain said some of the Heroes have talked to them in the past. Yet that didn’t come up in any of the books and stories we ever heard about. I’m sure somebody knows about that stuff.”

      Sighing, he looked up at the stars, finding the constellations of The Great Mountain and The Hand. “There’s too many secrets… At least, too many people not coming together to compare notes. If we’re going to find a way to kill this thing forever, then people need to share what they know.”

      He tapped his knee, much like Gwyllain had. “So, if we can help the Heroes and they can help us, we’d be able to work together to figure stuff out, we really should be doing that. It just makes me wonder how much more we’re gonna find by just digging around.”

      Then he added, “And I also wonder if anyone’s not going to like us digging around.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          

      

    

    







            Uldar’s Apostles

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have the Generasians arrived?” an aged voice asked in the darkness.

      It crackled like old parchment, yet boomed through the entire chamber.

      The holy lights that illuminated the room flickered as it spoke, causing them to cast shadows over the statues towering in a circle at the perimeter of the room. There were six in total, each so ancient that Ussex—Thameland’s capital—had been nothing more than an empty field when they’d been completed. They were titanic: well over forty feet high, yet sculpted with such detail that—if the Third Apostle had the audacity to rise to his feet and touch one—he would have felt every tiny fold in their clothing.

      Five of the sculptures were a representation of the five Heroes. The Chosen looked brave, the Champion fierce, the Sage wise, and the Saint benevolent. And the Fool… well, they looked foolish. The tallest of the statues stood across the room from the Hollow of Contemplation in Light’s Absence—the alcove from which the ancient voice of the First Apostle emerged—and it was carved in the likeness of Uldar himself.

      A full twenty feet taller than the statues of the Heroes, Uldar’s had the great beard of an old, wise man, the body of a powerful young warrior, and the eyes of a kind child. Those eyes rested on the alcove, forever watching each time a First Apostle came down for contemplation.

      The Third Apostle adjusted himself where he knelt on the floor—at ninety years, his knees could not take the stone tiles as well as they used to—and cleared his throat.

      “We received word that they arrived the day before yesterday,” he said. “Accounts say they came peacefully and left Luthering for Greymoor without delay.”

      “And what have they found thus far?” the First Apostle’s ancient voice inquired.

      “We haven’t received word yet, First Apostle,” came the answer. “We only know that they set out to explore their lands for now.”

      “I see,” the voice sighed. “And young Tobias has not been able to convince them to allow our holy supervision within their land?”

      “He has not.”

      “A pity, but it is not the first time the Church of Uldar has worked with… unlikely allies. Either openly or secretly.”

      “It sits… poorly with me, that they are allowed on our lands to work their ways without our supervision, though. With no eyes upon them, they—”

      “Have faith, brother,” the First Apostle’s voice encouraged. “If they have come to aid us, then they come by Uldar’s bidding. This too is part of his plan. Whatever they reveal will benefit both our God and His great flock.”

      “May I speak freely, First Apostle?”

      “As always. There is no need to bite back words between those that do His great work. Even if words are spoken hastily—”

      “He shall forgive all,” the Third Apostle finished the declaration. “Thank you for your understanding, First Apostle. I know well the points you made in the midsummer meeting. By these wizards’ craft, we all may benefit in further understanding the dungeon cores. Such knowledge will elevate our…” He searched for the right word. They did not come so easily anymore. “…comprehension, of the cycles that define our land and its people.”

      “Indeed, and this is not the first time we have received the help of outsiders,” the First Apostle said. “Did Uldar not say to hold the hand of the one who calls the name of a friendly god, for in this fellowship is holy alliance found?”

      “He did, he did, First Apostle, but these… wizards… they follow no gods at all. They spit on all divinity as far as my understanding of them goes. Though that is admittedly little. I shudder to think what they might do if they were to gain the wrong sort of knowledge of the dungeon cores. The Rhineans are our ancient allies, and we work well with them. But these godless outsiders… I do not know.”

      “Uldar dictates that we gather knowledge and educate the people,” the First Apostle said.

      “But I fear—”

      “While the populace fears, we must not,” the First Apostle said in light warning. “Recall one of my predecessors—the First Apostle Aximus—and his fear of using the remains of dungeon cores for weapons and other items. That fear nearly led to our Order’s declaration of opposition to research into their use by the rest of our very church. Such fears almost caused a schism in our numbers, and yet now that ancient research serves to empower weapons for Uldar’s Heroes. Aximus’ fear was misplaced. We trust in Uldar’s plan, and He is a god who looks forward, not back on the past while wringing His hands in fear of change. It is not our place to lock Him in a golden cage and stop all progress forward out of our own fear. The research the Generasians do may serve to empower the Heroes and all of Thameland: they bring skills we do not have.”

      “But they are unsupervised!” the Third Apostle cried. “I… First Apostle… could this not result in another General’s Folly?”

      “It likely will not. Such a thing is not easy to recreate, or it would have happened dozens of times more than it has during the cycles. They will not be supervised, but they will be watched, if not by priests, then by layfolk. And if not from up close up, then from a distance. And… should they delve too deeply, then we will take action. Quiet action, as we have always done.”

      His voice held a warning, a reproach for the thoughts already entering the Third Apostle’s mind.

      “O-of course, First Apostle. I simply wish we could move more openly.”

      “We all do, at one point or another. But the entire purpose of our Order is to act, while—to all others—we simply do not exist. Have patience. Have faith.”

      “I… I understand, First Apostle.” the Third Apostle bowed his head.

      “Now, for other matters,” his superior said, and there was the sound of fabric shifting over ancient skin in the darkness. “How fare the Heroes against the ancient enemy?”

      “In some ways, they fare well, and in others, poorly. From what has been whispered to us, each of them excels in ability. Unusually so. Hart Redfletcher, the Champion, seemed born for battle even before he was Marked. Drestra of the Crymlin Swamp, the Sage, commands magic in a fashion unseen in many cycles perhaps due to her… nature. Merzhin, the Saint, is a towering example of the faith, able to call upon Uldar’s divinity so deeply that he might even rival the Traveller. And Cedric of Clan Duncan, the Chosen… proves to excel in all domains: a fierce fighter, a devout wielder of divinity, and a fine mage in his own right. His leadership is—by all reports—excellent, and he serves as both an example to the rest of the Heroes and all of their followers.”

      “This sounds like it is all good news,” the First Apostle said. “Do they still struggle with unity?”

      The Third Apostle made a frustrated growl. “They chafe at each other like sand in one’s clothing by all accounts. Each has strong ability, but it seems that robs them of cohesion. Combine that with the… viciousness and stress of this cycle, and they struggle against the enemy more than they should.”

      “Mmmmm, so not much has changed,” the First Apostle sighed. “Were that the Fool were found… I fear their ability to relieve tension and provide an anchor grows more necessary. Any leads on where they might be found?”

      “Not so far. The churches have searched their records, looking for those born on the correct day and of the correct age, but none have proved promising. Much of Thameland’s children have spread across the Rhinean Empire and farther abroad, and searches within Thameland’s borders have proven fruitless. And they will likely prove even more difficult now. With Generasi’s ban on priests, their territory would be the perfect hiding place. We had already swept Greymoor before their arrival and will station priests at their borders to ensure the Fool does not slip in, but… more likely, they are long gone.”

      “Perhaps they reacted quickly and escaped before we could raise the barrier… This is a repeating of three hundred years ago,” the First Apostle said grimly. “All that is to be done is to keep searching and monitoring. Send some of our lay agents into Greymoor.”

      “And priests as well?” the Third Apostle asked hopefully.

      “No, if they are detected then an international incident will arise and questions will be asked. Just make sure that High Priest Tobias continues monitoring them, then report whatever is found to me immediately. Oh, and one more thing. Any news on the Chosen’s negotiations with the fae?”

      “None yet, First Apostle.”

      “Mmmmm, such creatures are fickle. Sometimes friends to the great cycle and sometimes foes. Keep me informed so that we might shield the Heroes from any possible treachery.”

      “By your command.”

      “Now, return to your duties and leave this doddering old man to his contemplation. May Uldar’s hand ever be on your shoulder, Izas.”

      “Thank you, First Apostle.” Izas rose and made the sign of Uldar’s hand over his chest. “May his hand guide you as well.”

      The younger apostle left the chamber, climbing the spiralling staircase up through the earth. As he approached the higher levels of the complex, song reached his ears, calming his spirit. Hymns to Uldar drifted through the dark, extolling his God’s virtues and begging for His protections. According to the hidden books, the songs had not ended for over a thousand years.

      “Sing on, brothers and sisters,” Izas said to himself. “We may need your cheer and devotion more than ever soon enough.”

      Despite the First Apostle’s assurances, he felt doubt within his spirit. Previous cycles had their own unique circumstances. Some were more vicious than others, some had greater Heroes and some lesser, some had Fools that filled their role, and others Fools who fled or engaged in treachery. There had even been cycles where outside help had come to Thameland in the form of foreign adventurers, and allies like the Rhineans. Less helpfully, wandering monsters sometimes attacked, like the cycle where a great dragon had come to Thameland, attacking both the Ravener’s spawn and the Heroes equally.

      But this cycle?

      Too many things had happened that were out of place.

      The Fool’s disappearance. The competence yet lack of unity within the Heroes. Some of the Heroes’… unique natures. The extreme aggression from the Ravener. And now the coming of the Generasians.

      All were unusual… and then there was the Traveller to consider.

      The revelation of her sanctum had been a boon to most of Thameland. Much of the populace had cheered the discovery and talked of how the Saint from three centuries past had reached out from beyond the grave to help them escape. Even the High Priest Tobias Jay had looked upon it as a boon, yet the portals within the sanctum defied all attempts to understand their origin.

      It was unnerving. Worrying.

      By all accounts, the Traveller had been an eccentric, somewhat apart from the Heroes, yet abnormally close to the Fool until that Fool had disappeared. Then, after the Ravener had been destroyed, the Traveller returned home and lived her life in near-hermitage.

      Even her name—Hannah Kim—had been strange by Thameish standards.

      And now it was revealed she’d been crafting a secret sanctum without confiding in another soul.

      Such a thing was unprecedented, and Izas knew he wasn’t the only one shaken by it.

      Too many changes… too many abnormalities in this cycle.

      It was a bad omen.

      Suddenly finding the underground chambers of Uldar’s Rise stifling to his lungs, he took a side passage when he reached the top of the stairs, not yet ready to join his brothers and sisters to convey the First Apostle’s word. Instead, he continued to climb through the dark until he emerged on a stone balcony on the outside of the escarpment.

      A warm wind blew what little remained of his beard as he clung to a railing.

      Around Uldar’s Rise—where their God had ascended to the heavens—the late summer weather was in full bloom. Far below, the village spread out. Filled with those layfolk whose ancestors had been sworn to the most secret oaths and been given the most holy of tasks. Above rose the barrier that separated this place from the rest of Thameland.

      No Ravener-spawn, mortal or beast had set foot in this place without the apostles’ permission. Such as it always was.

      “But for how long?” Izas asked himself. “Too many things move strangely. The times grow dark.”

      Tapping on the rail, he gazed south. Somewhere in that place, foreign wizards were stirring. Their curiosity would either help or harm, and he knew the ways of wizards better than any other in the Order. Quietly, he spoke an incantation: his magic circuit formed and a ball of flame came into being on his left. Next, he spoke a prayer:

      “Holy Uldar, bless me with a flame to light the dark.”

      Whoosh.

      A second ball of flame appeared on his right.

      He looked between the two flames that seemed so similar, yet had come from such a different source. One of mana and one of pure divinity. He willed each flame together until they twisted into a helix of fire that spiralled beautifully before his eyes.

      This was the way things should be: the coming together of the ingenuity and strength of humanity in union with the might and benevolence of the divine. It was the right path. Did the Chosen not exemplify this above all with his Uldar-granted mastery of both?

      Yet, these foreign wizards rejected such a path.

      Perhaps it was time that someone looked in on them before they grew too established.

      Not just layfolk, but those who could easily put an end to any brewing disaster they found.

      Someone with might.

      “Someone like the Heroes,” the Third Apostle said to the wind.
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            The Fae Wilds

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oi, don’t be steppin’ on the pixies now!” Cedric caught Merzhin by the shoulder. “Don’t want to be startin’ off negotiations by crushin’ a few babes, now do we?”

      “What?” The Saint looked down at where his foot was about to fall. Each grass blade glowed with an inner light—tiny green sparkles drifted from each one like sparks from a campfire. Among the sparkles, a single flower bud shaped like an egg rose with golden light seeping through slight gaps between the petals.

      “You mean to say there’s something sleeping in there?” Merzhin asked, stepping away from the flower. “Why would they leave their young on the ground? It seems a good way to get them crushed under someone’s boot.”

      “Not sleeping,” Drestra of the Crymlyn Swamp said, kneeling beside the flower. “Waiting to be born. Baby pixies grow inside the petals of these flowers, like chicks inside an egg. When it’s time for their birth, a flock of pixies will gather around them and spread pixie dust over the petals to open them. Then the pixie hatches from the flower bud, sort of like a baby bird would from an egg.” She looked up at the Saint and raised an eyebrow. “Anyone wandering around in here stepping on babies would soon find themselves missing the offending foot. Pixie young are well protected.”

      “It’s a pixie egg, then?” Merzhin mused. “Perhaps it would be good to transplant our little friend into a fitting vessel and bring them back with us. Raised in the full light of Uldar’s glory, they might—”

      Drestra cursed under her breath.

      “Oi, careful there, boy-o!” Cedric squeezed Merzhin’s shoulder. “There’s eyes about, even if we don’t see ’em. Ears too.”

      Merzhin gave a thin smile. “I merely jest.”

      “I don’t see the humour,” Drestra muttered.

      “Joke or not, you’ve got to be careful with what you say in the lands of the fae. It’s doubtful they’ll see where’n the laugh’s supposed to be comin’ from with a jest like that. An’ last thing we need in our lives is more enemies.”

      Crack.

      As though responding to his words, something moved quickly through the woods, snapping a branch. Cedric, Merzhin and Drestra turned their backs to each other and eyed the trees.

      Heartbeats passed.

      No threats appeared.

      In these strange lands, though, it was hard to tell where a threat might come from. The woods in the land of the fae shifted and twisted, like the trees were limbering up before taking their first steps. Lights drifted between their branches, like tiny lanterns floating on the warm wind as light as dandelion seeds. A deep orange glow seeped through the canopy from the sky. The sort of light that came from the sun in the midst of setting.

      But there was no sun.

      When the three Heroes had first stepped through the fairy circle, there had been no trees to block the sky, but there also were no signs of sun, moon, stars or other heavenly bodies. Instead, the heavens had been filled with strange clouds in the shape of beasts, people, fairies and maddeningly complex symbols. The longer they’d stared, the more the forms seemed to turn and twist like they were alive.

      The three Heroes had moved quickly into the forest. Growing overly consumed by the sights in the fae lands held its own dangers, and they wanted to reach their destination before the light faded. Yet, after hours of walking, the quality of light hadn’t changed at all. It was as though the land were permanently caught in a strange co-mingling of dusk, twilight and sunset.

      And things only grew stranger from there.

      The world seemed almost hazy to Cedric’s eyes. The edges of every leaf, tree and rock were softened, as though been painted into being with soft brush strokes. And as Drestra had found out when she’d hit her shin on a stone—they were both solid and substantial.

      As were the residents of the land.

      “Hehehe, look at the big ones! They are afraid!” a tiny voice giggled from above, tinkling like little bells.

      “The brownyies told them not to fear, but they fear anyway! Scaredy-cat Heroes!” another cried.

      “Scaredy-cat Heroes!” several other voices joined in.

      Cedric glanced at a swarm of tiny pixies flitting through the hazy canopy, peeking at them through the branches. They giggled and chanted—pointing like small children—while the beating of their wings sounded like strange, nostalgic music. Cedric couldn’t place where he’d heard such a song before.

      “They mock us.” Merzhin looked up at them sternly. “We, who have been chosen by Uldar to make grim war against the Enemy, are being mocked by winged children.”

      “Let it go, Merzhin,” Cedric warned. “Don’ be so small a man that their giggles’d get you all riled up. Besides, each o’ them’s probably older than our grandparents. Trust me, friend, you’re not wantin’ to be pushing the bounds of their hospitality. This entire place is watchin’ us, make no mistake.”

      Merzhin glanced about again, distaste in his eyes. “Of course. I suppose it is best that we keep moving, then. Hart and the knights await us and I don’t wish to be here for too long. I well remember the story of the young Thameish man who wandered into the Fae Wilds for what he thought was a few days… only to find that years had passed him by when he returned to Thameland.”

      Another peal of laughter rose from the pixies above, like Merzhin had made a very old joke.

      “I think we’ll find the old stories’ve got more than a share o’ truth to ’em if we don’t take proper care here,” Cedric said, pointing to a curious-looking tree with plum-coloured vines curling around its trunk. Red leaves drooped on its branches. “Come on, there’s one of the markers the brownyies told us to look for. We turn right here.”

      Cedric led his companions to the right, and they travelled along game trails in the fae’s forest with the greatest of care. Merzhin watched his every step, making sure he didn’t tread on pixie flowers or anything else he shouldn’t.

      “I do wish they had sent a guide to meet us,” the Saint said. “I swear, most forests are like mazes to me, but this feels especially… maze-like? Labyrinthine?” He tested one word after the next, then looked at a tree that was twisting its trunk back and forth. “Twisty. That’s the word.”

      “They didn’t send a guide because they’re seeing if we’re so helpless that we need one.” Drestra’s golden eyes scanned the canopy, their reptilian slits peering out from above her veil. “My people have had many dealings with the fair folk, and they find us mortals to be loud and clumsy at best. So they test us: if we can’t even find our way to their meeting house on our own, then we’re not worth talking to in their eyes. They’d look at it like trying to talk to a dull-witted goat, utterly useless.”

      Merzhin sniffed in distaste. “Such games they play. This is no time for games or tests. The Enemy moves and does not waste time. I cannot help but wonder if holy alliances are so rare between the fae of Thameland and Uldar’s children because of such… propensity for games in a time of trials.”

      “It’s their ways.” Cedric shot a look at Merzhin. “Just as how we wouldn’t let a random wanderer meet the king. We’ve got our ways of confirmin’ folks as not havin’ their heads in their arses, and the fae got theirs.” He gestured to the forest all around. “An’ it’s bad manners to criticise someone’s ways in their own home. So why don’t we find ourselves a nice little change of subject, aye? Don’t want to get ourselves in trouble already. Oh, watch it, Drestra. Beware the forest mushrooms.”

      “I see them,” she said, stepping past a group of mushrooms with red-caps filled with yellow dots. They rustled and leaned toward her as she skirted them. “If it’s a change of subject you want, then I have to say, I’m excited about these Generasians and their work. We might end up with some new weapons and ways to fight smarter.”

      “I’m jus’ hopin’ to Uldar they’re not all talk. Ain’t goin’ to bloody lie, I’d take help from a devil about now.” Cedric ducked beneath a branch, pausing as a menhir stone loomed ahead on the forest path. On it was an arrow pointing to the right.

      He squinted at it. “This way.”

      Turning to the left, he led the Heroes in the opposite direction. The arrow had been pointing to a faded—almost invisible—symbol that was shaped like three swirls coming together in a central point.

      His clan called it a Trinity Knot: it symbolized death among those that still followed the old ways in Thameland.

      “I look upon their presence with optimism, Cedric,” Merzhin said. “And our brothers and sisters from the wizard city have done well by us so far. Some of their people donated to the cause before our priests were called back from the city. And this official partnership with our king has brought us much needed food and aid.”

      “Aye, the field rations’ve gotten a lot better since that deal got made,” Cedric agreed.

      “Indeed, and they have the church’s full support as well,” Merzhin continued. “I have faith that their presence is all part of Uldar’s plan. Though I question why priests are disallowed from visiting their lands. It is most unfortunate. Close-minded.”

      “I don’t mind,” Drestra said, her voice crackling like flames. “As long as they help us, they could make priests put on dancers’ costumes and do jigs for all I care.”

      “I will ignore that bit of heresy. And you should care more, Holy Sage. You refuse to hear Uldar’s voice.” Merzhin sighed. “Despite the fact that he has marked you as one of his own—”

      “Oi!” Cedric looked at Merzhin. “We agreed to let that lie, didn’t we?”

      “I did, and I was not planning to take it further, my friend,” Merzhin said. “I meant no offence, Holy Sage.”

      Drestra looked like she wanted to say something rather heated to the Saint, but a pleading look from Cedric made her hold her tongue.

      “In any case, I hope we can visit Greymoor soon,” she sighed wistfully. “Think of all the magic, all the knowledge, we might share with each other.”

      “Aye, that’s the hope, isn’t it?” Cedric said. “That we might get a chance to be of help to each other. But that’s only if’n we get a moment to stop having to sprint from one end of the kingdom to the other, puttin’ out one fire after the next.”

      “That’s something I’m hoping to put an end to by keeping my skill and powers growing,” Drestra said. “Right now, I’m at the point where casting fourth-tier spells is second nature, so I don’t think it’ll be too long before I can cast fifth-tier ones. And when I can do that, there’re fifth-tiers I want to learn that can transport us hundreds of miles in an instant.” A smile that was more like a snarl lit up her face as she rubbed her hands together. “Just thinking about meeting those wizards gets my blood going, because I’m sure they know spells like that, and if I can learn some from them, our lives’ll become that much easier.”

      “Do you think they would teach you without expecting payment?” Merzhin asked.

      “Maybe there can be a trade. That way, we can—Ah, I guess this is it.”

      “Aye, I think so,” Cedric said.

      The forest came to an abrupt end, like it had been cut away with mathematical precision. Well-tended flowers of a dozen colours bloomed and stretched out before them. Rising from a mound taller than the rest of the landscape was what looked to be a little cottage of stone that one could find anywhere in the Thameish countryside. Yet, the more Cedric looked at the structure, the more he saw it was anything but ordinary.

      Its thatched roof was woven together like threads of spun gold. Its stained-glass windows shifted in colour each time he blinked. The smoke puffing from the top of the stone chimney billowed skyward in neat, singular clouds that formed animal shapes which rose and swelled to join the clouds filling the sky.

      “Well, this is the place.” Cedric took a breath, gripping the haft of his weapon, which had transformed into a long staff of shining metal. “Now, before we step into their den, let’s go over the rules one more time.”
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      “We have been over this, Cedric.” Merzhin smiled politely, though there was irritation in his eyes. “I may be small, but please don’t think of me as a child who forgets your words so quickly. I have been committing Uldar’s scriptures to memory since I was knee-high to my parish priest.”

      “Aye, I don’t doubt ya, but this is a dire thing we’re about to do,” Cedric said, planting the end of his staff into the ground, then leaning on it. “Fae’re no triflin’ thing, Merzhin. You might not’ve ever had much to do with ’em, but my clan’s got a long saga of tanglin’ with the fair folk. Both in good ways an’ in the worst o’ ways. An’ this is no wee brownyie or wicked kelpie. This is one o’ their lords. Think of it like foreigners goin’ to meet the high priest o’ Uldar. They’d need to make sure they were goin’ about doing things proper-like.”

      “Fair enough…” Merzhin looked at the cottage a short ways away, touching the holy symbol of Uldar hanging from his neck. “So first, we must remember to bring an offering.”

      He glanced at the basket Drestra carried over one shoulder.

      “Then be polite, nod our heads when we greet the fae lord, but do not bow. Nodding is polite, but bowing means you are deferring to the fae, which we shouldn’t do. What else… Let me see… Oh, and probably most importantly, don’t anger the lord—”

      “Or any fae, if you can help it,” Cedric added.

      “Right, or any fae.”

      “An’ if you do anger ’em, apologize—quick an’ sincere—but don’t you dare grovel or they’ll think you got no spine in ya. An’ whatever you do, don’t insult ’em. Honour’s a matter o’ life an’ death to the fae, and givin’ insult’s pretty much askin’ for a curse to be lain on your line for generations.” Cedric glanced at the Sage. “I miss anything there, Drestra? I know the witches’ve had a dealin’ or two with the fair folk.”

      “We have. You covered everything except the issue of challenges.”

      “Oh, that’s a new one,” Merzhin said.

      “Oh, shite, right. S’not likely goin’ to come up, but it’s somethin’ to keep in mind all the same. If you’re unlucky enough to be challenged to a contest by one of them, for the love of Uldar, say no unless you absolutely can’t find a way out.”

      “Uldar did not bless me with his glory so that I may go around challenging fae like a common hotspur. I’m not Hart, Cedric.”

      “Aye, but one might go an’ challenge you,” Cedric said. “It ain’t below ‘em. Let’s say you own a pretty shiny they’d be admirin’ an’ get the idea in their heads to try an’ win it off ya in a contest. Or they start thinkin’ you got a real pretty voice or face and want to bring you to their home so you could sing for ’em for a year. The ol’ stories talk about challenges between mortal and fae for many o’ reason, so you best be prepared.”

      “But I could just say no, couldn’t I?” Merzhin asked.

      “There is an issue in how you say no. You can… refuse, but it must be done with grace,” Drestra said, eyeing the cottage as though it were a coiled viper. “Refuse too harshly or too arrogantly—in their opinion—and it’ll be seen as an insult. But if you do accept… contests with fae can go badly. Very badly. If you lose, then you might have to give up something precious. If you win, then you might embarrass them, and they don’t take humiliation too well at all.”

      “I see. I will remember. I have no desire to insult those that also share lands with the children of Uldar. Not when we could face the Enemy together.” There was a note in his high-pitched voice. “Oh… I heard that you should not lie to fae. Ever. Is that true?”

      “That is not quite true. Never be caught in a lie,” Drestra corrected. “Getting caught in a lie means that not only are you trying to trick them, but you are also insulting them by telling them a lie they can see through. Telling a fae a poorly thought-out lie is akin to saying they’re too thick to see through it.”

      “But does that mean the fae don’t lie, then?”

      “Oh yes, of course they do. Too many mortals have gone to their death thinking the fae can’t lie. Fae lie to us and to each other, but they don’t do it often. They far more respect a trap of truth: clever words and tricky phrasing instead of an outright lie. Now, the one thing you must never do is break an oath or a pact you’ve made with a fae. Never lie while giving your word to them either. They have magic that does nasty things to you if you do.”

      “Then may Uldar strike me down if I break my word to them.” Merzhin gripped his holy symbol. “Let’s get on with it.”

      Cedric nodded, leading his two companions to the leaf-green door of the cottage. “Alright then, let’s keep our heads about us. We follow the rules, an’ if things turn out well, we’ll gain a mighty ally. That alone’s worth the risks. If things go bad, then hopefully, the worst that’ll come is we all go home empty-handed.”

      He took a look at the forest, becoming aware that the trees were shifting. The game trail they’d taken had vanished, and a pair of old oaks were settling into the earth where the trail had been mere moments before.

      His grip tightened on his staff. “I pity the poor bastard who’d have to fight his way out of here. We’d make it, the three of us, but it wouldn’t be pretty.”

      The three Heroes passed through the front garden path—surrounded by hungry-looking plants with buds that were hinged open like gaping jaws—and stopped in front of the cottage’s bright green door.

      Thmp. Thmp. Thmp.

      He knocked three times, then waited.

      Silence.

      He shifted back and forth from one foot to the other before looking at Drestra. “The offerin’ still there?”

      The reptilian-eyed woman glanced down, lifting a piece of silk cloth wrapping the contents of the basket. “It is. Don’t worry. I’ve been watching it.”

      After several long, drawn-out breaths, something stirred inside the cottage.

      “You may come in,” a deep voice said.

      Click.

      The latch turned and the door began to open.

      “Right, best behaviour now. I’m trustin’ both o’ you, don’ make me regret bringin’ either one o’ you instead o’ Hart.”

      He watched the door as it finished swinging inward… and gasped.

      The interior of the cottage was not a cottage at all.

      A massive ale hall with a towering ceiling spread before the Heroes. Its walls were fashioned of smoothed timbers with hunting trophies hanging from them. Cedric recognized it well: it was the very same hall that stood in the midst of his clan’s lands.

      It even smelled the same, like flame and dried pine.

      But as he looked more closely, he could see clear differences.

      There was only one table, rather than the seven long rectangular ones that stood in his clan’s hall. The tabletop was round, stained a deep, rich colour, and carved into its surface, was a design of moons in various phases circling the world.

      “I… that’s my foster mother’s,” Drestra murmured. “It’s her witching table!”

      “And that hangs from a wall in my home’s chapel!” Merzhin pointed at a titanic bronze disk forged in the image of Uldar’s raised hand, mounted on the back wall.

      There were other unfamiliar objects in the room. Some of the banners representing families in Cedric’s clan had been replaced by banners belonging to the Ash Ravens: Hart’s company of mercenaries.

      “We’ve endeavoured to make you all feel at home. At least in some ways. We have even prepared gifts, though I see some of your number have chosen not to attend.”

      Cedric blinked.

      A man stood beside the table where there had been only air a heartbeat earlier. He was tall—nearly as tall as Hart—but as lean as a young willow branch. His face was touched by an unearthly beauty and a laurel of ivy crowned his brow, lying just above his pointed ears. His eyes were pools of silver light, seeming both ancient and shrewd.

      “Why have the others refused my hospitality?” the fae lord calmly asked.

      Cedric glanced at Drestra and Merzhin—indicating they should follow his lead—then slowly nodded his head. “Hart sends apologies, Lord Aenflynn. There was an important bit o’ business needing his attention, y’see. Lives at stake, an’ all.”

      Of course, that wasn’t the whole truth. The whole truth was that Hart’s casual disregard for danger, authority and decorum might’ve started a fight before the greetings had even finished. He’d stayed behind to chase down monsters that had been striking some of the coastal villages.

      Lord Aenflynn sighed. “Regrettable. I had hoped to meet you as a group. And does the Fool tend to this matter as well?”

      Cedric paused.

      He hadn’t expected to be asked about the Fool. “I have no idea where the Fool is, Lord Aenflynn. No one does. It’s a shame, but it seems they might’ve died early in this cycle. We never even met ’em.”

      The fae lord raised an eyebrow. “Truly? You believe the Fool to be dead?”

      Merzhin leaned in with interest.

      “Why… do y’know otherwise?” Cedric asked.

      “We might…” Lord Aenflynn said with an odd smile. He waved his hand over the table. Cups of fresh milk appeared beside loaves of buttered bread that smelled fresh from the oven. “And we might not. It is one of the things we are eager to discuss.”

      Aenflynn’s lips parted, revealing teeth like a wolf’s.

      “One of the many things.”
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      Hart’s massive sword split the Chitterer from side to side.

      The hive-queen-claw that formed its blade sliced through both the creature’s scavenged armour, and the rubbery flesh beneath. With a gurgling, clicking sound, the Ravener-spawned humanoid fell to the earth in a pair of twitching heaps.

      The rest of the horde didn’t even pause, surging toward the Champion with high-pitched shrieks and clicking cries. They were hideous creatures. Humanoid in form but with grey, rubbery flesh like a dead squid. Their bodies looked soft even as they charged, and their skin appeared wet and clammy.

      There were no eyes or ears anywhere on their heads—all was simply blank, rubbery flesh save for wide mouths filled with odd, round teeth like acorns.

      “Come on!” Hart Redfletcher roared. “Come and die, you ugly bastards!”

      The Hero dove in, smashing his massive, armoured body into them and swinging his giant blade through their numbers. Monstrous flesh pulped at the force of his contact while his blade tore a path of death through the press of creatures.

      Behind him, a squad of mounted knights surged ahead, riding the monsters down, leaving a ruin in their wake.

      “Wish you all just had the decency to die once we kill off your dungeon cores!” Hart stoved in a monster’s chest with the pommel of his blade and smashed another’s face with his large, gauntleted fist. “Still, can’t fault your single-minded drive!”

      No matter how many he killed, the monsters kept swarming the Champion, even as their numbers dropped by the minute. It was different from fighting people. Most folk tended to lose their nerve once enough of their fellows had gotten themselves split in half.

      But these things didn’t even flinch, no matter how many went down. It suited him just fine, though. Enemies able to retreat would be trying to kill him a few days later. At least these monsters had the decency to keep coming to get themselves killed off all at once.

      As he and the knights slew their way through the fields, the Chitterers fell by the dozen, until finally, only the Champion and surviving knights remained.

      “Yaaaaargh!” Hart stuck his blade in the air, giving his customary roar of victory.

      “Raaaaaargh!” the knights roared behind him, much to his amusement.

      Just over a year ago, these same nobles’ sons wouldn’t have even bothered acknowledging a mercenary like him after a battle. Now that he had the Champion’s Mark glowing beneath his armour, they were roaring along with him like they’d been brothers in battle forever.

      “Right, then,” he said when they’d finished their roar. “Let’s loot the bodies, take anything of use, and see if we can find out what the hell these bastards were chasing.”

      “Chasing, Champion?” a knight asked. “You think they were in pursuit of something?”

      “Aye.” Hart stalked through the bodies—wiping the massive blade that had been crafted from the hive-queen’s claw—and eyed the grass around the battlefield. “Look how long it took for us to catch ’em. They were chasing something, alright.”

      “Do you think so, Champion?” the knight asked.

      Hart’s sardonic smile grew behind his visor. The knight’s tone had been filled with respect… maybe even awe for a lowly mercenary.

      “Yeah, look at how they came at us. They didn’t even care if we pulled their guts out or stuck four feet of steel through their bellies. They weren’t afraid of us, so why did we have to chase ’em for so long? I’d bet you ten silvers they weren’t running from us; they were chasing something else. Let’s get some rangers up here to check for tracks.”

      “Right, Champion.” The knight bowed.

      Hart let himself have a low, grinding laugh as he watched the knight scurry off. This Mark was the best thing that had ever happened to him, without a doubt. His mind swirled with the possibilities and opportunities ahead of him once the Ravener was put down.

      What a life he could have… Or maybe he’d die like a dog, speared by some monster before the Ravener was dead.

      He shrugged, heading toward the nearest body. That was just the way of things. He’d made peace with death long ago. Busying himself with the looting and not finding much of value, he was heading to the next body when a cry rang out from the grass ahead.

      “Champion!” one of the rangers shouted. “You were right! There’s a trail here! I think these things were following it!”

      Hart grinned. “Well, they’re too dead to follow shit now. Let’s do them a favour and chase down whatever it was they were looking for, why don’t we?”
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      The Champion, knights and rangers made good time traversing the countryside. Most were mounted, but Hart was on foot. With the Champion’s power filling his long limbs, he was able to tear through the distance like a charging bull. He kept pace with the mounted knights and rangers as they crossed the wilderness following the trail. Though he’d been running hard for close to an hour, he felt as energized as if he’d just awaken from a refreshing afternoon nap.

      Hart smiled, keeping an eye on the pack of hunting hounds that loped ahead, focused on the scent they were trailing.

      “We’re likely following people, not monsters,” one of the rangers said. “The tracks were made by boots or shoes, not bare feet or claws. Might be Chitterers who robbed the dead for their boots, but I doubt it. The trail’s too uniform. Too disciplined. More likely it’s people marching at speed.”

      “Right,” Hart’s voice boomed from beneath his visor. He turned to one of the knights close to him. “I don’t remember any patrols scheduled to march this way, do you?”

      “Not I, Champion,” the knight said. “Most likely these are bandits or maybe civilians who failed to evacuate. Maybe even foreign pirates.”

      “Pirates, eh? I wonder…” Hart said, turning back to the ranger. “Well, we’ll find out soon enough. How far behind do you think we are?”

      “It’s hard to tell,” the ranger said. “But the dogs are keeping the scent, and the trail was fresh when I picked it up back where we fought those Chitterers.”

      “So not far, then!” Hart grinned. “Keep up the pace! We’ll have ’em by the balls soon enough!”
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      “This… I know this mark.” Drestra ran her hands over the round table in a mix of awe and incredulity. Her fingers rubbed a slight depression in the wood. “When I was first learning my foster mother’s knife, I cut my finger and dropped the blade. The knife nicked the table right in this spot.”

      She looked up at Lord Aenflynn, who was watching her like a cat perched above a fishpond.

      “Do you like it?” the fae lord’s deep voice rumbled through the hall, seeming to echo from every timber, stone and even the air itself. “I had the crafter take extra care to preserve the table’s full character. You’ll find that it is quite the same as the one in your home. Down to even the grain of the wood.”

      “This is… a replica?” Drestra blinked her reptilian eyes. “How would you know all of these details?”

      Lord Aenflynn smiled again, revealing his wolf-like fangs. “The mortals of Thameland notice little. We notice much. It is the way of things, as it has always been. My kindred are everywhere, even in places you folk might not give any thought to, and as bad as you are at noticing the small things, is as good as we are at remaining hidden.”

      “I… can’t believe this,” Cedric murmured, eyeing a knot in the pine wall: it was identical to a spot in his clan’s ale hall that his uncle had once used as a target for an impromptu axe-throwing contest with his grandfather. Every mark from that drunken evening lay in the wall as though they’d been made yesterday. “I thought I’d seen everything lately. Monsters, magic that hid whatever was in the Cave of the Traveller, but all this…”

      “I had hoped tokens from each of your homes would help set you mortals at ease,” Aenflynn said. “It is the least I could do. After all, it is so… rare, that Heroes of Thameland come here to speak to me and my kin.”

      At ease, was the very last thing Cedric was feeling. After fighting monsters for a year and seeing people die in ways that would scar most folk for life, he’d begun to think that nothing could shake him anymore.

      But this? This shook him.

      ‘How in the name o’ everythin’ did y’get all these details right?’ he wondered, watching the seated fae lord. ‘Magic to look into our hearts? Did y’get pixies to crawl about and creep through our childhood homes? How long ’ave we been watched? And what about—'

      “The Fool,” Merzhin said, leaning forward over the table with his hands clasped before him. “You said you might know something about them? Please, I ask that you tell us…” He paused, then added in a more polite tone, “It would mean much to us, and you would have our eternal gratitude.”

      ‘Good,’ Cedric thought. ‘Keep it polite, Merzhin.’

      “I said that I might, and I said that I might not,” Aenflynn said. “I know your people think the Fool’s presence might ease your burdens against the Ravener. How curious that is.”

      “Curious?” Merzhin frowned.

      “Well, if I understand it, most of you mortals consider the Fool to be useless,” Aenflynn said. “So why bother with them?”

      “The Fool has a role to play in Uldar’s plan.” The Saint sat erect in his chair. “…Lord Aenflynn.” He added the title after a brief pause. “I do not question Uldar’s plans. If the Fool is alive, they must join us. Only then are we complete.”

      “Hmmm… Perhaps I am misinformed about mortal customs in this land,” Aenflynn said, but his tone indicated he in no way believed himself to be misinformed. “Why such a need for them? What specifically do they bring?”

      “We cannot hope to understand the full extent of Uldar’s plan,” Merzhin answered with confidence. “Our holy God crafted five Heroes, and while it is true the Fool has given in to weakness in previous cycles, if they were unnecessary, then only four Heroes would be marked. We cannot simply abandon Uldar’s plan because of other mortals’ past faults.”

      “Fascinating,” Aenflynn said.

      “So, what do you know about the Fool?” the Saint asked in earnest.

      “You do not know much about negotiation, do you, Merzhin?” the fae lord said. “Why would I tell you anything before a pact is made? We are not even allies.”

      “With respect, we do not even know if you do know anything, Lord Aenflynn,” Drestra said. “By dangling knowledge you might have, you create interest without giving anything away at all.”

      “Now this one has bargained before, I see.” The fae lord grinned.

      Merzhin’s face reddened.

      “Well, all that aside,” Cedric jumped in. “We didn’t come ’ere lookin’ for the Fool. That can come later. Lord Aenflynn, why don’t we give you our offerin’, an’ then we can jump right ta business, aye? I know y’must be a busy lord, an’ all.”

      “Oooo, yes, the offering,” Lord Aenflynn rubbed his hands together. The light from his eyes flared. “I have one for you as well.”

      He stretched out his left hand and snapped his fingers once. A basket—seemingly woven from pure silver—appeared in his hand, and he offered it to Drestra. “An offering for an offering, to show good will. Do not peek inside the basket yet, for doing so will lead to ill. Once you’ve departed my realm, enjoy it as you might. It is my hope that this gesture will make our futures brighter.”

      “Thank you,” Drestra said, glancing at the lord’s offering with curiosity before handing him the basket she held. “You can open it whenever you like.”

      “Ah, it would be poor manners for me to open your gift early when I have told you to wait for mine. So yes. Down to business.” He looked at Cedric. “You’ve spent much effort to arrange this meeting, but I should ask, why are you meeting with me? There are other lords and ladies of the fae you might speak to. Indeed, I am not known for my overt friendliness with mortals. One might call you being here almost… foolhardy.”

      Merzhin threw a look at Cedric, but the Chosen met Aenflynn’s silver eyes without blinking. “Aye, that be true. Other fae lords have had more friendly relations wit’ mortals in the past. But I’m no’ lookin’ for an alliance with friendly pixie nobles or brownyie lords. Y’know what’s happenin’ in Thameland: we’ll be needin’ fighters. Warriors. And there are few lords of the fae in all of Thameland who commands warriors as fierce as yours, Lord Aenflynn.”

      The fae lord raised an eyebrow. “So you seek the services of the Moonguards?”

      “An’ the Crimson Head Brigadiers.”

      Now both of Aenflynn’s eyebrows rose. “They are mercenaries. What makes you think I could command them to fight for you?”

      “There’s no fae lord in all the isles that’s fielded them as much as you, whether it be against mortals, fae or other spirits: you’ve called upon their services many more times than any other in livin’ memory. The Brigadiers regularly refuse contracts, but never one o’ yours. At least, accordin’ to most tales.”

      “Tales often lie, little Hero.”

      “Aye, that they do, but my clan’s lore keepers know much o’ the ways to sift out the truth from the ramblin’s of drunken bards.”

      “I see. Then let us say I could provide you with the services of both. For what purposes?”

      “Fightin’ together. Your forces could hold places where we can’t be an’ help us break monster hordes so we can raid dungeons easier. There’s another force that’s come to Thameland that’ll help us with breakin’ dungeon cores, but the wilderness needs to be cleaned up of monster-kind in the meanwhile. They’re multiplyin’, spillin’ out all over the place, and I’m tired o’ just runnin’ around like chickens wit’ no heads, as it were. We’ve been so busy grapplin’ wit’ monsters that we haven’t even made progress in findin’ the damn Ravener yet.”

      “Perhaps that is for the best.”

      “The best?” Merzhin sat up straight. “The Ravener hides like a coward, delaying and preventing us from carrying out our God’s great work to its conclusion.”

      “The question is, can you conclude his work as you are,” Aenflynn offered. “I have seen many cycles, Heroes of Thameland, and I can tell you this truly is the worst one I have seen in a millennium. The Ravener strikes at you like a mother strikes at the killer of her children. If you find it difficult to suppress its dungeon cores, what will you do against the great enemy itself? It will fight you like a cornered animal. But—as you battle its monsters—you gain strength and experience with your abilities. So perhaps you shouldn’t be so eager to rush toward the jaws of death before you are utterly ready to face them.”

      “Uldar has granted us gifts that ensure our readiness,” Merzhin said with iron in his voice.

      Cedric gave the younger-looking man a look. ‘Respect. With respect, Merzhin.’

      The priest licked his upper lip and lightened his tone. “I… respect your concern—”

      “It’s adorable that you think I am concerned,” Aenflynn said matter-of-factly. “I simply state facts. What you do or do not do is utterly outside of my concern.”

      “Well, I can say with the utmost confidence that Uldar has prepared us for the coming battles,” Merzhin said.

      “He has handed you a sword, young Saint. You are still only learning how to wield that sword. But what you do with your weapons and blessings is your own affair. Now, you say you would like to make use of the warriors I retain?”

      “Aye, they can get around the isle faster than any mortal army,” Cedric said.

      “But that involves risk for me. Fae do not often field armies in mortal realms because they are needed here. My neighbours might see my force departing to fight in your war as a sign of weakness. That is to say, I hear what you ask, but do not know what you can possibly offer in return.”

      “I’m not goin’ to presume ta guess what someone of your power might want. So, name a price. If it’s too much, we’ll jus’ say no.”

      Aenflynn cocked his head, much like a bird examining a shiny object. “You are not very experienced with negotiation either, are you?”

      Cedric felt his face flush. “I—”

      “Children,” the fae lord said.

      Drestra, Cedric and Merzhin froze.

      “What… what was that?” Drestra asked.

      “I would like one hundred mortal children,” Aenflynn repeated, all smiles gone. “Fifty delivered immediately, and fifty to be delivered upon the Ravener’s defeat. They will be raised here, in the fae lands. They will be cared for. They will be loved. When they grow up, they will have high positions in my armies.”

      Merzhin turned red. “I—”

      Aenflynn raised a hand. “I am not finished. These children may be orphans if you desire, but they must be younger than five winters. Mortals grow quickly and can replace any losses my forces incur in battle. In return, you will also take in fifty fae to be raised among you as children.”

      “Changelings,” Drestra murmured.

      “Yes, changelings. They are of races who look similar to fae and are nearing the end of their lives. Let them live among you and experience care and a mortal childhood until they pass. That is my price.”

      Cedric’s knuckles turned white on the table. “You’re talkin’ about kidnappin’ children.”

      “Orphans,” Aenflynn said. “Mere orphans who are destined to either die or languish unwanted in some poorhouse until they are grown. On a path to becoming bandits, criminals or worse. If anything, I am doing you a service. Now… there you have it, that’s my offer.”

      “This canno’ be done. There must be somethin’ else you want.”

      “I am afraid that is my offer at this moment. No amount of objects of shine, mortal currency or goods, will equal it. I ask that you do not disrespect me by spitting on my offer here and now. I understand why you might find this… distasteful, at first blush, but you are the ones asking me for help. Not the reverse. And we fae have different ways of payment than mortal-kind does. Think on it for the span of one moon, then you can either give your refusal, give me a counter offer or accept. This is what I am asking.”

      Cedric ground his teeth. All thoughts of politeness had gone, and the only thing left in his mind was the thought of his weapon. ‘Should’t’ve even tried this. Should’ve—’

      “We will think on it, Lord Aenflynn,” Drestra said. “I thank you for your kind offer.”

      The Sage had a tight smile fixed on her face as she glared at both Merzhin and Cedric, who had half-risen from their chairs. “We. Will. Think. On. It.”

      There was silence as the Saint and Chosen looked at each other.

      ‘Right, right,’ Cedric thought. ‘No sense in pickin’ a fight. Leave an’ refuse later.’

      He and Merzhin sank back down.

      “Excellent,” the fae lord said. “Now, why don’t we finish this lovely meal and then you can be on your way to think about what we’ve discussed.”
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        * * *

      

      “Looks like the meal’s being served early,” Hart whispered, peering through the trees. “Now, now, now, what naughty things have you lot been up to?”

      Below—in a forested valley—a camp was spread out, looking like it was ready for war.

      And the people gathered weren’t Thameish.
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      “Any scouts about?” Hart whispered to a nearby ranger.

      The stocky woman was crouched behind a pine tree as she peered over the ridge at the encampment below.

      “No, Champion, no scouts, but there’s sentries keeping watch,” she said in low tones, pointing to an oak rising on the north side of the camp where a small wooden platform was supported by several thick branches. A figure crouched on it, and the metal on their crossbow glinted in the grey light.

      “They’ve also set posts there, there and there.” The ranger pointed at several platforms tucked into tall trees, where sentries lay face-down on them, watching their surroundings. “And then there’s this one here.”

      She nodded at the tree Hart was crouched behind; a towering thing with a dense canopy that was hard to see through from a distance.

      Partly hidden by the umbrella of leaves and branches was another sentry’s platform.

      This one was now occupied by a dead man, and a Thameish ranger who’d taken the watcher’s place after a quick bit of knife work.

      “And that’s all of them,” she said. “It’s strange they have no scouts about.”

      “Or maybe they haven’t had time to send them out yet. It looks like they just got back.” Hart pointed to the centre of the camp. “Look down there.”

      The ranger’s eyes followed the direction he was pointing in.

      A group of people sat slumped around a dead fire in the middle of the camp, they looked worn out, like they’d just beaten their way through some rough countryside. The hilts of short swords glinted at their hips, and short bows hung from their backs.

      Around them stood a grouping of large tents, the sort one might erect in a war camp.

      “Bet you three hen’s eggs that those bastards down there were the ones the Chitterers were chasing,” Hart said. “Now… what’re they doing in Thameland in the first place?”

      Hart had only seen a selachar a pair of times in all his life, but his sharp eyes recognized their grey skin and black eyes even from his distance on the bluff. Everyone below was a member of that sea-dwelling race, and they definitely looked the sort who’d come searching for a fight. Most were armed and cloaked in armour of leather and coral.

      Encircling the camp was an uneven ditch with sharpened stakes planted along the bottom. Hart noticed the tips of some were darkened by what looked like dried blood. Whether from monsters, animals or people, he couldn’t say, but he could say being speared like that was a helluva way to go. Between the ditch and the perimeter of the camp, a wooden fence topped with vicious-looking trident-shaped spikes had been erected. Equidistant holes were carved in the fence, and Hart watched warriors and archers peering through them.

      “Murder holes,” he muttered. “They can spear or shoot anyone planning on a raid from the woods or bottleneck them at the entrances to their camp.”

      There were three ways to reach the camp’s interior: a dirt path from the north, one from the south, and a small, rocky beach facing the sea. Several large boats guarded by a pair of grim-looking sentries had been beached on the stony shore.

      “Who do you think they are?” Hart asked. “Pirates?”

      “Most likely, lord…” the ranger said. “Though they must not’ve been here long. They don’t look like they’ve gotten up to much looting, unless they’re holding all of it in one of those tents. What do we do?”

      Hart thought the situation over.

      This was a war zone, and the chances of armed folk coming to Thameland with good intentions was… low. He considered attacking first and asking questions later, but if these selachar turned out to be allies, then he’d never hear the end of it if he just gutted them.

      ‘Would feel like a great, big shit about it too,’ he thought. “Give ’em one chance. We surround ’em and give ’em one warning. You can stay back in the woods while I step up first. At the first sign of trouble, I’ll break down the north gate, then shout a signal. That’ll be your sign to follow me in. Got it?”

      “Right, Champion,” the ranger said. “I’ll tell the others.”

      Clapping the woman on the shoulder—nearly causing her to lose balance—Hart split from the group and quietly circled to the north. With his Champion’s Mark enhanced by stealth from years spent as a mercenary, he made no sound as he moved around the trees, slipped onto a forest path north of the camp, and approached a bend behind a small hill.

      Softly humming, the Champion strung his enormous bow, loosened the massive sword slung on his back, and made sure his hip quiver was settled on his side. Then, he strolled casually toward the camp with his bow resting on his shoulder.

      The instant he rounded the hill, a horn sounded from up ahead followed by shouting from inside the camp. Hart could hear selachar scrambling behind the fence.

      “Hello!” he shouted, waving with his free hand. “Welcome to Thameland, outlanders! This is Hart Redfletcher, Champion of Uldar. I’m here to greet you! Now, your landing on the beach here—all quiet-like—makes me wonder if you might be up to no good. But I thought, rather than being hasty and jumping to conclusions, it might be better if I just walked up and asked. So, who’s your leader and what’re you doing here?”

      The sounds of scrambling continued as two selachar abruptly pushed the north gate shut. Hart made note of the sentries in the trees: each one shouldered crossbows aimed at him.

      “Look, I know violence is the answer to many problems, but I don’t see why we need to resort to it so quick! Come on, who’s your leader? Let’s get a little parley going. Maybe we don’t need to come to blow—”

      “Leave!” a voice barked.

      “Sorry, what was that?”

      “I said, leave! Leave now or we will kill you!”

      Hart let out an ugly, barking laugh. “You? Kill me? Listen, friend, lots of things have tried. The sort of things that’d give you nightmares for the rest of your lives. You’re not scaring me.”

      Thnk.

      A crossbow bolt kicked up a cloud of dirt in front of his armoured foot. Hart casually looked down.

      “That was your first and only warning!” the voice shouted. “We have seen things that cause terror as well, Thamelander! Retreat now or face the consequences!”

      Hart shook his head.

      “For one, I can’t let just anyone go running around the countryside without telling me what they’re doing. If you’re here to help, just say so; no need for all this flexing. Two… well, that’s a bigger problem. Y’see, you just fired on a Hero of Uldar while he’s in the middle of his fancy holy duties. That’s an instant death sentence around these parts, no questions asked. So why don’t we—”

      Thwp.

      Hart’s hand shot up, snatching a bolt as it flew toward his chest. There was a moment of stunned silence from the sentry who’d shot at him.

      “Ah, well made, this is.” Hart examined the crossbow bolt. “Shame to see it wasted. I’d love to give it back to you, but it’s a wee bit too small for my bow.”

      His hands blurred, dropping the crossbow bolt, nocking an arrow on his bowstring and pulling it back in one fluid motion.

      “So here, take one of mine!”

      Thwang!

      A thick arrow shot from his massive bow with the force of a ballista, cutting through the air and blasting the sentry straight through the chest. The selachar flew from the tree from the impact, plummeting to the earth even as Hart nocked his bow and fired several more times in under a pair of heartbeats.

      Before the first had even hit the ground, arrows slammed into more sentries with horrifying accuracy, flinging them from their perches. He lowered his aim toward the fence, his large eyes focusing on the murder holes and those archers who’d begun firing at him.

      Fwip!

      An arrow whizzed past his shoulder.

      Thwump!

      His giant arrows shot forth in rapid succession.

      Thwump!

      Thwump!

      Thwump!

      Thwump!

      Archer after archer dropped as he skewered them through their own murder holes, and he kept firing until his quiver was empty. Dropping his bow, Hart charged, drawing his hive-queen-claw sword and churning the earth, speeding toward the gate in a blur.

      He dropped his right shoulder and…

      Crash!

      Burst through the flimsy wooden barrier as if it were a nest of dried twigs.

      Whooosh!

      Screams and streams of red erupted as he cleaved his way straight through the enemy.

      “Now!” Hart’s roar echoed through the forest. “Get stuck in, mates!”

      A unified shout answered from the trees as his knights and rangers came galloping down the forest path, lowering lances and firing arrows. With a mad laugh, Uldar’s Champion kept cutting through the interlopers who threw themselves forward without restraint. There was a desperation to their movements, like something was driving them toward the thicket of enemy blades.

      Snarling through his visor, Hart did what he’d done most of his life: cut down the opponents in front of him. It was almost soothing in a way, simply shutting out the whole world and letting the impact of his sword on bodies travel up his arms.

      Then—almost as suddenly as it had started—it was done.

      He blinked to find himself standing among the dead, with his rangers and knights spreading out, exploring the camp.

      “Ach, easier to fold than wet leaves,” Hart snorted, cleaning his blade and stepping over fallen bodies. “If this is all you had in you, you shouldn’t’ve started a fight in the first place. But it seems strange… folk usually surrender after you cut down half their buddies.”

      “Champion! Champion!” one of the rangers cried from the front flap of a tent. “You need to see this!”

      Hart made his way over and stood among his warriors. Some had their heads bowed. The tent had been abandoned—likely every living soul had rushed out to defend the camp—but what they’d left behind was something from a horror story. Meat, limbs, organs and entrails hung from hooks all around the tent’s inner perimeter, like a barbaric abattoir.

      One look at some of the body parts told him that what he was seeing wasn’t something as common as a regular slaughterhouse.

      “Those… those look human,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Well punch me in the head, what kind of sick bastards were these?”

      He looked over at the centre of the tent.

      A blood-stained altar had been erected there, carved from a single block of basalt. In the middle was a deep indentation, like a bowl to hold blood from sacrifices. Strange symbols were carved, ringing the bowl in a circle. Hart had fought enough wizards in his time to recognize sigils of magic when he saw them.

      “Let’s pack up whatever we can. These weren’t ordinary pirates,” Hart said. “We’ve got to tell the others about this.”
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        * * *

      

      “Has Uldar’s wisdom completely abandoned your senses, Drestra?” Merzhin asked, his voice quiet but far from calm.

      The three Heroes had stepped out of the fae realm through the fairy circle and into an empty clearing. The portal within the circle of mushrooms vanished behind them and they’d moved with speed into the woods until they felt sure they’d had privacy. Words and emotion boiled up in both the Chosen and Saint, until they finally became too much for them to hold at bay.

      Drestra turned to Merzhin, her eyes hard. “There are other sources of wisdom in the world besides Uldar, Merzhin, and I don’t think my actions were unwise. What I do think was unwise is you both nearly picking a fight with a fae lord in his own realm. Fighting our way out of their lands would have been hard enough, but engaging a fae lord directly? That would have been suicide.”

      “Aye, that you’re right about.” Cedric rubbed the back of his head, somewhat ashamed. “Kinda lost me head there. Talk about just handin’ little kids over to him like we’d be handin’ out apples took me off guard. Got me blood boilin’. You’ve got the right of it, Drestra. Best thing to do’s refuse after his moon passes. Bah!” Cedric snorted. “Thought it was a good idea to ally with ’im. Wit’ the Moonguard an’ Brigadiers on our side, we’d have way more power to hit the Ravener with. Bloody shame it didn’t work out.”

      Merzhin began to chuckle, his high-pitched voice cutting Cedric’s nerves. “Friend, I’m afraid our Sage has no intention of refusing him. Have I guessed right, Drestra?”

      Cedric slowly looked over and found the witch’s reptilian eyes staring at him.

      “I think it’s madness to refuse,” she said.

      The Chosen scoffed. “What? Y’want to hand over wee ones to him?”

      “That is exactly what we should do.” The Sage took a step toward him. “We would have command of his forces in return for giving orphans a better life than they would have otherwise. It only makes sense.”

      Cedric shook his head. “You’re out of your mind. You’d make slaves of the wee ones! Take them away from their people!”

      “And is that so bad?” Drestra asked. “My foster mother was not of ‘my people.’ None of Crymlyn Swamp were. But I’ve grown up happy and well there. Fostering is no death sentence: it can be ill and it can be good. And there’s tales of humans growing up in the fae realms, growing into heroes of their own right.”

      “Aye, an’ plenty o’ other tales end with: an’ then the babe ended up in a redcap’s belly. The end. So, no. We can’t be doin’ this.”

      “I agree,” Merzhin said. “We cannot allow any of Uldar’s children to grow up away from his light. It would be like planting a sapling beneath the earth and expecting it to thrive.”

      Drestra rolled her eyes. “You two shouldn’t have started this if you weren’t willing to even consider the choice. We’ve led men and women to their deaths. We’ve nearly lost our lives a dozen times. Is this so bad? Children growing up in a fae realm?”

      “It’d be like sellin’ folk as slaves.” Cedric shook his head. “To bargain people like chattel, it don’t sit right with me.”

      “It’s an ugly-looking choice,” Drestra said. “But it’s one that’ll lead to less suffering and more safety for everyone. Consider it at least.”

      “It is a shame.” Merzhin shook his head. “Uldar would be so disappointed by us even considering this. We might even meet with his divine punishment if we consider this grim choice—which really is no choice at all—too much. His path dictates we spurn the poisoned offers that tempt us.”

      “Or what!” Drestra snapped. “He’d voice his displeasure? Come down and complain? That would be a nice change! I don’t even worship him and he drags me into this conflict! Not even a word of encouragement or guidance. Nothing!”

      “You have closed your ears to him,” Merzhin said. “Which is why you do not hear his benediction.”

      “Oh really?” The Sage stepped toward the Saint, towering over the shorter young man. “And tell me… what has he said to you? You do all this talking about Uldar, but what instructions has he actually given you, oh Holy Saint?”

      Merzhin’s eyes hardened. “His words are—”

      “Am I interrupting something?” Hart’s voice came from the trees. The Heroes startled as the big man strode out of the dark woods with a corpse slung over his shoulder. “I could bloody hear you from a hundred paces away. Look, you can tell me all about how things went with King Fairy later, but you all should see this.”

      He held up the body of a selachar warrior with one hand, and a wood and crystalline symbol with the other. “I think we had a bloody cult brewing on our shores.”

      Cedric’s eyes looked at the body then drifted to the symbol.

      It was one he didn’t recognize.

      A strange shape. A crystalline polyhedron with rhombic sides.
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      Fwooosh!

      Alex’s sleeping potion erupted in the beast-goblins’ burrow, catching the creatures off guard as they feasted on suspect chunks of meat.

      Coughing and sputtering, the little monsters tried to scramble to their feet, but the gas filled their lungs with every intake of breath. Their growls faded, turning to quiet groans, then muted snoring as they collapsed on the dirt floor.

      “Well, I’d call that a successful field-test,” Alex said, stepping around the corner of a tunnel. “Now, let’s… Oh.”

      A quick look around revealed gruesome scattered trophies. Piles of human weapons, armour, and heaps of gnawed bones littered the cavern.

      All of them were humanoid.

      “Right, well, I’m thinking those are pretty strong grounds for exterminating these things,” he said loudly. None of the beast-goblins stirred, despite his voice booming through the cavern. “Looks like noise won’t wake you up, just like Gwyllain. But maybe this will. Claygon?”

      Whoooom.

      His golem came around the corner of the tunnel and stopped beside him with all three fire-gems blazing.

      Whoooosh!

      Fire-beams flashed out, raking the sleeping monsters with their full fury. Flame exploded, soon followed by beast-goblins as the predators were wiped from existence. Alex brushed ash from his cloak.

      “I guess none of you will be waking up after all,” he said, stepping behind Claygon. He sent out forceballs and Wizard’s Hands to scour the cave floor, ceiling, and walls ahead, searching for hidden dangers lurking in any nooks and crannies in the rock.

      “Looks like it might be clear,” he said, satisfied. “Good job, buddy.” He patted Claygon on the side, then spoke to the swarm of fire elemental beetles clinging to the golem’s back. “Go check for survivors. If you find any little green humanoids with horns, I want all of you to make their lives really unpleasant with those nice sharp teeth of yours.”

      The swarm flew from the golem’s back and shot into the cave, disappearing through the smoke.

      After a few heartbeats, a frantic screech reached Alex from the distance. A beast-goblin screamed.

      “It looks like we might’ve missed one,” he said, mentally sending the golem toward the sound.

      Claygon surged into the smoke, and a second later, a dull thud followed.

      “I think we should be done now,” Alex said when the elemental beetles returned. “Let’s get out of here. I can’t smell anything through Orb of Air, but this place just feels like it stinks.”

      Claygon looked at him for a moment before joining him. Alex and his beetles—once again clinging to Claygon—emerged from the cave back into Greymoor. The cave’s entrance was positioned on the side of a hill, and the hill had so many other cave mouths yawning open that it resembled the honeycomb in a beehive.

      The sounds of battle reverberated from other caves. Many of the beast-goblins had split up, nesting within multiple caverns, and most of his other teammates were going about the dour business of exterminating them. Only Grimloch and Meikara stood outside, the shark man to stand guard and the healer to respond if anyone signalled her help was needed.

      “Good hunting?” Grimloch rumbled to Alex.

      “Done and dusted,” Alex said. “Nice and easy too.”

      “Good,” the young blood mage said, giving the caverns a puzzled look. “This has been one of my easiest assignments so far. Not wishing bad for any of you, but none of you’ve been hurt since we’ve been here.”

      “Oh, we do get hurt all right,” Alex said. “We’ve just been lucky, cautious, and we’ve been around the right people when trouble comes at us. But even then…”

      He remembered how Theresa’d been so badly wounded at Patrizia DePaolo’s ball, and how panicked he’d been then. Even now, just thinking about it brought some of that old fear back.

      “Let’s just say we’ve had our share of scrapes in the past. But with some luck, you won’t have to lift a finger while we’re here.”

      As the last word left his mouth, his friends began emerging from caves in groups of two or three. Beast-goblin bits covered their weapons.

      “It looks like we’ve made good time clearing these nests out,” Khalik said, glancing up at the sun, which had begun setting in the distance. “Not a bad way to end our first sojourn to Thameland.”

      “Yeah, if things keep being this easy, I’ll be thanking my ancestors every day,” Thundar agreed. “In any case, let’s count this as another batch of nests cleaned out then get back to camp.”
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome back,” Ripp said as Alex’s group climbed the hill back to camp. “Good hunting?”

      He and another guard, each flanked by a stone golem that watched the landscape, stood beside the encampment’s only gate.

      “Indeed,” Isolde said, her boots squelching along the muddy path leading up to the gate. “Our areas have been purged of all troublesome creatures, which means any worries about attacks from nearby beasts can be eased, I should think. It will make for a much safer guard duty for you.”

      Ripp snorted. “It’s when we think we’re safest that we get attacked. But time will tell. Anyway, in you go. Most’ve the groups have already come back.”

      He knocked on the gate twice and—with a loud creak—it was opened from within.

      In the past couple of days, the camp on the hill overlooking Greymoor had swollen, though the speed of setup was a snail’s pace compared to how quickly the venues for the Games of Roal had come together. With Thameland’s lack of ambient mana, which Generasi had in abundance, many of the magical tools the wizards normally used for construction simply did not work here. Instead, building structures came down to an individual’s spellcraft, ingenuity and good old-fashioned elbow grease. Still, that combination was enough to accomplish a good deal in a short space of time.

      What had begun with a few tents on a hill had blossomed into a fully growing settlement. Spells to move earth were used to craft earthen walls fifteen feet high, and magic had then changed the soil’s consistency, hardening it to the point where the walls could withstand an assault from catapult stones. The soil under the hill had also been hardened, and its acidity raised so anyone attempting to tunnel deep beneath it to breach the camp would be in for a stinging surprise.

      The same technique had been used on the earth that lay beneath the wall separating Generasi from the Barrens of Kravernus. The wizards had no desire to ever see their fortifications tunnelled under again. Attackers looking to gain entry to the camp through its front entrance would have a different set of problems.

      The large gate had been transported from Generasi—oak alchemically hardened and reinforced with iron—to guard the camp’s only entrance. Flanking it inside the earthen walls were two tall towers rising high above the camp. Battle mages stood watch in each tower, ready to rain power and death down on any hostile parties.

      Alex looked at the towers and almost felt sorry for anyone who decided to raid their camp. A raid that could only end in searing pain and death.

      Within the camp was a fully organized tent-city. Researchers, staff and builders scurried between tents, setting up unique stations.

      The first tents to be erected had been sleeping tents, followed by an armoury tent, an administrative one, another for food and water storage, and the first of many for examining specimens. Alex could tell the tent that would be used as their smithy—made of alchemically treated flameproof cloth—was being raised as his team made their way to the camp’s centre.

      Cauldrons were boiling over outdoor cook fires, and the scent of stew made his mouth water. He found himself mindlessly wandering toward the fires until Khalik pulled him back.

      “We have to report first,” the prince said.

      “Won’t be any point in reporting if I starve to death before we fini—Yargh!”

      Theresa grabbed his cloak and pulled him toward the administration tent. Inside—among a small army of clerks seated at desks—was a substantial table with a large map of Greymoor and the surrounding regions spread over it.

      Professor Jules leaned over the map, making notations on it from the individual maps and reports she’d received from other teams. Slowly but surely, an up-to-date precise map of their territory was being created. Among the notations were symbols for monster dens—those eliminated and those discovered—as well as possible deposits of ore, other natural resources, and areas appropriate for road building.

      Jules looked up as they entered.

      “Ah, good to see you. I take it the beast-goblin threat to the west has been eliminated?”

      “All done,” Alex said, handing her a report he’d had his Wizard’s Hands write up on the way back. “The area looked like it could be a good place to mine stone from as well.”

      “Excellent. And were there any appropriate locations for the research castle?”

      “None better than what we already have here,” Khalik chimed in. “The spot where we found the beast-goblins might be appropriate for an outpost, though.”

      “Very good,” she said. “You’ve done well. Go and have a rest, then prepare to teleport back to Generasi when the next shift of surveyors arrives within the hour.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “I thin—”

      The tent flap behind them flew open.

      “Professor!” a student breathlessly called to her. “A team brought back a Ravener-spawn!”

      Everyone froze, looking at each other wide-eyed before rushing for the entrance. The camp was in an uproar as wizards scrambled toward the centre.

      Tyris’ team stood in the middle of camp, and some had summoned monsters to carry what looked like a medical litter at first, but on closer inspection was really only a long sheet of cloth. Lying on the folds of fabric was what appeared to be a human body, but it soon became clear that the creature lying there was far from human.

      “A Chitterer,” Alex, Isolde, Khalik and Thundar whispered in unison as they made their way to the growing crowd, noting how much the creature matched the illustrations in the Thameish bestiaries they’d been assigned.

      Alex looked at Tyris, who was recounting her team’s encounter with it.

      “—from behind a hill,” she was saying. “It was hiding there, watching us while we were travelling, but one of the monsters we’d summoned saw it. We tried to bring it back alive, but things happened. It came at us. There wasn’t any time for spellcasting, so we had to put a crossbow bolt through its chest.”

      “Was it alone?” Professor Jules asked, making her way over to the creature and strapping her mask on. “Did you see any more of them?”

      “Not a one,” Tyris said. “Either it was a straggler or a scout.”

      A moment of quiet hung over the camp.

      “Well, if it’s a scout, that could mean the Ravener’s going to know we’re here soon enough,” Professor Jules said. “I would like this specimen brought to the examination tent, please. The Thameish bestiaries give us well-detailed illustrations of Chitterer anatomy, but it’s always good to confirm things with our own eyes. Tyris, I want your team to make a full report of your encounter and indicate on the map where it took place. I’ll send a team out to see what can be found and if it can be tracked.”

      She looked at the top of the wall. “If there’s a dungeon in Greymoor, I want to be the first to know.”

      “We could go check right now,” Alex eagerly volunteered.

      “Oh no,” she said. “You’ve been surveying for three days. Get back to Generasi, get back to class and your family. It’s not like the dungeon will get up and walk away while you’re gone, Mr. Roth.”

      Alex was about to say something but bit it back.

      She was right.

      One of the key reasons this expedition had been put together was so the University of Generasi’s full might and power would be behind this, not so he could go off and do everything on his own.

      He took a deep breath and brought his excitement under control.

      ‘Besides, the more I learn,’ he thought, ‘the more powerful I become, and the more resources I gather.’
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Alex felt completely disoriented.

      For the past three nights, he’d slept in a large tent in his homeland with the cool dampness of Greymoor on his skin, and Thameland’s fall air in his lungs. This morning, he’d awakened in his comfortable bed back in the warmth of a late summer’s day in Generasi.

      “Teleportation really messes with you,” he murmured as he groggily climbed out of bed. “One moment, you’re in one part of the world, and the next, you’re somewhere else where the climate’s completely different. Gonna have to get used to it, though. We’re gonna be doing that a lot.”

      As he dressed for the day, he looked over at the textbooks piled on the side of his desk. His eyes fell on the one on top of the stack. It was a thick book, fittingly bound in a red cover.

      His blood magic textbook.

      Today would be his first official class in the subject, and he was anxious for it to begin. Anything he learned could only help speed up his progress with Mana-to-Life.
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      Alex had never taken a class in the basement of the university’s castle before, but he wasn’t really too surprised that blood magic was being offered there, in one of the darkest, creepiest places on campus.

      Deep underground in the bowels of the castle seemed just about right for the subject matter.

      His imagination went rogue, conjuring images of a class with sinister undertones down in a dungeon complete with torture instruments, blood-filled tanks, and terrifying devices of the half-surgical tool and half-executioner’s implement variety. Yet—as he walked through the classroom door—much of what greeted him didn’t live up to his vivid imaginings at all.

      He’d envisioned a massive, cavernous space. Instead, the room was modest in size. Not as small as the one used for Professor Mangal’s summer summoning course, but smaller than the halls or auditoriums he’d attended lectures in during first year. Rows of desks faced forward, far fewer in number than in any first-year compulsory course he’d taken last year.

      It seemed blood magic wasn’t all that popular, which surprised him. He’d assumed the class would be full since blood magic could be used for healing—an ability wizards would really benefit from. He could hear Baelin saying: A ‘proper’ wizard should have healing skills to equip them in the dangerous world they’ll be facing.

      Taking in more of the room, some of the objects were exactly what he’d thought one would find in a classroom dedicated to blood magic. There were ominous-looking glass tubes filled with a red liquid. It probably wasn’t blood—at least he didn’t think so since it glowed—boiling and bubbling in an unsettling rise and fall in cylindrical glass tanks on one side of the room.

      The tanks’ eerie red light provided much of the illumination for the chamber, lending it both the feel of a horror show, and… an oddly soothing atmosphere at the same time.

      ‘Soothing?’ he thought, a small smile touching his lips. ‘By the Traveller, maybe I do have issues if I’m finding creepy blood tanks soothing.’

      Their red light shone over stone walls and ceilings painted stark white. The walls were covered in anatomical diagrams detailing both the physical processes of the human body and the flow of energy between a lifeforce and a mana pool.

      There were no torture implements, though, much to Alex’s relief. Just bookshelves tall enough to reach all the way to the chamber’s distant ceiling.

      Scrtch. Scrtch.

      Standing at the front of the classroom before a giant obsidian chalkboard, a woman who looked to be in her middle years was jotting down page numbers, instructions, and the lesson plan using a long piece of chalk. The chalk was probably light in colour, but appeared almost bloodred from the tanks’ glow. The woman at the board—who he assumed was the professor—was tall, heavy set, black-haired, with several large pieces of jewellery around her neck, wrists, pinned to the bosom of her scarlet dress, and linked together in a chain belt around her broad waist. Every stone was a ruby set in gold. The gems winked at him like they were alive.

      They reminded Alex of the fire-gems embedded in Claygon’s forehead and palms.

      As he stepped into the classroom with his golem behind him, she looked over and nodded.

      “Welcome to first-year blood magic. You must be Alex Roth.”

      Students who were already seated looked up, and some began whispering to each other. He didn’t recognize any of them, but they seemed to recognize him.

      ‘Were they at the Games?’ he wondered. ‘At the memorial?’

      “Yeah, that’s me,” Alex said, scratching the back of his head. “And are you Professor Hak?”

      “Indeed.” She smiled. “Welcome, once again. I’m glad you have an interest in blood magic, Mr. Roth.”

      “Yeah, well, hopefully, it’s a good fit,” he said.

      “Blood magic is a better fit for more wizards than many think,” Professor Hak said. “After all, we all have blood. And we all have magic.”

      There was a long pause before Alex realized that she’d made a joke.
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        * * *

      

      By the time class was ready to begin, the room was nearly full. Most students were murmuring amongst themselves, looking around uneasily at the tanks of bloodred liquid and anatomical images hanging on the walls. Many craned their necks looking behind, eyeing Claygon as he loomed at the back of the class with all four arms crossed.

      Alex suppressed a chuckle. This time last year, he’d been one of those fresh-faced first-year students shocked at the smallest thing about Generasi. Now, here he was, a second year, a member of a dangerous expedition, and a crafter of one of the most unique golems in the world.

      “If you think this is crazy, you all should try Art of the Wizard in Combat,” Alex muttered to himself.

      Some of the first years were gawking at both the lesson plan and the readings listed on the board. Admittedly, the readings were pretty heavy. But weekly readings for most courses were substantial. It was almost guaranteed.

      Alex remembered something Thundar had said during early days in first year before they’d officially formed their cabal.

      “It’s like every professor thinks theirs is the only course we got,” the minotaur had groaned, despairing while sinking into a chair in front of his pile of textbooks. “If I read one more word, my eyes are gonna roll outta my head and my brain’s gonna pour outta the empty sockets!”

      Alex smiled at the memory. These days, the cabal had a good handle on their coursework. But their problems had shifted to include practical matters of life, death, monsters, and malice.

      Alex remembered when he used to feel like Thundar, that the number of pages in assigned readings ate up too much time. But by training himself in speed-reading and retaining information, he was at a point where he could get through some pretty difficult textbooks in short order.

      That had freed up a lot of his time, which allowed him to juggle classes, readings, extracurricular spell-study, the expedition, work, alchemy experiments, time with family and friends, and whatever else came his way.

      His thoughts went to the expedition and the students who were in Thameland investigating Greymoor and that Chitterer’s trail. He wondered how they were doing and what they’d found out.

      Tap. Tap-tap.

      Professor Hak called the class to attention, tapping the stick of chalk against the obsidian board.

      “Welcome to first-year blood magic, everyone,” she said with a welcoming smile. “I’m Professor Hak, and I’ll be your teacher for both semesters of this course. I hope you’re as excited about learning blood magic as I am about opening your world to it.

      “Now, when I say the words ‘blood magic,’ they sound pretty frightening, don’t they? But I can tell you that blood magic doesn’t always deserve the grim reputation that’s often associated with it. In some ways, at least. In others, it completely deserves the reputation it ha—Yes?”

      Alex craned his neck to see a first year splayed out in a chair at the back of the class.

      “Huh,” Alex whispered.

      A thin, pale young man, with long brown hair that looked like it was dipped in a barrel of pig grease repeatedly had his hand raised. He was dressed all in black and…

      ‘Wait.’ Alex squinted. ‘Are those spikes?’

      Sure enough, a starburst of small golden spikes covered the shoulders of his shirt and leather bracers around his forearms. When he lowered his hand as Professor Hak acknowledged him, Alex watched his body language.

      He wore arrogance like a cloak.

      The way he was sitting was a blend of Tyris’ relaxed confidence and Khalik’s casual nobility. But… there was an unnatural stiffness to his posture, indicating self-consciousness. Like he was holding a pose while being very aware that every eye rested on him, and consciously working to project the image of a badass.

      “Yes, Professor, blood magic is also very dangerous,” the young man said with a tone indicating that he knew everything in the world and was quite willing to share his knowledge with everyone.

      Horror swept over Alex like a cold wave.

      ‘No, please,’ he thought, cringing.

      He could see where the young man was going from experiences in magic theory with a couple of classmates who, when they started talking, there was no end to it. These were the students who raised a hand right before class ended—just as it became obvious the professor had nothing more to say—then launched into long speeches, both relevant and irrelevant, and ill-timed, that kept their classmates stuck to their chairs long after the period had ended.

      “I’ve studied blood magic rather extensively,” the young man drawled, heedless of Alex’s silent plea. “And I’ve learned that at the highest levels, it can interact directly with the soul.”

      Then, instead of looking at the professor, his eyes settled on his fellow students. “I’ve read a number of Vlad Drac’s books on the subject, and—”

      ‘No, no, no, no,’ Alex begged.

      What followed was a period where time utterly stopped, but the young man-in-black’s mouth didn’t, sending Alex into fits of pure agony.

      The first year proceeded to launch into an overly-complicated explanation of his own personal studies into blood magic, subjects that were to be covered in the lesson plan, his own interests, a bunch of irrelevant stuff about head trauma, and his own opinions on the subject. As time dragged on, the faces of his classmates shifted from expressions of confusion, then agitation, to boredom, then vicarious embarrassment, and finally, to outright smirking.

      To make matters worse, the professor only watched as he went on, souring his classmates’ opinions of himself by the heartbeat. In some ways, while it might have been seen as dismissive, she might’ve been kinder to simply cut him off.

      It definitely would’ve been kinder to Alex, who was fighting the urge to fall out of his chair, curl up in a tiny ball like a poisoned spider, and just die right then and there. He almost would’ve preferred going a few rounds with Burn-Saw again.

      Mercifully, the young man finally paused when Professor Hak loudly cleared her throat.

      “I see… that you’re showing quite an interest in the subject…” she said, her voice straining to be polite.

      “Victor,” the young man introduced himself despite not being asked to.

      “Victor…” Her voice grew even more strained. “Well, I applaud your enthusiasm. In the future, though, I’ll ask you to save comments for our class discussions. Especially comments that are so, well… enthusiastic. When I’m lecturing, you can still ask questions, but there’s a lot to cover in the semester, and you’re all paying a lot of coin to be here, so I want to make sure you’re getting the knowledge you’re paying for.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine, Professor,” Victor said, without even the slightest twinge of discomfort.

      Alex looked at Professor Hak like he was in the presence of a saint, and nearly mouthed a ‘thank you’ to her when, without missing a beat, she jumped into the lecture.

      Since he’d read a number of books and spell-guides over the summer—though he didn’t consider going on about it like Victor had—most of the history, dangers and general applications Professor Hak talked about were familiar and mostly review for him.

      What really piqued his interest was when she discussed the spells she wanted them to learn in first semester.

      “The first spells you’ll learn will form the foundation of all future study of blood magic, even if you become archwizards and wield ninth-tier spells, this foundation is what you’ll be building on.” Professor Hak drew a diagram showing a pathway between a humanoid’s lifeforce and their mana pool. “Almost all blood magic spells deal with the interaction of life and mana, and so Life-to-Mana and Mana-to-Life will form the foundations of dozens of other spells you’ll learn, should you choose to continue in the discipline. But for this semester, we’ll be sticking with first-tier spells.”

      She listed the spells, starting with Life-to-Mana and Mana-to-Life, then moved on to Cleanse Flesh.

      “Cleanse Flesh is a spell that runs mana through one’s body to scrub it of impurities such as disease. While it’s not a panacea, it can be used to accelerate your recovery from sickness, help keep you from getting sick in the first place, and lessen the negative effects of toxins on your body…”

      She leaned forward.

      “It can even accelerate one’s recovery from a hangover.”

      A number of chairs scraped the floor as some of the more disinterested first years abruptly leaned forward, giving her their full and complete attention.

      “I thought that might get some interest.” Professor Hak smiled. “Not that I’m condoning any behaviour that would find you having a need for a hangover cure, of course.”

      ‘When Khalik and Thundar find out about this, they’re not gonna let up ’til they learn how to cast it, even if they have to pry it from my cold, dead brain.’ Alex laughed to himself.

      From the back, Victor scoffed.

      “The spell you’ll be learning next will be Rejuvenating Slumber,” she continued. “It’s a spell that uses mana to enhance a wizard’s sleep so they can have a deeper and more restful night’s rest. We all know how important sleep is.”

      Now Alex was the one paying closer attention and also noticing some of the older students doing the same. He almost laughed out loud.

      ‘First-years are interested in getting rid of hangovers, second and upper years just want to find ways to get a good night’s sleep.’

      “Now, Rejuvenating Slumber isn’t a magic arrow,” Professor Hak said. “Some of you might get the idea that by casting it repeatedly, you’ll be able to halve or even quarter your sleeping time. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. Rejuvenating Slumber’s effectiveness on sleep varies from person to person. For some, it can reduce about an hour from their sleep needs. For others, they can go from needing roughly eight hours per night, to something closer to five. But for your own information, please keep in mind that Rejuvenating Slumber can’t make one’s mana regenerate faster. Another point to note is that, for some folks, the spell hardly lessens their sleep time at all. It’s a spell that’s best used to aid someone in finding a full and refreshing night’s rest in sleeping conditions that are far from relaxing, like in loud spaces, for example.”

      Alex tapped his pen on his opened notebook.

      Rejuvenating Slumber sounded like a spell he could make good use of; even if it didn’t end up shaving a lot of time off his sleep needs, every bit helped. He wondered if he could combine it with some of his meditation techniques or maybe even Val’Rok’s mana regeneration ones.

      He made a note on that.

      “The next spell we’ll learn is one called Warp Flesh,” Professor Hak said. “It’ll be the first attack spell in blood magic that we’ll tackle this semester—”

      Alex had to fight the urge to groan. ‘I’m sure the Mark’ll have plenty to complain about when I try learning that one.’

      “—though it’s technically not really an offensive spell, but a spell that can be used offensively.”

      ‘Or maybe not,’ he thought, grinning.
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      “Simply put,” Professor Hak explained, “Warp Flesh establishes a strong connection between your mana pool and either your own lifeforce or someone else’s.” A strange light entered her eyes. “From there, a blood mage can use the connection to apply mana manipulation techniques to a lifeforce directly—”

      Alex froze. The rest of the class went quiet.

      “—and as the lifeforce is manipulated… physical changes manifest in the body. In short? What this means is flesh, blood and bone… become no more than clay for you to sculpt.”

      Alex sat bolt upright, his mind exploding with possibilities, imagining different ways he could have used the spell if he’d known about it sooner.

      ‘Forget offence,’ he thought. ‘If I can alter my own body directly… jeez, the sky’s the limit. I could increase my muscles’ mass and density by just casting a spell. I could improve my blood flow and bone density, and even my senses…  I could even change my shape. Damn, this is fantastic. Why doesn’t everyone get taught thi—’

      “But.” Professor Hak held up her hand, as though responding to Alex’s thoughts. “Warp Flesh does have some very powerful limitations to be aware of.”

      ‘Aaaaand there it is,’ he thought, waiting for the too good to be true information to come.

      “The control Warp Flesh grants over the body is crude.” She wiggled her fingers before her face. “Imagine trying to perform a delicate or intricate task with your hands wrapped in a pair of thick, locked gauntlets. You’d find it quite impossible to do anything requiring dexterity. The same applies to this spell; you can make simple changes such as moving, folding or growing skin, twisting muscles, breaking bone, tearing flesh and joints in your own body or even someone else’s, but, if any of you are imagining yourself sculpting your face or physique into statuesque proportions, then I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until your final year. True shapeshifting spells aren’t first-tier spells; they’re, at best, fifth-tiers.

      “There’ve been many wizards who’ve thought to use this spell to fashion their bodies in their ideal image, only to find themselves deformed in a most hideous manner; the exact opposite to what they were after. Sadly, certain blood magic practitioners who lacked the proficiency to wield Warp Flesh have even disintegrated their own hearts. So, please, keep that firmly in mind. Trying to run before you’ve learned how to crawl can end quite tragically.”

      A chill went through the room, and Alex exchanged uneasy looks with students near him.

      “The other limit to note is that changes achieved through Warp Flesh are only temporary. The body is… springier than you might imagine, and generally wants to cleave to its natural shape. Using Warp Flesh is like bending a sapling. Sure, the tree will curve for a time, but springs back to its natural position as soon as you release it. Unfortunately, damage caused by the spell is permanent, in the same way that bending a sapling enough to break the trunk will leave it broken. That’s why Warp Flesh is more suited for attack than for self-enhancement. If you just wish to gain strength, I would suggest learning body-enhancement magic instead, or even good old sweat-producing physical activity.” She laughed.

      Victor scoffed at the back of the lecture room again.

      Alex nodded along, already deep in thought. The spell sounded like it might have very limited uses for him, but then again… He’d started modifying spells mostly because of the Mark. Forceball was originally a spell that provided light and had a few other uses, but he’d turned it into an attacker, a pack mule and a scout.

      ‘Given enough time with Warp Flesh,’ he thought, ‘I might be able to turn it into something with wider applications.’

      “And finally, one of the last spells we’ll be looking at this semester,” Professor Hak said. “It’s one that many find… distasteful, and the name it bears only encourages that distaste. Corpse Puppet.”

      Some of Alex’s classmates leaned toward each other and began whispering. Victor had his arms crossed and a smug look on his face as if he’d achieved a victory of some kind.

      A young woman raised her hand. “Um, Professor, isn’t that a necromantic spell?”

      “I’m so glad you asked that question.” Professor Hak smiled. “That’s actually a common misunderstanding. Over the centuries, there’ve been mages who’ve specialized both in necromancy and blood magic, and in both disciplines, there are ways of animating corpses that are very different beyond surface similarities. Most don’t realize this, though. After all, if an army of walking dead comes pouring over the horizon—led by a half-mad-looking wizard—most folk in their path don’t pause to ask what sort of wizardry is being used to drive the dead toward them.”

      She paused, her eyes twinkling with humour, but only a couple of students laughed uneasily at her joke. If Professor Hak minded, she didn’t show it.

      She approached a diagram on the wall illustrating the flow of energy between a wizard’s mana pool and their lifeforce, and tapped the centre of it. “Corpse Puppet injects your mana directly into a body and converts it into a pseudo-lifeforce which you can directly control. It is literally like controlling the strings of a puppet. The spell’s name really does say it all. Dead bodies re-animated through Corpse Puppet obviously must be… well, puppeted. They need constant mental commands or they’ll inactivate. The whole concept might sound distasteful, but still, it can be a very useful spell.”

      ‘Yeah, I can definitely see how it could be,’ Alex thought.

      The idea of controlling dead bodies didn’t gross him out as much as he thought it might. Imagining himself puppeting dead people did make him wince, but he had no problem thinking about using monster corpses like Ravener-spawn.

      He thought about Tyris’ team carrying the Chitterer’s corpse back to camp.

      ‘If dead specimens could walk themselves back to camp, that’d make life easier on our team,’ he considered. ‘Not to mention their potential in combat: every enemy defeated could become a combatant on our side. A monster body just waiting to be puppeted.’ He liked that idea… a lot.

      He circled Corpse Puppet as a spell to focus on.

      “So, lastly,” Professor Hak said, and her voice took on an ominous note. “Once you’ve mastered Warp Flesh and Corpse Puppet, you’ll then have the foundation to learn sympathetic magic. It’s a deadly and dangerous art, but also one of the most powerful. You’ll be able to use a sample of blood from another organism in an effigy you’ve created of them, then exert your power over them through the effigy.”

      All hints of humour vanished from her face. “Using sympathetic magic on another without their express verbal or written consent is one of the highest crimes in all of Generasi, so I will teach you the laws governing such practices. But that said…”

      Her eyes sparked, matching the crimson glow that bathed the room. “You will find such effigies to be most effective against monsters or enemies beyond Generasi’s shores. Remember well, though, that to use sympathetic magic on another is to leave yourself vulnerable to them reversing that connection, then exerting their power over you.” She looked over the class as if appraising each student. “But we’ll do this safely… I’ll guide you through the arteries, veins and beating heart of such a practice. Earlier, I said blood magic does not entirely deserve its reputation… Well, let’s just say that if you listen to my lectures and follow my assignments meticulously…”

      A broad smile swept over her face. “Then I’ll show you a path to the sorts of powers that will make your enemies tremble before you.”

      At that moment, Professor Hak strongly reminded Alex of Hobb.
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      After that disquieting declaration, the rest of the lesson continued smoothly and ended soon after. Alex wanted to ask Professor Hak a question about Mana-to-Life, but Victor scurried up to her after class like a centipede and trapped her in conversation in his critique on how she’d presented her lecture.

      The woman’s humour instantly died and Victor received a terse lesson on who was better equipped to teach the class, which ended with her informing him that she’d be teaching her lessons in any way she pleased, and that if he was displeased, it wasn’t too late for him to visit the registrar’s office and switch out of her course. The young man-in-black turned red in the face and stormed out the door.

      She sighed. “There’s always one. And what can I do for you… which do you prefer, Alex or Mr. Roth?”

      “Either, Professor Hak.” He shrugged. “Professor Mangal says that names are whatever we accept them to be, and I respond to both. So, it’s your choice.”

      “Alex it is, then.” Professor Hak smiled. “Just to let you know… I watched your matches at the Games in the Duel by Proxy competition. And let me offer you my congratulations, both you and Claygon—” she glanced at his golem “—were very impressive, both in power and in how you commanded the battle. The same for your entire team in the Grand Battle.”

      “Oh, uh,” Alex flushed, suddenly feeling self-conscious. His face grew warm, and he hoped the red light from the tanks was hiding the redness spreading across his cheeks. “Thanks, I guess. You know, with everything… afterward, with the demon summoner and all, the Games feel like they were a lifetime ago.”

      “They do to me too,” Professor Hak said. “I also wanted to thank you for what you did on Oreca’s Fall against the demons. You helped a lot of people… which tells me you have steady nerves. No one battles demons and comes out on top without having a pretty sturdy spine, and that’s a good thing. Blood mages need steady nerves. I hope you’ll enjoy and benefit from the course, Alex. Both Professors Val’Rok and Jules have been raving about you since last year and—”

      “Wait, Professor Jules raved?” Alex asked, feeling flattered. He really liked her, and she’d praised his accomplishments in the past, but he couldn’t really imagine her raving.

      “That she did,” Professor Hak said. “Professor Mangal had very positive things to say about you too. Then there’s your performance in Chancellor Baelin’s course, and what you and your team have done for the expedition so far.”

      “Wait, you’ve heard about all that?” Alex asked, feeling more than a little self-conscious. He’d wanted his performance in the Games of Roal to help his name and reputation spread in Generasi, but things were progressing faster than he’d even known.

      “Indeed,” Professor Hak said. “It’s not often we get students who arrive from a distant kingdom—on scholarship—and excel not only academically, but also in the Games, as well as research. You are a rare breed. So, as I said, I hope you find that blood magic suits you. If there is anything you need from me, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Alex fought the urge to laugh.

      He remembered Professor Jules once saying that when one was succeeding, people scrambled to offer them support, rewards, help and opportunities. The more that time went by, the more he found how true that was.

      “Thanks, Professor. Actually, I’ve been having a little trouble. I started learning from the blood magic textbook in the summer, and I was wondering if you could give me any tips on learning Mana-to-Life. Is there anything I should be watching out for? I’m finding the spell a bit tricky.”

      Her left eyebrow rose. “Did you skip Life-to-Mana?”

      “Nope, I learned it.”

      “Ah, well, I’m happy to see you’re already taking to my subject in earnest. Tell me what sort of trouble you’re having and I’ll see if I can offer any pointers.”

      Alex smiled. “I appreciate it. Actually… there is one other thing. Not gonna lie, I’m kinda hoping to work very hard and try to challenge the exam for credit. I know some of the spells use mana manipulation techniques, so I’m wondering if I work hard and use some of what I already know, if I’ll be able to get the content down. I know challenging the exam for credit isn’t exactly encouraged, but I’m thinking if I get deeper into the course and it just slaps me down, then I’ll know my place. But if it doesn’t, I was wondering if you could give me extra readings and maybe some pointers so I could give it a try.”

      Professor Hak raised both eyebrows. “Blood magic isn’t an easy subject, Alex, but you’re very capable, and if you want to try, then I can give you extra materials that’ll let you work toward advancing faster, as long as you’re dedicated to practicing. You’re a second year now, and you learned quite a lot through self-study last year, so I think you’ll be a good candidate to give it a try. Just remember what I said about learning to crawl before trying to run, and be careful.”

      “Thanks, Professor,” Alex said. “I’ll try not to disappoint you.”

      “I hope you don’t. I have high expectations for you, Alex.”

      He winced inside.

      That was one problem with having one’s name spread. Opportunities came, but so did pressure.

      Alex swore to himself that he’d rise to expectations, especially those he had for himself.

      Preparing to challenge the course to advance faster was something to work toward during the semester, but it’d be worth it. Professor Hak’s list of spells she’d be covering was giving him loads of motivation to try and master them quickly. During the lecture, he believed some could be built into his latest alchemical project.

      A wizard’s staff.
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      A wizard’s staff was one of the most iconic tools a wizard could carry.

      And there was a good reason for that.

      Versatile, powerful, expensive to craft, requiring a high degree of skill in alchemy and lots of mana to make, wizard’s staffs served as not only tools and weapons, but as status symbols. In both Alex’s first-year potions course and magic theory, he’d learned that in ancient times, almost all wealthy wizards carried a staff to show off their riches and power, just as many wealthy merchants wore an overabundance of jewellery.

      In modern-day Generasi, wizards showed off their wealth and skill in other ways, and so the days of a staff being in every archmage’s hand when they went out for a stroll had long passed, but such a magical device was perfect for Alex.

      Staffs could be crafted so that their magics could be used through simple mana manipulation, which would allow him to use spells without potion equivalents.

      Call Through Ice, Mana-to-Life, Life-to-Mana, Warp Flesh, Corpse Puppet and several summoning spells were among those he wanted to build into his staff, so he’d already started drawing diagrams.

      Once he gained enough power and experience destroying dungeons with his expedition mates, his plan was to take on a dungeon with Claygon, Theresa and Brutus to try and get his hands on more dungeon core remains to power the staff. It’d make the perfect power source, like it had for Claygon’s golem core. As for the materials to make the staff from, he was hoping to use some type of metal and maybe Aeld wood from Gwyllain. If he was careful with the alchemy, he might be able to give the staff additional powers by using both materials in the right way.

      He tapped his pen on his notebook. “But I’ll have to get them first.”

      Alex was sitting under a tree—beside Claygon—after his first class in second-year summoning, which was being taught by Professor Mangal. He was going over his class notes, focusing on the list of spells they’d be learning over the semester.

      There’d be spells that summoned small elementals from the elemental planes of fire, water, air and earth, a spell that summoned a hellhound, and two of each student’s own preference: one to summon a demon, and one to summon a celestial.

      There was a type of celestial spider Alex wanted to summon. Its natural gifts of venom and silk could be handy for combat, trapping enemies, and constructing things. As for the sort of demon he wanted to conjure… He’d have to think about that one since he couldn’t summon what he really wanted: which was a Tiashiva. The thought of conjuring up old Burn-Saw and forcing him to spill his secrets put a smile on Alex’s face, and even if that wasn’t very likely, summoning one who knew him by conjuring others from the same species would increase his chances of getting a lead on him.

      But Tiashivas couldn’t be conjured by second-tier summoning spells, so he’d have to settle for a demon a first-tier spell could summon, and just be patient.

      And speaking of being patient.

      “Not yet, eh?” he said to Claygon, noting the position of the sun then looking around. There was no sign of whom he was waiting for, so he opened the notebook with his progress on Mana-to-Life:

      75%.

      “Good,” Alex said, shifting the book aside. In the grass beside it lay a piece of rope with several complex knots running along its length that he’d put aside for the time being.

      Professor Hak’s pointers were helping his progress with Mana-to-Life, and her extra readings had also given him new ideas on how to tackle potential problems that might come up with other blood magic spells.

      “Might as well get some practice in while I’m waiting.”

      Alex took a steadying breath then fell into himself, focusing on running through the spell array for Mana-to-Life. After casting, re-casting and cutting the spell hundreds of times, he was now on the path to a pretty solid understanding of much of its magic circuit. As he was carefully focusing his mind through the Mark’s interference, he couldn’t help but appreciate the circuit. It really was an elegant construction.

      Then again—since he was forced to pay the strictest attention to the details of every magic circuit of every single spell he learned since arriving at Generasi—he’d come to understand they were all elegant in their own way. In a sense, he had the Mark of the Fool to thank. He probably would never have paid so much attention to the specifics of his spells’ magic circuits without it.

      ‘Maybe I can even construct my own spell arrays and magic circuits one day,’ he thought as he took a short break between castings to drink water and do some push-ups to give his mind a rest. ‘And craft my own spells. Imagine that: Roth’s Ultimate… something. I’ll think about names later.’

      Anyway, such detailed spellcraft would have to wait until he could learn to master the Mark’s interference. Still, he’d love to invent a few spells just to see what he could come up with.

      Ideas for the future.

      For now, he continued focusing on casting Life-to-Mana, going through the spell array over and over again, progressing a little further each time. Over time, it had grown much easier to handle the Mark’s interference, so much easier that he couldn’t imagine ever learning the spell array for such a finicky spell a year ago.

      His excitement over future plans almost ruined his concentration, so he acknowledged the excitement, left it aside, then regained focus.

      “Hey!” a familiar voice cried.

      Thundar was heading across the grass toward Alex.

      The minotaur’s books were in a basket hanging below a pair of forceballs floating beside his broad shoulder, and Alex couldn’t help but feel a tickle of pride at another friend adopting his lazy—er, efficient way of transporting books.

      “How was illusion class?” Alex asked.

      “Good.” The minotaur flopped down beside him. “Get this, we’re finally learning invisibility.”

      “Ooooo, that’s awesome.”

      “Oh yeah. We’re also learning a spell that can throw your voice, one that makes a bunch of illusionary duplicates at the same time, and one that makes a better disguise.”

      “A better disguise?” Alex said.

      “You remember this one, right?” Thundar cast an illusion spell over himself.

      There was a surge of mana as illusion magic washed over him. The colour of his fur changed, his horns twisted into another shape, and the structure of his bovine face shifted.

      In a matter of heartbeats, Alex was looking at a completely different minotaur.

      “Disguise Self,” Alex named the spell. “I remember why you don’t use it much. It’s not super useful unless you just want to disguise yourself as another minotaur, since it can’t change your overall shape and size.”

      “Exactly.” Thundar dismissed the illusion. “The spell’d be a hell of a lot better if I was a human, elf or something that looked a bit more… generic. Not that humans are generic or anything like that.”

      “Naw, that’s okay. We are pretty generic,” Alex said. “We just have the basic properties of humanoids that make us the thinking, endurance predators we are. We’ve got dexterous hands, we walk upright, we have forward-pointing eyes, a brain… well, some of us have brains. There’s this guy in my blood magic class who I’m like fifty percent sure is missing at least half of his.”

      “Hah, I think he’s got lots of copies of himself running around. Anyway, the point is that this year, we’re gonna be learning a second-tier disguise spell that creates an illusion strong enough to disguise body structure.”

      “Wow,” Alex said. “That’s gonna be real handy.”

      “But you and I won’t need all that fancy shit for what we’re about to do, so let’s get to it,” Thundar said. “Disguise Self is a tricky spell, but I think we can break it down into a simpler version that just hides a birthmark, scar or anything like that.”

      ‘Like a god-given Mark,’ Alex thought as Thundar gave him a meaningful look.

      “Something quick and easy… sounds good to me.”

      “Exactly. Even a little kid or someone with half a brain could cast it.”

      “Then it’d really be perfect for me.” Alex laughed.

      “Damn, you said it before I could.” Thundar clapped him on the back.

      Together, Thundar and Alex began to draw out the spell array on sheets of paper, breaking down its magic circuit’s structure. The spell’s magic circuit had a complex elegance to it that caused Alex both a bit of frustration and genuine admiration.

      The array had the basics needed for any illusion. It created magic that bent and twisted light into the image of something that didn’t actually exist. Disguise Self’s circuit had an additional complexity: it also needed to record the proportions and anatomy of the casting wizard, and then drape an image over them that matched their every movement.

      The tricky part was making sure the illusionary disguise didn’t distort, twist, or change as the wizard moved.

      “Okay, so the thing with illusions,” Thundar explained, “is that any old hedge wizard’s gonna be able to disguise something that doesn’t move. It’s like trying to hide someone in the woods. Put a cloak over them, paint it green and tell them to keep still, and they’ll disappear into the underbrush. Easy enough… but when they start moving…”

      “It gets a lot harder to hide them,” Alex finished. “Theresa told me that’s something hunters have to watch out for when they’re in the woods. A green cloak might hide you if you keep still—especially if you’re far away from whatever you’re hiding from—but the moment you move, you change the shadows around you as well as your shape. It’s a lot easier to pick you out even from a distance then.”

      “Yeah, illusions work like that,” Thundar said. “You drape an illusion over anything that can move, like yourself for example, and you gotta make sure you’re keeping the image from bunching up in the wrong places, moving wrong, or slipping.”

      “Right,” Alex said.

      “But since we’re only covering up a patch of skin, it’ll be a hell of a lot easier. We won’t have to worry about covering up big movements or matching the shape of limbs and stuff. The only thing the spell’s really gonna have to do is match your skin tone, elasticity, and any shadows that fall on it. That means we can really strip the spell array down to its basics and focus on making the image perfect.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “I suppose it could be tempting to just go: well, the scar is going to be under a shirt most of the time, so it’s not a big deal if it’s not perfect.”

      “As Baelin would say: always plan for the worst,” Thundar quoted the ancient wizard. “When we’re done, the illusion’ll actually replicate the pores on your skin. You can take your shirt off anytime or anywhere, and be just fine.”

      “Thanks,” Alex said. “Maybe I could actually go swimming.”

      “Hmmm… Might be a good idea to take some extra steps too. One thing they teach you in illusions is to back up magic with a mundane disguise if you can. Like make-up under an illusionary disguise, for example.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Alex said. “I’d thought about using make-up to hide the ‘scar,’ but make-up could run.”

      “Yeah, good point,” the minotaur said. “It’d look pretty suspicious if make-up started running from under your illusionary patch… Hey, wait a minute, that’s not half-bad as names go. This spell’s called Disguise Self, but it’s gonna be so custom that it doesn’t make sense to call it that anymore. So, what about Illusionary Patch? It’s an illusion that covers a specific area, like a patch in a cloak. I think it sounds pretty good.”

      “Hmmm, I was already thinking of a name for it, though,” Alex said.

      Thundar gave him a grim look. “’Kay. What kinda name were you thinking about, Alex?”

      “Localized Illusionary Flesh Alterer,” Alex said proudly. “It says precisely what it is, since—”

      Thundar held out a hand, like he was trying to ward off evil. “Alex… no. Just no. This is why we don’t let you name things.”

      “You all just don’t have good taste,” Alex sniffed.

      “Yeeeeah, if everyone around you ‘doesn’t have good taste,’ y’ever think it might be you who doesn’t have it?”

      “Let’s just get into the spell.”

      “Wait… are you sulking?”

      “I am not! I’m just getting focused!”

      “Riiiight…” Thundar rolled his eyes. “But before we do, I just gotta ask. What is this?”

      The minotaur picked up the piece of rope that was tied together in a series of complex knots.

      “Oh, that? Rope practice,” Alex said. “I’m thinking about learning how to use rope like a lasso. It’d be good for catching opponents, tripping them up, and stuff like that.”

      “Not a bad idea.” The minotaur held up the rope, examining the knots closely. “My father uses lassoes to catch deer and buffalo. I didn’t pay… too much attention when he was teaching me about it, but I can teach you what I know.”

      Alex brightened, forgetting his earlier sulking. “Really? That’d be awesome, man. I’d owe you a beer.”

      “And I’ll make sure you make good on that promise,” Thundar said. Then his expression grew sly as he dangled the knotted rope in front of Alex. “So… this is for combat, right? All this rope? All these knots? I mean, I know her parents are gone now.”

      Alex blinked. “What’re you talking about? Whose parents?”

      Thundar’s grin grew wide, and his eyes shone in victory. “I’m just sayin’ that maybe this whole ‘lasso’ thing is some kinda ploy. Maybe you and Theresa are using this rope for—”

      “Thundar!” Alex cried, his face turning beet red.

      The minotaur’s laugh roared over campus.
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      “Is something wrong?” Selina asked as they walked across campus, looking at her brother closely. “Your face looks funny.”

      “N-no!” Alex cried, trying to keep his expression neutral even as he felt his cheeks turning red again. Thundar’s rope question had been conjuring all kinds of images in his mind for hours. “Y-your face looks funny!”

      Selina gave him a look that seemed to say, I regret that we’re related.

      “You’re thinking you regret that we’re related, aren’t you?” Alex said suspiciously.

      “So school was interesting today,” Selina said, looking away.

      “Don’t change the subject!”

      “Then let’s talk about why your face looked funny!” His sister glared at him.

      More rope images rose in his mind, all-consuming, as if the Mark were forcing them into his head.

      ‘Wait… the Mark.’ Alex’s thoughts froze. ‘The Mark of the Fool lets me improve in any skill outside of divinity, combat and spellcraft. So does that mea—No, Alex, not now!’

      “Y-yeah, so why was school interesting?” he asked.

      Selina had just finished school a few hours after he and Thundar stopped working on Illusionary Patch. Campus was its usual busy self again since summer break was now officially over. Students scurried across the green like ants rushing to meet their queen’s orders. Except, instead of a queen, it was demanding professors who had students running from class to class, assorted labs, and the library.

      As busy as they were, a number of them were focused on Alex and Claygon. Some tried concealing the fact that they were watching, but others openly stared.

      If Selina noticed the extra attention her brother and his golem were getting, she gave no sign. “We started learning about mana today.”

      “Really?” Alex said, turning to her with interest. “What did you learn?”

      “Well, all about where it is in the world and how there’s so much more here than everywhere else,” she said. “Is there really so much more here than at home? I asked Mr. Powell, and he said that Generasi might have twenty times as much mana in the air as there is Thameland.”

      “Oh yeah. There’s tons here,” Alex said. “It’s like how there’s more sand at the beach than there is around a pond. Remember when we first came to Generasi, and Lucia—our sky-gondolier—talked about sky-gondolas not being able to work in other parts of the world? Well, that’s the reason why. Thameland’s mana is a little below average compared to most places. Though… that’s kind of oversimplifying it. Thameland’s relative ranking in terms of ambient mana changes a bit depending on which realms you count, and whether you’re using the mean, median or mode. But, basically, it’s slightly below average, while Generasi’s is way at the tip-top.”

      “That’s too bad,” Selina said a little glumly, shifting her bag on her shoulder. Her knife bounced on her hip; she rarely left home without it these days, even though weapons were peace-bonded at the junior school, which meant school staff tied the sheath closed during class time. “If we had all the wizards Generasi has, I bet the Ravener would’ve been dead forever a long time ago.”

      “Well, wizards can’t fix everything,” Alex said. “But yeah, I think if more wizards were born in Thameland, we’d be further ahead in a lot of ways.”

      “That’s what Mr. Powell was talking about,” she said. “I’m glad they’re teaching us this stuff.”

      “Yeah, it sounds like they’re starting you off on the really simple parts of magic theory,” Alex said, leaning in to stage-whisper to her in a playful, conspiratorial tone. “Here’s a fun fact: it gets a lot better later.”

      A smile lit up her face. “I really want to learn spells that make things. Spells like they used to build all those buildings for the Games. That’s what I’m going to do someday.”

      “Well, keep studying and you’ll learn all about it. Hey…” Alex paused. “Speaking of building and constructing things, have they taught you about magic circuits yet?”

      Selina shook her head. “Not really. I heard you, Khalik, Thundar and Isolde talk about them, though.”

      “Okay.” Alex took a breath, stood straighter and squared his shoulders. “Imagine like… a network of roads in a city. You know how city roads let people go from place to place so they can get to work, school or home?”

      “My teacher last year said that roads keep cities and kingdoms running.”

      “That’s right,” Alex said. “Well, magic circuits are basically roads for mana.” He drew an invisible line in the air. “They guide mana along certain pathways so that it can create magic effects. The way magic arrays are constructed is really cool too, and their diagrams are kinda like looking at a map of a city’s roads. If you want, I can teach you a bit about magic circuits. Just the simple stuff, anyway.”

      Selina’s eyes shone. “Alex, that’s awesome! I’m not embarrassed to be related to you anymore!”

      “I knew it!” Alex’s cry swept over the green.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed that time was moving faster with each passing day. That might’ve been because Alex was so busy, but the days whipped past him like hailstones in a storm. Even so, juggling work, the expedition, school and family wasn’t as hard as it should have been, and that was largely thanks to the Mark.

      He’d called on it regularly at the start of semester as he adjusted his schedule, trying to wring the most he could out of every hour. It had paid off too. His reading and note-taking speed had spiked so high compared to last year, that any reading time was now minimal. He’d devoured every class reading, personal study text, and spell-guide like they were nothing. A year of using the Mark for speed-reading and memorizing was letting him soak up information like a sponge.

      Which meant the hours he would normally spend on readings could be used in other ways.

      Like working on spell practice, which was what he was doing right now.

      A week after his first class with Professor Hak—tucked in his room during the late-night hours—he finally finished learning Mana-to-Life.

      “Whoa,” Alex said as the magic circuit completed. Moonlight streamed through his bedroom window as a new connection formed beneath his mana pool and lifeforce. It felt a lot different than the one that formed when he cast Life-to-Mana.

      Instead of fatigue, he was energized, strong and euphoric as mana was converted to lifeforce, then channelled into his body. His entire body felt solid, warm, and healthy. His vision sharpened for an instant and voices lowered in conversation throughout the courtyard grew clearer.

      His left index finger suddenly began itching.

      Energy flowed, concentrating on one particular spot on Alex’s finger that he began scratching, then gasped: a paper cut running across his fingertip knitted together in heartbeats, and by the time the spell was complete, the cut had completely vanished, not leaving even the faintest scar behind to remind him that it was ever there.

      “Yeeeeees!” Elation filled his voice. “Healing. Finally.”

      He remembered injuries he’d taken in battles. Wounds that should take days and weeks to heal, could mend much quicker now with repeated castings of Mana-to-Life. He just had to make sure he took care with the spell, since any mistakes could be catastrophic to his lifeforce.

      “Blood magic… I’ve gotta say, I like what you’ve had to offer so far,” he murmured, then glanced down at his shoulder. “I wonder… Maybe Warp Flesh could let me manipulate my skin and actually hide the Mark.”

      His fingers flipped the pages of one of his notebooks and he quickly scrawled a note in it:

      Warp Flesh is based on mana manipulation. Try to gain as much precision from it as possible and see if you can fold skin over the Mark to hide it.

      He tapped his pen on the page, then added something:

      See what other changes you can make to your body through Warp Flesh. If successful, possibly explore shapeshifting magic in your final year.

      Finishing up, he took a moment to examine his handwriting. A year ago, his penmanship looked like Isolde had shocked him repeatedly with one of her lightning spells. But a year of Mark-enhanced practice later, it was now as precise, neat, and artistic-looking as if a trained scribe had done the writing.

      Smiling contentedly, he twirled his pen and set aside the notebook, then opened another one dedicated to Illusionary Patch.

      80%.

      “Thanks, Thundar,” he said sincerely as he cracked his knuckles in preparation to spell cast.

      The simple spell array was easy to learn even with the Mark’s interference. His friend had done him a real favour.

      “Now, if only there was magic to block the priests’ ability to sense you,” he whispered to the Mark as he got into the spell.

      So far, it had resisted any attempts to analyse it using magic. Even Baelin hadn’t been able to examine it despite his wealth of experience, power and skill.

      But ‘unable to do it right now’ didn’t necessarily mean ‘impossible.’

      It was this comforting thought that accompanied him as the Mark’s first waves of interference rushed at him. He worked through it.
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        * * *

      

      The days had turned into weeks since he’d learned Mana-to-Life, and in Thameland, expedition teams had tracked the Chitterer… only to find its trail led nowhere.

      “I suspect some sort of airborne Ravener-spawn is dropping these monsters into our lands,” Professor Jules said one day. “Which would explain why their trails start and end so abruptly. If a flyer is transporting them, it’s a damn elusive one, but sooner or later, we’ll find it.”

      One of the reasons for her confidence was because the Chitterers hadn’t stopped coming around, no matter how many they captured or killed. It seemed like every week, one of the survey teams found at least one stalking through the hills of Greymoor. Their persistence bothered Alex, but as Jules had said, with timing and a bit of luck, they’d eventually learn where the creatures were coming from… and how and why they were coming into Greymoor.

      Alex couldn’t wait for that day since he and his teammates often had the feeling that the expedition was being scouted, but they hadn’t caught sight of anything. Yet.

      Things seemed mostly quiet in Greymoor. Some of the other surveying teams had come across the occasional local monster, but apart from them and some Chitterers, it seemed their lands were largely abandoned. There were no more bog fights or goblin-nests to destroy like in their first week.

      But still, that uneasy feeling of a threat looming unseen somewhere in the background, nagged at Alex. Being among an expedition of fully armed and prepared wizards ready for whatever came, there should be little to fear… he hoped.

      Yet, he kept something in mind that Leopold’s attacks had taught him. Armies should be met with other armies.

      And Alex was working on crafting an army of his own.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit!” Alex swore one sunny day as he sat practicing in his room.

      He intently watched as the Mark of the Fool gradually disappeared from his shoulder. Finally, his reward for repeatedly casting Thundar’s Illusionary Patch was revealed: a bare right shoulder.

      Like an object sinking beneath the water’s surface, the grinning, glowing jester’s face had sunk under the illusionary patch. In heartbeats, the glow receded until there was nothing but unbroken skin where Uldar’s Mark had sat for over a year.

      Time for a test.

      He rotated his arm, pinched the skin and stretched it. It turned red when he pinched it, stretched when he pulled it, and folded when he raised his arm.

      “This… this is great!” Alex said, almost bursting with excitement. “By the Traveller, I can’t wait to tell Thundar. But first things first… celebrations later. Practice now. Don’t lose focus.”

      Patting his shoulder, he buttoned his shirt, cast a pair of Wizard’s Hands to carry his bag, and left the room to pick up Claygon. He’d booked a room in the Cells to practice one of the summoning spells his class would be learning this semester: Summon Small Water Elemental.

      The apartment was empty when he locked the door. Theresa had a shift at the beastarium and Selina was still at school, enjoying an activity for the junior school students who were learning the beginnings of wizardry. Deep in thought, he tried to not let recent successes distract him as he crossed campus.

      ‘This is a second-tier summoning spell,’ he reminded himself. ‘You’ll need to keep your focus. Remember how long it took you to learn Summon Elemental Beetle Swarm.’

      Alex paused when he opened the Cells’ doors, almost expecting Amir to rush through the hall with his arms straining with too many books and that perpetually stressed look on his face. But there was no Amir.

      He sighed, shaking his head to banish ghosts of the past, then went up to the room he’d booked, closing the door behind him.

      “Alright, set-up time. Let’s not summon anything horrible this time.”

      He started practicing immediately, trying the spell once. Then twice.

      Over and over, Alex guided his way through, noticing a difference in each attempt. When he reached a dozen tries, he was already 30% of the way through the spell array.

      At two dozen, he was 50%.

      On attempt thirty-nine, power suddenly rippled in his summoning circle.

      A droplet of water formed, like a drop of dew on a leaf.

      Then another droplet. And another. More and more, the air in the circle grew moist and cool, condensing into a water globule about two feet across.

      A fully formed water elemental shuddered in front of Alex, stretching across the floor like a cat.

      He watched it in shock.

      He’d cast Summon Small Water Elemental successfully. Just like that.

      It was the fastest he’d ever learned a spell.

      Ever.
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      The water elemental shuddered like a dog shaking off rain. Of course, that didn’t make any sense since it was made of water, but Alex didn’t have time to worry about all that. He couldn’t believe what he’d just been able to do. From the time he’d started learning spells, he’d never learned one so quickly before, not even back in Thameland… and that was before the Mark.

      A sudden surge of jealousy hit him.

      “Is this how easy it is for unMarked wizards?” he bitterly asked the water elemental.

      It answered by bubbling at him.

      “Yeah, you’re right.” He took a slow, peaceful breath. “Shouldn’t complain. I’ve just had a breakthrough.”

      Thmp.

      The water elemental jumped as he slammed his notebook down and began rapidly jotting notes.

      BREAKTHROUGH! he wrote in all caps.

      Have gotten better at using the power—Traveller-related?—that helps me cast spells that touch other planes. It takes away a lot of the burden of completing complex parts of summoning and teleportation spell arrays.

      Successfully cast Summon Water Elemental after only 39 tries: a new record set for learning a spell. Woooo yeeeeaaah! :) :) :)

      He stopped drawing smiley faces after the third one, but it took some effort. Excitement threatened to send him running around the room screaming like he’d lost his mind.

      ‘Focus!’ he scolded himself.

      Next step. Evaluate limits. Measure casting speed. See if the power can be applied more efficiently.

      First, test casting speed.

      Taking a deep breath, Alex noted the position of the wall-mounted timekeeper, and began casting again.

      Or at least he tried to cast again.

      “Oof,” he groaned. His energy was low. He had to stop the spell.

      Alex had been casting for a good part of the day, and going through the spell and practicing Illusionary Patch repeatedly had used up a lot of his mana. He could fix that by using Life-to-Mana, but he’d rather avoid its unpleasantness if he could.

      “May as well just wait for a bit and do something else in the meanwhile,” he said, starting one of Val’Rok’s more powerful mana manipulation techniques. “It’s been a while since I’ve worn down my mana like this.”

      His mana pool had grown dramatically over the past year, and he normally paced himself during practice, but today, he’d let his excitement get the better of him, which was understandable considering all he’d accomplished, though he knew better than to let that happen. He could see Baelin looking down at him, shaking his head.

      “Still, it’d be kinda nice to take a bit of a break from casting,” he said, dismissing the disapproving image. “Might as well make the best of things while my mana’s regenerating.” Alex looked at the water elemental in the summoning circle.

      “Ah, right, hello again.”

      It was bubbling, drifting back and forth, pressing itself against the circle’s walls. The movements weren’t aggressive or anything, just curious.

      Alex released it from the summoning circle and watched as it slowly slid around the room.

      “It’s pretty cute,” he said to Claygon, who seemed also to be watching it closely. It was prodding the floor with tentacle-like protrusions of water, like it was testing the surface. Time to try some harmless experiments he’d planned for the summoned creature.

      Genuinely harmless, not the ‘Kybas sick sense of humour’ kind of harmless.

      “Here, I want you to try something for me,” he said, gesturing for the elemental to come to him. “Let me… wait, hold on.”

      Alex switched to one of the elemental tongues of water, using its most common dialect.

      “You… control your water… yes?” he asked.

      His speech was broken, his accent terrible, and his audio-prestidigitation rudimentary, but it was a chance to practice the language. The Mark was already pointing out parts of the sentence that he’d gotten right, so his skills would improve for next time.

      “Yes…” was all it said in return.

      At least it understood him.

      He searched for the words to give his command.

      “Want you… to control—” He paused, then cursed softly. He didn’t have enough vocabulary to convey what he wanted to say, so he switched back to the common tongue.

      “Ah well, it’ll come with time. This is what I’d like to try. I’d like to see if I can use your core as a reservoir to carry potions in without them getting wet. Can you form a bubble in your middle that’s big enough for my hand holding a small object to fit into?” He extended his hand toward the water elemental.

      The fluid creature bubbled, then made a sucking sound, a bubble the size of one of Selina’s fists formed inside.

      “Cool!” Alex clapped. “Alright, now for your next task: I want you to form the same kind of bubble around my hand.” He pointed to his hand. “So that it doesn’t get wet. Can you do that?”

      “Yes,” the elemental bubbled in its mother tongue.

      “Okay… are you ready?”

      “Yes,” the elemental bubbled again.

      Alex took a potion bottle from his bag, and gingerly placed his hand in the bubble within the water elemental’s core. The sensation on his skin was strange. It felt cool and clammy, not exactly like water—more like a silk glove. If the temperature of melting ice was just below room temperature, he imagined it would probably feel much like this.

      There was a sudden bubbling from the elemental. Alex froze. Was it going to bubble over like a boiling pot? “Is there something wrong?”

      “No…” the creature burbled, then it said something Alex didn’t understand.

      Frowning, he had his Wizard’s Hands retrieve a book from his basket: a dictionary of better-known languages of water elementals. Then, using the Mark and a little guesswork, he phonetically worked out what the elemental was bubbling, then a Wizard’s Hand flipped to the right page for translation.

      He chuckled.

      It had told him that his hand tickled.

      Alex had to fight an almost overwhelming urge to look for a way to summon the little creature permanently. It would make the cutest pet ever.

      But work and experimentation came first.

      “Alright, well, sorry for tickling,” he apologized, removing the hand holding the potion bottle from the creature’s core. It was a body enhancement potion. “I’d like you to try something else now. I’m going to pour this liquid into the bubble in your core. It’s completely harmless, but I’d like to see if you can keep the bubble around the potion, just like you did with my hand.”

      The elemental gave a burble.

      “No, you can’t absorb the water in it.”

      The next burble sounded disappointed.

      “Yeah, I know,” Alex said. “There’s nothing you like more than taking water from ‘impure liquids’ and absorbing it, but do this for me, and I’ll reward you.”

      There was a questioning burble from the water elemental, and Alex guessed the little spirit was wondering about said reward.

      “I think you’ll like it,” he said pleasantly, making sure to be nice.

      His spell gave him full control over the creature, but there was no sense in pissing it off instead of trying to form a good relationship with it.

      Aggressive water elementals were a nightmare.

      People often thought water elementals were harmless compared to other elementals, something Alex used to think before taking Professor Mangal’s class.

      After all, the simplest bumpkin understood that a creature made of fire was deadly, and most people could easily see how an earth elemental could also be dangerous, taking earthquakes and such into account. There were some folk who underestimated air elementals, but most gave the creatures of storm and sky respect. Anyone who underestimated them usually changed their opinion when one started shooting lightning their way.

      But, by and large, the average person tended to think of water elementals as safe creatures, according to Alex’s textbooks. Folk feared the sea with its depths, massive size and waves, but not water itself. People didn’t live their lives in fear of rain, ponds and small streams. Water was associated with life most often, not death.

      One of Professor Mangal’s more illuminating lessons on the subject came back to him.

      “Do not underestimate them,” his summoning professor had cautioned. “Even the smallest of water elementals can pose absolute danger if provoked. Water has a great mass to it, and so a water elemental’s strikes have a surprising amount of force behind them.”

      She’d pointed to her mouth. “If one manages to gain access to your mouth or nose, they can easily and quickly smother you to death. Worse, a water elemental can control its form to such a degree, that it can seep through almost any crack or gap in any object. Anywhere water can go, a water elemental can go.”

      Her finger had tapped her ear. “Have you ever left the beach and had water stuck in your ear? Imagine that, and now imagine that the water inside your ear wants to kill you.”

      Some of the class—including Alex—had turned grey at the mental imagery.

      “Oh, yes. Such things are most gruesome. And it gets worse. There are some water elementals who consider most life forms a corruption. You see, alchemists have determined that roughly 60% of a human adult’s body mass is entirely water. That varies somewhat between individuals and races, but the point is that we have sealed water within our frames. Some water elementals see us as a perversion, nothing more than walking prisons corrupting the pure water we have inside… and so they extract it from us as easily as they would absorb the water from a cup of wine or a mug of beer.”

      Several students had gasped.

      “When they are finished draining a living organism, it’s left in a state of dry, dusty skin, and crumbling bone.”

      Alex shook the image from his head.

      This creature might be cute, but it would be best not to upset it.

      “Alright, here we go,” he said, pouring the tinted potion into the elemental.

      A bubble of colour formed in its core: an ‘orb’ of potion encased by water. He watched the potion bubble shift around inside the creature, waiting to see if the bubble shrank, or the elemental’s colour changed because the potion was seeping into it. No seepage.

      “Good, they’re not mixing. Just like oil and water,” he noted. “Alright. You can have that potion if you want it. But, if I were you, I’d absorb all of it, not just the water part. I think you’ll like it.”

      The water elemental paused like a cat contemplating a bowl of milk, then bubbling happily, it began absorbing the body strengthening potion. It gave Alex a happy little burble as the mana raced through it, powering up its watery form.

      He chuckled and fed the creature a few more potions, not just as a reward, but also as a sign of goodwill. It continued happily absorbing each potion, drinking in the mana, and when they were all gone, it let out what sounded like a big burp.

      “Well, it sounds like you enjoyed yourself.” Alex laughed. “Hey, you wouldn’t mind sharing your name with me, would you? In the future, there’ll be more tasty potions for you if I summon you again.”

      The elemental paused, as though hesitant. It occurred to Alex that the creature might’ve been quite young, at least by otherworldly spirit standards.

      It suddenly bubbled a name at him, one that sounded remarkably similar to—

      “Bubbles it is.” He laughed, feeling a shift in the air as the elemental was being pulled back to its home plane. “I’ll call you by name next time, okay? Until we meet again!”

      With a shimmer, Bubbles disappeared.

      He jotted down the results of his experiments.

      Water elementals make a good potion delivery system. They can hold potions in themselves and carry them to enemies. Might be able to use that to work around Orbs of Air or any other measures enemies take against gas.

      He tapped his pen on the page, frowning and opening a textbook on water elementals. Turning pages, he came upon an entry about their ability to extract water from living creatures.

      Just as water elementals can extract water, they can also inject water into living beings. Past cultures have used this ability to effectively rehydrate those who had suffered heatstroke.

      “Well, well, I think we have a new strategy, Claygon,” he said, looking up at the stoic golem. “Since water elementals aren’t hurt by an impact because they’re made of water, maybe I can have you toss Bubbles at an enemy, then it can inject a potion into them and extract their water stores all at the same time.” He considered that for a time, liking it more and more. “I think I made a good choice here: water elementals could speed up my alchemy too if I have them distil water for me.”

      As new options swam through his mind, he felt his mana recover. Alex closed his books.

      “Now, let’s try this again,” he said, preparing to cast Summon Small Water Elemental again. “I need to figure out this power that helps me with spells that touch other planes.”

      If he could figure out how to use it, it could change his entire path through wizardry.

      His power could increase faster—faster than even in his wildest dreams.
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      Alex returned to experimenting.

      He cast the Summon Small Water Elemental spell carefully, slowing down where the spell array touched the elemental plane of water. The strange power always emerged there, right at that part of the magic circuit, eager to assemble the circuitry and reach across the planes.

      In some ways, it was as if that part of the circuit had developed a mind of its own and was trying to put itself together.

      So, maybe he should just let it.

      Every time he cast the spell, he cut it off right before it finished to preserve mana and avoid having a room completely overrun by an army of water elementals. Things probably wouldn’t go well if that happened.

      Alex recorded his observations, noting how long it took to cast the spell, how much of the magic circuit the strange power tried to finish, and any abnormalities with it.

      Once he finished his notes—and made sure nothing undesirable had happened—he jumped into the spell again, deciding to release increasing degrees of control to the strange power.

      It… was difficult, but not necessarily surprising.

      Just the thought of giving up control, especially to the unknown, was sending surges of anxiety through him. It went against his every instinct. Alex had learned to cope with the Mark interfering with his spells by using meditation techniques and control. The techniques calmed his mind, letting him reject negative memories the Mark brought up to bind him to the past.

      But that was only part of the problem the Mark posed.

      Because of it, he’d had to study every single spell down to the finest detail of each magic circuit until he knew them better than his own name. If he wanted to guide himself through its interference and gain control over spells, following that routine had been essential. Controlling details was key.

      So, letting go, even just a little bit, could have meant a mana reversal or worse for Alex if the spell went wrong. At least, that was how it had been, but now, it was looking like such a strict level of control was actually getting in his way.

      He understood what he needed to do, but it still wouldn’t be easy giving control over to that strange power. He kept wavering between controlling the spell and letting go. Alex exhaled, clearing his thoughts. He took a deep breath, let it out, then began the spell again. Like an arrow from a bow, memories of the first time he’d cast Summon Elemental Beetle slammed into his thoughts, courtesy of the Mark. It shoved images of that failure in his face, replaying the event in seemingly self-satisfied detail. The imagery of the deep sea-devil he’d accidentally conjured surfaced, like the creature was right there, poised to spring on him. Instinctively, Alex went back to full control mode, fearing the spell would go wrong and summon something worse than the sea-devil. The Mark didn’t have to show him images of it tearing out his guts and drinking his soul. His imagination did that very well all by itself.

      He stood, stretching his limbs, back, and neck, and clearing his mind.

      “Let’s try this again.”

      For this to work, the young wizard reminded himself that there had to be a compromise, one he’d be comfortable with. He’d keep control of the section of the magic circuit where he chose what was summoned. No soul-sucking demons for him today.

      Feeling more settled, Alex sat down, re-focused his thoughts, took some deep breaths and slowly cast the spell, being aware of each part, gradually easing away from rigid control, allowing that strange power more freedom. As he allowed himself to relinquish control, what became clear was that whatever the power was, his connection to it seemed to have grown stronger the more he used spells that activated it. There was no way he would, or even could, have handed over so much control even a few months ago. Their connection just felt stronger now. With every bit of control he released, he was casting faster and faster.

      His excitement was threatening to explode, but Alex tamped it down, repeating the experiment over and over until his mana was close to running out. He finally ended the session covered in sweat, filled with elation, and with his stomach feeling like it was ready to start doing cartwheels. He was all smiles when he returned to his notetaking. Today, Alex had practiced, experimented, replicated conditions, tried to change different variables to produce rigorous results. Professor Jules would be proud.

      And so, he noted his final observations.

      The power accelerates the section of any magic circuit I cast that seems to reach across planes or great distances. Concluded this from how it interacts with multiple summoning and teleportation spells. Confirmed with Summon Lesser Water Elemental: the power touched no other part of the spell array and caused no other changes.

      Hypothesis: it’s less a power I direct and more something… autonomic.

      “Like breathing,” he said, as he continued writing.

      Letting this power handle parts of summoning and teleportation spells seems to decrease my casting time by up to 30% with Summon Small Water Elemental. Will need to test other spells to see how generalizable this is.

      Call Through Water should be next. Then Call Through Ice and other summoning spells will follow.

      He rapidly tapped his pen, gathering his thoughts, then abruptly stood. He stretched out both arms, turning them back and forth, then raised each leg and did the same. He pulled his shirt off—Illusionary Patch was still obscuring the Mark—and examined his torso, then felt his head and neck. Next, he tested his mana and began replenishing it before sitting back down to make another note:

      No apparent ill-effects to mana or physical well-being.

      Alex could barely resist the urge to whoop in triumph.

      ‘This is it. This is my path,’ he thought, a giant smile spreading from his lips to his eyes.

      If he used this power—which seemed to be a part of him—he could learn summoning spells a lot faster than other spells. If he focused on learning summoning spells and any second-tier teleportation spells he might want to learn, he could not only expand his growing bank of spells, but also increase the size of his mana pool a lot faster.

      Mana pools grew from use, allowing a wizard to incorporate higher-tier spells—each level had larger, inter-connected magic circuits—into their mana pool. A pool grew faster if a wizard varied spells that had large magic circuits. Alex had been casting plenty of spells up to now, but the variety had been limited since it took him so long to learn new ones.

      So far, he was meeting the university’s expectations for the rate at which he was supposed to advance in spell tiers, but he couldn’t really exceed them like he had in alchemy. But, if he let the power handle portions of a summoning spell’s more complex magic circuit, he could start learning summoning spells so much faster than spells from other disciplines. He was almost salivating at the idea.

      “I’ll learn a variety of summoning spells, use them to break through to third-tier, then catch up with my other spells. That’ll let me learn and cast more spells, which’ll make my mana pool grow faster. Maybe that means other types of spells might lag behind, but that’s what I’m making my wizard’s staves for.

      “I’ll need to really specialize my spellcasting,” he acknowledged. “The downside is by the time I can cast fifth-tier summoning spells, I’ll still be on lower tier spells in other casting magics. But… that’s still a hell of a lot better than being stuck at the lower tiers for all my spells.” Alex suddenly realized something.

      He’d been able to learn Summon Small Water Elemental in a day.

      Sure, it had taken a lot of tries, but even so, it happened much faster than it should have. Professor Mangal had allotted two weeks for the class to learn each Summon Small Elemental spell. And a lot of his classmates had been working on them, but no one had completed one so far.

      “That’s strange. That’s so strange…” he muttered. “Is it that power? Is it giving me some kind of weird affinity for summoning magic?”

      He couldn’t be sure.

      “In any case…” He glanced at the timekeeper. “Maybe I can ask Baelin.”

      He and the chancellor were due for another ‘summoning demons and interrogating them for information about Burn-Saw and Hannar-Cim’ session. They’d only been able to meet twice so far, but that was understandable. As busy as Alex was, he definitely hadn’t had time, and Baelin’s schedule was something he couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      “Maybe he’ll have some insights into all this,” Alex said, packing up while continuing to regenerate his mana. “C’mon, let’s go, Claygon.”

      He was nearing his daily limit for how much mana he could regenerate, but that was okay. He just needed to demonstrate what he’d done once.
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      Baelin’s eyebrows rose as Bubbles appeared in Alex’s summoning circle. “How remarkable.”

      Watching the little water elemental burble as it examined its surroundings, the chancellor ran his fingers through his beard-braids. “Well, well, well. Most interesting.”

      “What do you think?” Alex asked, bringing out a potion to feed Bubbles. He was starting to see why Kybas enjoyed giving Harmless body-enhancement potions so much. The little water elemental sucked the potion in like a sponge.

      “Well, you were correct on one account: this is by far the fastest I have seen you cast a spell… aside from perhaps your forceball.” The chancellor watched as Bubbles absorbed the potion, burbling in delight. Baelin made a noise of disapproval. “You will spoil them if you keep that up, you know.”

      “Sorry, what was that?” Alex asked, part way through feeding another potion to Bubbles.

      Baelin stared at him before shaking his head, muttering something Alex was sure had the word children in it.

      “Never mind. You say you noted no changes or ill-effects to your body or mana?”

      “No, none at all.”

      “Good.” The chancellor leaned over, examining Alex like a healer. “And you never… felt any peculiar urges when you used this power? Or heard strange voices or felt that something was calling to you?”

      “Nothing like that,” Alex said. “Why?”

      “Hmmmm, sometimes such powers indicate outside influence… but you claim to have not felt anything out of the ordinary. Aaaaand…” He cast a spell over Alex, assessing him more thoroughly. “I detect no magic influencing you. Now, it is possible that someone could elude my senses, but they would have to be very subtle in their spellcraft. Let us see now…”

      The chancellor’s eyes moved back and forth, seeming to scan images Alex couldn’t see. While the young man waited, he finished spoiling Bubbles then let the little spirit return to the elemental plane of water.

      At last, the chancellor’s goat-like eyes re-focused on the young wizard. “I think your strategy of taking advantage of this power is a sound one, as long as you monitor yourself frequently. Inform me if anything goes awry, of course, but if mortals cowered in fear of every mysterious power or energy they discovered, then wizards would not exist today.”

      “Yeah,” Alex sighed in relief. “I’m glad you think so. Any guess what this… thing might be?”

      “I would think that the Traveller is likely involved. Now, that could be more easily confirmed had I examined you before you were in direct contact with her power—I could have done a before-and-after comparison—but I can only work with what we have. Now, as to your plan to specialize in summoning, I believe that is also a good one. Ignoring such an advantage would be as foolish as a wizard with an elemental affinity ignoring their affinity: they would forgo an incredible amount of power by doing so.”

      Alex thought of Selina but didn’t bring her up.

      “That said,” Baelin continued. “Do not make the mistake of over-specialization. Leave that to insects, not young wizards who bear my charm-pendant of apprenticeship. But as long as summoning and teleportation become a path to greater power and not your only source of greater power, then you should do well.”

      “Right…” Alex said. “And… there’s another thing I found unusual. I learned the spell really fast, like in less than a day.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Do you think that was also because of this power?”

      An amused smile crooked Baelin’s lips. “No, I do not think so. Not completely.”

      “Then… what is it?”

      “Instead of answering, I will ask you these questions: what is the source of ingenuity? From what does creative thinking arise? Why are new roads of knowledge paved at all? Let me put it another way.” Baelin nodded at the four-armed golem standing by the door. “Why did you decide to bet everything you had on building Claygon? What spurred you to do that?”

      “Honestly?” Alex said. “I needed to have a way to defend myself in case the Ravener or another mana vampire attacked me. Early in first year, I was pretty defenceless, so I kinda needed a bodyguard.”

      “I see.” Baelin stood a little taller, the twinkle of amusement grew in his eyes. “Would you say you would have built Claygon had you not needed to defend yourself?”

      Alex thought about it. “No… I probably wouldn’t have, actually, even if I’d gotten the dungeon core substance under different circumstances. Uh, no offence, Claygon. I kinda pushed to analyse it because I was worried about Thameland… and myself. If I didn’t have stuff hanging over me and I’d found out about its properties, I probably would’ve used it to make something else… or maybe just waited until a higher year before using it.”

      “I see.” Baelin nodded. “So, you analysed the dungeon core specifically out of a need, and built Claygon out of that same need. Due to those decisions, you sparked an expedition that might lead to a revolution of sorts. Now, analyse your successes today. You had a personal revolution. What might have occurred—aside from the help you received from that power—that would result in you having this breakthrough? What necessity and choices led to this?”

      Alex thought about casting the spell, his analysis of how the power had helped him, and his close attention to the magic circuitry.

      A logical answer began to dawn on him. “Could it—”

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      There was a tapping against one of the giant windows in Baelin’s office, startling Alex, and drawing his and Baelin’s attention.

      A brass messenger construct hovered outside—shaped like a giant butterfly—and was using its wings to tap on the window.

      “Ah, Professor Jules’ messenger construct.” The chancellor waved a hand and Alex felt a surge of teleportation magic.

      The glass pane disappeared an instant later.

      “Really?” Alex asked as the construct flew into Baelin’s office. “A butterfly?”

      “Oh yes.” Baelin chuckled as the construct fluttered before him with a piece of parchment sealed to its legs. “She tries to make her potion garden butterfly-friendly. Absolutely adores the creatures. It’s why she still uses this construct, despite having plenty of options for faster means of communication. It is an affection, so to speak.”

      “I never would’ve expected that.”

      “Ah, well the world is filled with surprises, is it not?”

      He unfolded the piece of parchment, studying its contents. His eyebrows rose. “Case in point. It appears that on your next trip to your homeland, we will have guests in the encampment.”

      “What kind of guests?” Alex asked.

      “The heroic kind,” Baelin said.
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      “Th-the Heroes are coming to the encampment!” Alex stammered, images of Saints and priests running through his head accompanied by sounds of rattling chains.

      “Indeed.” Baelin read the rest of the note. “It would seem the church and king have arranged for them to greet us in prelude to eventual partnership. In some ways, that seems reasonable. We will be purchasing dungeon core samples from them, after all. However, Professor Jules suspects their visit might be more along the lines of an inspection, though. I’m inclined to agree with her.”

      Alex felt a chill wash over him. “What about the Saint? Are they coming too?”

      “Rest easy, my young friend, as per the explicit agreement between Thameland and Generasi, no priests—not even their Saint—will be entering Greymoor. The entourage of knights and priests who accompany the Heroes will instead be supporting the Saint as he visits several garrisons where soldiers require healing of both physical injury and morale.”

      “Oh, thank the Traveller,” Alex loudly exhaled. “I think I aged about ten years.”

      “No need to fear.” Baelin folded the note and snapped his fingers. Alex felt a surge of teleportation magic, then the message was gone. The construct fluttered in mid-air then flew away the way it came—the pane of glass reappeared in its frame. “Even if Thameland decided to violate our agreement—a costly mistake—you would simply have to remain in Generasi until we ejected their priests, which would take under ten minutes if I have anything to say about it. It is if you are discovered without warning that things would get… complicated.”

      “Yeah, I’d really like to avoid that,” Alex said.

      “Do so, especially when you begin raiding dungeons outside of Greymoor. At that point, you must not only be absolutely aware of your surroundings at all times, but also who could be of the priesthood.”

      “Yeah, I’ll keep that top of mind,” the young wizard said, relief washing through him. “I’m just glad they won’t be in Greymoor when we get back there… and hopefully, they’ll never show up without warning.”

      “They would regret that.”

      “Yeah, I believe you. Still, it makes things a lot easier. Remember, I met Cedric—the Chosen—when we were leaving Thameland and he saw me use spellcraft then, so he shouldn’t put together that I’m the Fool.”

      “Ah yes, Thameish biases against the Fool being able to use spellcraft should bar him from leaping to any… unfortunate conclusions,” Baelin agreed. “But remember, you were born the day the others were selected, and if that is shared, then I guarantee someone will at least pose the question. Even if it is later dismissed, the idea would still have been placed in curious minds. And, as the saying goes, one cannot un-ring a bell. At all costs, you do not wish for that to happen, Alex. Remember to act with utmost caution and be sure to coach whoever knows your secret.”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Alex said. “I know none of my cabal’s going to let it slip. But, if it does come out, I want to be near that teleportation circle and out of Thameland lightning-fast.”

      “Mmm,” Baelin mused. “But even that would not be a permanent solution. Understand, Alex, that I am no apologist for any deity: if I have my way, then I would see that you are shielded from Uldar’s church if you are discovered.” He sighed, almost wistfully. “But the world is smaller now. Politics get stickier with each passing year, and the power of wizards, priests and rulers less monopolized. And I also have others who rely on me. Gone are the days when—if a realm angered me—I could just burst into a castle, take the king or queen hostage, and demand—”

      He froze as Alex stared at him with widening eyes.

      Baelin cleared his throat. “Er, never mind all that. In essence, what I’m saying is that certain things are out of my hands. At the end of it all, you are a citizen of Thameland, not Generasi, and the city council has little reason to risk international animosity by actively shielding you—even if they could be persuaded to see you as a refugee from persecution. For the moment, I doubt they would attempt to detain you for Thameland, however, but I do not expect they would step in if Thameish agents simply took you from Greymoor one night.”

      “Right. Basically, if I get discovered, I’m on my own,” Alex spelled out what Baelin was implying. “I get it. There’s not enough reason to risk an incident by protecting me… but if the city council did have a reason, then…”

      Baelin gave Alex a pleased look. “Indeed, if you became someone irreplaceable to Generasi, then the reward for keeping you here would far outweigh the risks of denying you to a foreign kingdom. Very good, Alex. That is the way a Proper Wizard thinks.”

      “Well, that or kidnapping kings or queens,” Alex said matter-of-factly.

      Baelin cleared his throat again. For the first time, the chancellor actually looked slightly embarrassed. “Yes, well… in any case, I do believe you were on the cusp of coming to a conclusion as to why you learned this summoning spell so quickly. So, let us not be cliches who let an interruption bar you from revelation.”

      “Yeah, right…” Alex said. “Well, you were talking about discoveries that happen because of need. There’s a problem so someone discovers a way to solve it. A different way. So, I thought about what I do differently from most wizards I know—maybe I’m wrong here—but I seem to pay a lot more attention to a magic circuit’s construction than other wizards do.”

      He took out some of his notebooks and showed Baelin diagrams he’d made as learning aids for himself. The drawings broke down magic circuits of different spells into their functional components. He’d cross-referenced those components with other magic circuits that served similar functions.

      Among the diagrams were special notes on the sections of his summoning spells responsible for reaching other planes.

      “And I take it that the notes your young friends take do not focus on such details of magic circuitry?” Baelin asked.

      “No, not so much,” Alex said. “Like, they do take notes on them, but they’re not this detailed. They don’t need to be for them to learn new spells. Now, Isolde’s notes do come close, and Thundar took some careful notes on the exact structure of Disguise Self when he wanted to modify it for me, but those are exceptions. Like I said, they don’t have to go into as much detail to learn a spell as I do.

      “You know… back when I was experimenting with the Mark, I discovered that it helped me train the efficiency of my breathing and running. Most folks know how to breathe and run, but by focusing on the details—which most people don’t even consider—the Mark showed me how to breathe and run more efficiently.”

      “You’re nearly there,” Baelin said.

      “So…” Alex continued. “The Mark obstructs my thoughts when I’m learning and casting spells, so I need to pay a lot more attention to every single detail of every spell I learn. That’s the necessity part you were talking about: the part that creates discoveries. The more comfortable I am with every detail of my spells, the higher my chances are of casting them without a disaster happening. Most wizards don’t have to do that, so I’ve got a necessity that others don’t.”

      “Keep going.”

      “And…” Alex kept thinking his way through. “Because I have to focus on details since it’s so hard for me to learn new spells, I’ve modified a bunch of the ones I’ve already learned. Like forceball: I made it stronger by pouring more mana into it. I’m guessing most wizards don’t bother with that either?”

      “They do not,” Baelin said. “Time and energy spent modifying a spell like forceball can be more efficiently spent learning a more powerful spell that accomplishes the same purpose, but to greater effect once your skill and mana have both grown enough to master it. Your modifications to forceball are impressive in a sense, but do not represent an improvement or a revolutionary change to wizardry. You did make forceball better in every way. Though to strengthen it, you have to use more mana when casting the spell. For most wizards, such a use of extra mana would be considered a waste. They could instead channel that mana into a more powerful, effective spell. That’s the case for most wizards.”

      “But not for me,” Alex said. “You know, back in first year, Professor Jules said alchemy wasn’t as popular as other disciplines of wizardry because other disciplines accomplish what alchemy can without all the expensive ingredients, equipment and careful training you need to be an alchemist. Just an example off the top of my head, it’s a lot easier and more efficient to learn spells of body enhancement rather than bothering to make potions of body enhancement.”

      “And wizards value power and efficiency,” Baelin agreed.

      “But I can’t take the easy way, so I had to come up with all these strategies and techniques to help me learn and cast spells while contending with the Mark. So… then I get into summoning magic, which this power helps me out with. Suddenly, a big part of the magic circuit’s taken care of for me, which means I don’t have to struggle with as much of the spell array as I normally would. So then—when I apply all the strategies I had to come up with—I end up learning the spell faster than someone who didn’t have to bother with learning all the nitty-gritty details of magic circuits and spell arrays!”

      A grin broke out on Baelin’s goat-like face. “And this is why I enjoy having you as a student, Alex. And yes, that is what my theory is. You have had to focus so much of your efforts on how to learn spellcraft in the face of adversity, that you are far more equipped for the learning process than the average wizard. A good example… hmmm… Have you ever met someone who is blind, Alex?”

      The young man shook his head. “No, I haven’t.”

      “I have many times,” Baelin said. “We humanoids are visual creatures. Normally, we process the world through our eyes. Our ears, nose, taste and sense of touch are all secondary to the information our eyes grant us. If say, Thundar, were to describe Sir Sean Swift to you, he could likely speak of his height, the thinness of his build, the paleness of his skin, and the grey in his hair. If he did not mention how the man sounded, then you might not think anything of it, despite the fact he left out an entire sense in describing him. If he described the man’s scent, you might think your friend a little strange for noticing such things… Unless, of course, Sir Swift had a strong aversion to bathing.”

      “Well, Thundar’s got a really sharp nose.” Alex tapped the side of his nose. “Because he’s a minotaur. Now if Isolde started telling me how Sir Swift smelled, then I might start asking questions. But… I think I get what you’re saying. We focus so much on sight, but… what happens when we have to rely entirely on another sense to get most of our information about the world?”

      “The answer is that you pay more attention to that sense,” Baelin said. “Without sight to distract one from sound, all of one’s attention is focused upon what they hear. Aspects of voice, melody, and other bits of sound suddenly become far more obvious when one mostly has information of that nature to sift through. It is the same with you, you pay attention to aspects of spellcraft that most do not focus on because they do not have to.”

      “Whereas, without the Mark, all that time I spent learning how to learn would’ve probably been spent memorizing more spells,” Alex said. “And on the other hand, the Mark cuts way down on the time I need to learn literally anything else.”

      “And thus, you have the time to focus on aspects of spellcraft that most other wizards do not. Thus, you have developed a skill and method of learning spells that—while labour intensive at first—lets you efficiently learn magic once you have mastered it.”

      “And, and!” Alex said, growing more excited. “The more control I gave over to the power when I was casting Summon Small Water Elemental, the more I stopped overcompensating when I didn’t need to! ’Cuz I exert too much control in order to counteract the Mark.”

      “Indeed. In situations where the Mark is not a factor, you can release some control, thus removing wasted effort and upping your efficiency,” Baelin finished. “It is not simply the power that helped you learn this spell so quickly, Alex. It is the combination of this power’s aid, your hard work, and attention to aspects of spellcraft most take for granted that afforded this breakthrough. You have a very interesting path ahead of you.”

      “Yeah… Maybe I could… write a paper about this learning method or something. It could help other wizards.”

      “It could… or it might not. Part of what makes it successful for you is the fact that you have developed a sensitivity to magic circuitry, much in the way a trained artist would notice more details about a painting than one who is not an artist. Think of it this way, if someone who is blind tells you all about the rich world of sound…”

      He gave Alex a pointed stare.

      “I wouldn’t get it,” Alex said. “I could imagine it and I might pay more attention to my hearing for a while, but I’d probably go back to relying on my eyes in the end.”

      “Precisely.” The chancellor took one of Alex’s notebooks and pointed to a detailed diagram of a magic circuit. “Most wizards would not notice the detail you were forced to consider and memorise. I do believe that aspects of your learning methodology would be helpful to wizards in general, but training that sensitivity is key. It likely would not be easy without necessity forcing one to do so. Still, with some changes for generalizability, I could see aspects of your method being useful to others. But what I am more interested in is what would happen if we took your weights off.”

      “What do you mean?” Alex asked.

      The chancellor looked at the young man’s shoulder, his eyes seeming to burrow through the shirt to fall directly onto the Mark. “You have been running a race with a heap of iron tied to your waist. You have been weighted down, and that is slowing you. Some athletes do train in such a fashion: tying great burdens to themselves and sprinting with the weight attached to their bodies. But when they remove the burden, they find that—after a period of adjustment—they run far quicker than they had before such training. And with more stamina.”

      He stroked his beard-braids. “I cannot help but wonder what your speed with learning and casting spells might look like should the burden of interference ever be removed. I do believe it would be extraordinary.”

      Alex imagined that. About applying everything he knew about magic circuitry and efficient spellcasting without interference. No bombardment of failures. No images slamming into his mind, forcing him to use every meditation technique he could to slip through the mental distortions.

      Nothing but him, the world, and his spells.

      He could only imagine how quick he might’ve been at casting magic.

      “That would be something,” Alex said wistfully.

      Baelin gave him a look.

      “I mean, that will be something,” he corrected.

      “There. Now, that was spoken like a Proper Wizard.” The chancellor handed him back his notebook. “We might not be able to remove—or better—modify, the Mark, but I have learned throughout my life that most problems are not insurmountable if one is given enough time, resources and experience. We shall crack it. I am sure of that. Perhaps we are simply missing a part of the puzzle for now. Of course—”

      His expression turned serious. “That will only apply if you are not discovered or taken by your country folk. If that comes to pass, then our time working on this problem will be gone. Have a care when the Heroes come, and in general. The more I consider the Mark, the dungeon cores and your Ravener, the more I suspect things are hidden from our gaze. We might not be aware of all the players in this game now all the dangers which lurk in shadow.”
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      “Don’t tell me you’ve been drinking, Rand.” Gario glared at his companion.

      “Shhhh!” Randal—the other guard—shushed him. “Just had a bit, mate. Don’t say it so loud.” He glanced around the darkness, holding up his lantern and pressing his ear to the stone wall. Only silence met the night patrolman. “If someone was passing close by, I’d be in so much bloody trouble.”

      “Then maybe don’t drink when it’s time for duty.” Gario made a face. “And step back a bit, aye? I can smell it on your breath.”

      Randal gave him a startled look. “Well, thanks for the heads-up, mate.”

      As the guards continued making their rounds along the town’s outer wall, Randal pulled out a few green leaves and began chewing them.

      A fresh scent drifted toward his partner.

      “What’s that you got there?” Gario asked in a low voice, eyeing the darkened tree line that surrounded the town. He lifted his lantern, squinting at the shifting shadows, but nothing seemed to be moving between the trunks.

      “Just a few sprigs of mint.” The other man grinned. “Cuts the scent of the drink down so none of the commanders are any the wiser.”

      “Be better if you didn’t have any drink in you at all.”

      “I barely even feel it, mate. It’s fine. Just something to dull the boredom a tad,” Randal explained.

      Gario shook his head, moving the lantern to scan the area around them.

      He turned away from Randal for a heartbeat.

      Just a heartbeat.

      “I need you sharp, not dulled. I don’t like the looks of the woods around here. Anything could be hiding in them.”

      Silence answered him.

      “Randal?” The guard turned as something moved behind him. “Is something wrong—”

      Claws swept from the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The last of the Ravener’s Hunters tore out the man’s throat.

      With a choked gurgle, the guard began to topple, but the monster caught him, silently laying his twitching body on the earth. Beside them was the other guard. His throat was mangled—veins swollen with the Hunter’s venom protruded from his cooling corpse.

      The monster listened to sounds coming from inside the wall. Soldiers were moving about, exchanging conversation. Someone laughed. Somewhere, a fire crackled and the scent of mortals’ cooking drifted through the air.

      All sounds echoed from deep within the town.

      No humans were close enough to hear what it was about to do.

      “Randal?” it said quietly, copying words the guard had spoken. They sounded rough and inhuman. It adjusted its supple voice box. “Is something wro—”

      It paused, sounding closer to the man’s voice, but still off. The Ravener’s Hunter recalled what the two men were saying to each other before they died at its claws and fangs.

      “I don’t like the looks of the woods around here,” it imitated the one called Gario. “Anything could be hiding in them.”

      There. That was perfect.

      Now, its plan could proceed.

      Seizing both corpses with ease, the Hunter dragged them deep into the woods. Its powerful form could have hauled the pair up a tree trunk with little effort, but it had another plan for the bodies. It moved through the woods in silence—a year of hunting through Thameland taught it the skill to move as quietly as a passing shadow and just as swiftly. It knew the wilderness well, it knew its enemies’ habits, and how to avoid and stalk them.

      It was an apex predator, a primal hunter, and all within this land were its prey. It had been tasked with searching out the Usurper, but it would have done so without a command since it took great pride in its skill, and even greater pleasure in killing.

      And others respected that skill.

      As the Hunter reached a clearing, a horde of monsters assembled. A swarm of silence-spiders were concealed high in the treetops, and a pack of venom walkers were below.

      The silence-spiders clung to every trunk, reassuringly silent as they watched their leader. Each face teemed with multiple eyes—insectile and cold—and the Hunter enjoyed the fear and respect in each one. They sharpened their scythe-like claws without a sound. Most were soldiers with powerful blades on every leg, but there were also swarms of small, vicious workers.

      The monsters in the canopies were the stealthiest of the Hunter’s forces, but not the deadliest. That distinction went to the venom walkers.

      The small army of spindly creatures stood in the clearing below the spiders, each towering seven feet tall. They might have looked humanoid from a distance, but up close, they were unmistakably Ravener-spawn. Venomous thorns covered green skin, and masses of barbed, whip-like tentacles hung from where human arms should be.

      Multicoloured veins pulsated across their gangly bodies, each pumping a different venom. A dozen poisons filled those veins, primed and ready for injection by the thorns.

      Each watched the bodies the Hunter carried with a dozen hungry eyes.

      “A feast.” The Hunter dropped the corpses and stepped back. It looked up at the spiders. “You take the flesh.”

      The spiders silently gnashed their blades.

      “You take the marrow and bone,” the Hunter told the venom walkers, who twitched in anticipation. “Now feed. Leave nothing behind.”

      The spiders swarmed from the trees as the venom walkers stretched their tentacles out. Muffled sounds of tearing flesh filled the clearing as the two bodies were stripped to the bone; even the leather and cloth they wore was consumed.

      Worker spiders soon made short work of the guards’ wooden spear handles.

      The venom walkers snatched the promised bones from the middle of the swarm with tentacles extended, bringing them close.

      Squelch.

      Massive side-facing mouths separated in the centre of their bellies, gnashing in the air. An acidic stench rose from their core as tentacles slipped the bones between salivating ‘lips.’

      Crunch. Crunch.

      Teeth like iron ground bones to powder that was quickly sucked into acid boiling within the venom walkers’ bellies. Soon, the only thing left was metallic equipment, which would be discarded.

      Once the horde finished feasting, the last Hunter turned its attention to the venom walkers.

      “Make will-sapper venom and get ready for more bodies.”

      The creatures shuddered as blue veins swelled all over them, directing will-sapper venom to hundreds of poison sacks beneath their thorns.

      “Follow me,” the Hunter instructed one of them, then it gestured to the silence-spiders. “You six, follow too.”

      It slipped back through the trees with six spiders and a venom walker at its heels, staying in the shadows until the walled town loomed ahead. “Take positions in the trees,” it instructed the spiders.

      “And you can take cover in the bushes there,” it ordered the venom walker, pointing to a large clump of greenery at the edge of the clearing.

      Once its servants were in position, the Hunter moved to the edge of the trees, waiting for opportunity to arise.

      Soon, it heard what it was waiting for.

      Commotion. Raised voices in the camp. Soon, they would…

      Creak.

      And there they were.

      A group of five humans emerged from the town gates with sputtering torches in hand. One of their number stank of mana and was illuminating their surroundings with a blue orb of magic.

      Another was the human the Hunter was after. A big man in armour wearing a symbol of Uldar carrying a mace. This was the one it needed—priests were the mortals who knew most about other mortals.

      As the humans searched beyond the gates, the Hunter waited. They were cautious, these ones, scanning the dark, making sure there were no blind spots for anything to hide in.

      At one time, they would have been difficult to snare. But this was a different time.

      Experience would make this easy. Its voice box shifted in its throat until it produced a human’s cry.

      “Help!” Gario’s voice called. “Randal’s hurt! Thank Uldar you’re here. We need healing magic!”

      Its voice box shifted to Randal’s voice groaning in pain.

      Then it waited.

      “What? Gario, that you?” one of the men cried.

      “Yes,” Gario’s voice answered.

      “Blast it, where are you? Where’s your light? Why didn’t you blow your horn?”

      It had expected these questions. Similar ones had been asked by other humans when it used this trick on them. Experience taught it the proper answers to offer.

      “I thought I heard something in the woods!” the Hunter cried. “Randal fell and broke his horn. I was going to blow mine, but…”

      It paused, thinking of the guards’ earlier conversation.

      “Look, Randal’s had a drink or two, okay?”

      The Hunter briefly shifted its voice to Randal’s to groan in protest. Then it changed its voice back to Gario’s.

      “Quiet, you. That’s why you fell and broke your leg!” it shouted at ‘Randal.’

      Amusement bubbled up in the Hunter.

      It enjoyed these sorts of games. Copying one human’s voice, then switching to another to fool its prey. Perhaps it was a foolish thing to do, but it wasn’t surprising how often—

      “Oh, blast it. Randal, again?” the man shouted back. “Bloody hell. Stay where you are. We’re on our way.”

      —it worked so well on these simple humans.

      The final Hunter snarled softly in satisfaction, then crept back into the brush like a stalking lynx. It quietly gestured at the venom walker beside it, then toward the holy priest. “Attack that one with your will-sapper venom when I strike,” it hissed.

      “Here! Over here!” it cried to the humans.

      Then, it waited.

      As did the silence-spiders above.

      And the venom walker nearby.

      The humans filed into the forest, searching for their comrades. Their torches sputtered, the wizard’s forceball shone, and their eyes searched the night.

      “Where are you?” one of the men asked, his voice sounding tense.

      The Hunter groaned in Randal’s voice.

      “Shhh, quiet. Help is on the way,” it answered itself in Gario’s voice.

      The men turned to make their way toward the brush. As they approached, the Hunter sent out a ping with its unique sense: the only mana it felt was coming from the wizard with the blue orb.

      Good. Only one.

      He would be the first to die.

      Preparing to strike, the silence-spiders were scurrying along the tree trunks behind their enemies, ready for their leader to make the first move.

      A single twitch of the Hunter’s powerful muscles and it shot from the bushes. As one, the silence-spiders dropped.

      Scythe-like blades split men in two before they could cry out. The Hunter thrust its claws, punching through an invisible force around the wizard’s neck. Power and momentum tore the man’s throat out.

      The priest raised both his mace and the symbol of Uldar, but the venom walker’s tentacles whipped out of the bush and into his face, piercing flesh while injecting will-sapper venom deep inside his body. A shudder went through him and he collapsed to the ground like a freshly slaughtered pig. His breathing grew shallow and his eyes vacant.

      Foam trickled from his lips.

      In heartbeats, the search party was dead—except for the priest—without a sound to mark their end. No help would be coming to them.

      The Hunter instructed its servants, “Take their bodies deep within the trees and feast. They are your reward. When you’ve finished, gather your brethren and attack those inside the wall. Silence-spiders, you will enter first—take your swarm and slay every mortal you find. Then open the gates and let my venom walkers in. See to it that no human escapes.”

      Now that the Hunter had what it was after, it must leave no witnesses. It dragged the hapless priest deep into the woods as its servants stealthily moved the bodies.

      There would be no more search parties, there would be none to spoil its work, and none to tell of its presence. Its master would hear of the fear these humans felt in their dying moments, and bathe in their terror.

      Feeling well-pleased, the Hunter slammed the priest against a tree, drawing a muffled moan from the man. Now, the questioning could begin.

      “Where is the Usurper?” it asked.

      The man shuddered at the question, but poison had stolen his will. All he could do was answer truthfully. “I don’t know what that is.”

      The Hunter anticipated this. No human seemed to know what was going on in their own lands.

      This was just one reason why they were inferior.

      It growled, “What have you been doing with destroyed dungeon cores?”

      If it could learn where the cores were taken, it could have a better chance of finding the Usurper. No doubt they would seize more dungeon cores to take over.

      “I… they go to the capital to craft weapons and improve the Heroes’ equipment,” the man said in a dreamy voice.

      It wasn’t surprised by the answer, but still somewhat disappointed. Time and again, it had searched the capital.

      “And now they’re going to the foreign expedition,” the man added.

      The Hunter froze.

      “What? What expedition?”

      “There’s wizards here from a southern city who’ve made a covenant with the king to collect dungeon cores… for a new project.”

      The Hunter licked its lips.

      Now, this was new information.

      “Tell me what you know of these wizards. Tell me where I can find them.”
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        * * *

      

      Alex the Usurper stared at the teleportation circle on the floor.

      On the other side was the expedition’s encampment.

      And a few hours from now…

      He would meet the other Heroes of Thameland.
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      “If they try to take you, I’ll gut all of them,” Theresa whispered, her grip tightening on both blades.

      “Whoa, whoa, now,” Alex whispered back, glancing around the room.

      Their group was off to one side, and thankfully, no one else was in earshot.

      “Let’s try not to gut the Heroes today, okay?” Alex suggested. “Not right away, at least. I’d say not at all, but like your father told me, the foundation of any good relationship is conversation and compromise. And hey, I’ll compromise… you can gut them later. Aren’t I a good boyfriend?”

      “Alex, this isn’t funny.” Theresa glared at the teleportation circle. A line of teams waited in front of it, each group ushered through in thirty-second intervals, which allowed time for those already teleported to clear the receiving circle in Greymoor.

      The teams had drawn lots to decide the order each would go through, and Alex and Theresa’s team had drawn last place. He could tell she was becoming more and more impatient.

      “I’ll fight all of Thameland if I have to. No one had better try and take you,” she snarled.

      Alex gave her a look. He was both amazed by how determined she was to protect him and touched.

      “You’re right, it isn’t funny. I’ll stop with the jokes,” Alex whispered. “But, if they detect the ‘you know what’ and decide to take me, I don’t want you fighting them. I want you to stay as far away from me as possible.”

      “What?” Theresa looked at him, startled.

      “They’re the Heroes,” he whispered. “As much as it’s fun to joke around, I don’t think we could beat them.”

      “We’ve been spending this entire time fighting, getting stronger, gathering magic… I’ve been improving my life enforcement,” Theresa said. “I’m pretty sure I could break that hive-queen over my knee if we fought her again. I think I could hold some of them off long enough for you to get away.”

      “Theresa…” He leaned in even closer. “Remember what we saw outside the Cave of the Traveller? All those dead silence-spiders?”

      She sniffed. “You’re going to talk about how Cedric did that all by himself? Yeah, well I’m not impressed. Claygon could do that too. Hells, I could probably take a bunch of them all by myself now. I could crack their armour with my pommels, or get in between those gaps in their shells with my blades.”

      Alex imagined her fighting a silence-spider horde, tearing them apart with both blades. He knew she could handle them now, and even be able to demolish their numbers by the dozens. After the Games, she and Grimloch had upped their life enforcement and combat practicing—motivated by the demon summoner’s attack—and both were stronger and even more skilled than just a few months ago.

      He wouldn’t want to fight either of them, not even if the Mark magically disappeared, but still…

      “The thing is,” he spoke softly, “Cedric did that a year ago when he first got his powers. Now he and the other Heroes have had an entire year… Actually, a bit more now, of fighting monsters and honing their power and skill. I trust you, Theresa. I trust your strength, but without knowing exactly what they’re capable of, no one I know should be picking a fight against that kinda power unless their name starts with Bae and ends with lin.”

      Her lips tightened. “Am I supposed to just let them take you?”

      “Look, I’ll do my best to get away if it comes to that, but I don’t want you getting caught between me and angry Heroes. You could get hurt.” She started to object. “Just hear me out. You could be thrown into a dungeon, or both…” He shuddered as a grim image passed through his head. “Or worse. Best thing to do is for me to just try and avoid getting found out. There’s no priests to detect me, so one of us would really have to screw up for them to know who I am. If they do find me, then I’ll just have to get away. I’ve got a few plans for that if it comes down to it, but… if they take me, then…

      “It might not be so bad,” he said, trying to keep his girlfriend from getting even more agitated. “Maybe they’ll throw me in a dungeon for desertion of duty or maybe they’ll make me accompany the Heroes everywhere, but I’ll survive that. I’ll have Claygon with me and I can deal with monsters myself now, thanks to my potions and summon spells.”

      He shrugged. “A year ago, getting caught would have been a death sentence; now, it would just really, really suck. It’s not worth taking a risk to fight them like that, as touched as I am. Think of yourself, think of your parents, your brothers and Selina. The king could make things rough on all of them if you fight the Heroes. If I get taken, just let me go. I’ll find my way back to you.”

      Theresa gave him a sharp look, not saying anything at first. “You’d better come back.”

      He smiled then kissed her. “I will.”

      “Heads up,” Thundar whispered. “Meikara’s back. Careful what you say.”

      Their healer had gone to fetch something earlier and was waving to them as she returned to the line. “Hi, how’s the line going?”

      Khalik gestured to the portal. “We are still cueing.”

      He’d tried to make his movements look casual, but Alex could see he was tense. The prince wasn’t the only one who seemed nervous. Thundar chewed on his lip, and Isolde was outright pacing, Svenia and Hogarth watching her with concern. Brutus was whining at Alex, and even Najyah was as stiff as a statue on Khalik’s arm.

      And Grimloch…

      Crunch.

      A large hunk of tuna disappeared down his throat. He was contentedly finishing breakfast. Well, at least one of his friends wasn’t nervous.

      Meikara smiled politely at him. “Well, that’s new,” she said, looking up at the shark man.

      “Good winners get good prizes.” He grinned.

      Clink.

      He stood taller, showing off new thick steel armour that was encrusted with bronze designs and pearls. A day before, he’d picked up the armour—which had finally been resized and reshaped to fit the giant shark man—that he’d won in the Great Water Hunt. It gleamed as he turned in place, showing it off.

      “And that’s not all,” Grimloch growled, reaching over and picking up a beast of a weapon. With his prize voucher from the Grand Melee, he’d ordered an enchanted weapon from Stark’s Armour and Weapons and he, unsurprisingly, had chosen to go big.

      The weapon was a giant lead maul—its head as big as a blacksmith’s anvil—with spikes protruding from the hammer’s ‘faces.’ Its enchantment strengthened the hammer to be stronger than steel, and also stopped the lead from poisoning its wielder and anyone else who came in casual contact with it.

      Alex gulped and eyed the spikes. The enchantment also sped and increased any enemy’s poisoning who was unfortunate enough to get bashed with the weapon. That was if anything could actually survive a blow from the thing. Alex doubted even a castle gate could survive Grimloch swinging that thing at it.

      It was a fearsome weapon, but he wouldn’t have expected anything different from the shark man.

      “Good winners get good prizes is right,” Thundar said, also holding up his new weapon: a bronze mace forged in the shape of two snarling bulls backing each other. Their heads made up the mace’s… head, and their horns served as its flanges. Its enchantment increased its relative mass when it struck an adversary, and was designed to work with Blows of Lead, enhancing the blow’s power tremendously.

      Alex had watched Thundar testing it, and the blows it dealt were absolutely devastating. He was pretty sure that if he were hit with it, there wouldn’t be much of him left to speak of, even if he had force armour cast on himself.

      And speaking of force armour…

      Alex looked at his girlfriend again, which was one of his favourite things to do, but this time, his excuse for doing it was to check out her armour.

      Theresa had gone for defence rather than offence. She had her hunting knife, her poniard from Isolde, her great-grandfather’s swords, and the bow Alex had given her for her birthday, which was now strung with the enchanted bowstring from the archery contest. She owned more than enough weapons—she only had so many hands, after all—but she’d never really owned any armour.

      So, she’d fixed that.

      Stark’s armoury had crafted a chainmail shirt for her with links so fine and light, they looked more like threads of steel woven together like cloth, rather than the links in regular chains. An enchantment surrounded each thread in its own forceshield, forming a lattice of force over the armour to cushion the impact of enemy blows, and to vastly increase the shirt’s level of protection.

      The force coating also dulled the clinking sound the links made when the wearer moved. It was exactly what she needed—protective, light, quiet and flexible. The perfect armour for her fighting style.

      The team was better equipped than they’d ever been before. With luck, they wouldn’t have to test their new equipment on the Heroes of Thameland today.

      ‘Remember: remain undetected,’ Alex thought, rotating his right shoulder. He’d already cast illusionary patch over the Mark. ‘Try to keep out of their way. Watch them come in—don’t avoid them outright, that’ll look super suspicious if everyone else is watching them and you’re not—and then let them do their own thing. That’s the plan… Even though having Baelin around would’ve been an even better one.’

      The chancellor, unfortunately, couldn’t be in Greymoor for the first part of the Heroes’ visit, but he’d be arriving in a couple of days.

      ‘I woulda felt a lot more comfortable if the super invincible archwizard that likes me was there. But… well…’

      He remembered something Khalik had once said:

      ‘Well, we shall not always be able to hide behind our chancellor’s robes. Becoming dependent on combat when safety is mostly guaranteed can only train poor habits. Instincts would dull. One would be trained to take more risks from becoming used to feeling safe. That creates a false sense of safety.’

      The last thing he needed was to get careless around monsters or Heroes because Baelin was there. The chancellor had even said that if Alex were caught, there might be little he could do.

      Alex shook his head. ‘In the end, I can’t just rely on Baelin. If the Heroes find some reason to pay attention to me, then I just need to act naturally and find out whatever I can about them.’

      He had to admit he was pretty curious about what Cedric could do now after a year of fighting monsters… and he was really curious about what the Champion and Sage were capable of.

      “Team Eight! Line up!” the wizard who was directing the teams through the circle called.

      Well, he’d be finding out soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      Half of the encampment stood on the wall, watching as three figures rode over the hills and toward the gate. One was massive, with armour glinting in the sunlight. The next was a slight figure in a billowing cloak with a veil covering their nose and mouth.

      The one leading the way was familiar.

      Shirtless, his woad tattoos covered his skin, and his red hair whipped behind him in the wind.

      “There he is,” Alex muttered, watching from the earthen wall.

      “I hope he doesn’t recognize you,” Theresa whispered.

      The Generasians on the wall had scaled it and formed a line when the Heroes’ approach was announced. Alex, Theresa, Khalik, and Thundar stood close to each other so Alex and Theresa were partially blocked by Thundar and Khalik. The Watchers, mercenaries, wizards and familiars on the wall sent a strong message that said the expedition force was very capable of taking care of itself. Claygon, Grimloch and Brutus waited below alongside Vesuvius and other wizards’ familiars.

      “Here we go,” Alex muttered when the Heroes had gotten close.

      The set of scales—representing the balance of combat, spellcraft and divinity—glowed gold just above Cedric’s heart, standing out even from this distance.

      A golden symbol Alex couldn’t quite make out glowed on the neck of the veiled person. He guessed they must be the one marked as the Sage, which would make the hulking warrior the Champion.

      Just as expected.

      “Holy shit, look at that sword.” Theresa had gone pale. “The one the Champion’s got.”

      “What now?” Alex squinted.

      The Champion bristled with weapons, but his sword stood out among them. It was a long, curved blade that looked better suited as a monster’s claw than a Hero’s blade.

      There was something… oddly familiar about it.

      “It looks like one of the hive-queen’s blades,” Theresa whispered.

      “Really?” Alex blinked in surprise. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh yeah, how could I forget? That damn thing nearly cut me in half.”

      “Haiiiiiiiil!” Cedric’s voice boomed as he pulled farther ahead of the other two Heroes. “Greetin’s, foreign friends, an’ a late welcome to our lands!”

      The gates were swung open to welcome the visitors while a crowd gathered below, greeting the Heroes of Thameland as they rode into Greymoor. Those atop the wall left it to join the excited crowd—who were now watching the Heroes like they were the afternoon attraction at a fair. Alex’s team made their way to the back of the crowd.

      They settled in as Professor Jules and other high-ranked expedition members met the Heroes with enthusiastic handshakes. Several wizards were edging toward the Sage of Thameland, itching to get a chance to talk with her.

      Alex contented himself with watching for a while and then—when everyone seemed busy enough so his exit wouldn’t bring unwanted attention—he turned to Theresa and their other friends. “I’m going to head back to the tents. We’ll talk later, okay—”

      “Oi!” Cedric’s booming voice rang out.

      Oh. No. This can’t be happening.

      “Oi, don’t I know ya from somewhere?” the Chosen’s voice cut through the crowd.

      Alex slowly turned like a rusty gate struggling against rusted hinges.

      Everyone had swung around, craning their necks to see who Cedric was talking to. The Chosen was now staring directly at his fellow countryman at the back of the crowd.

      Silence spread through the air.

      “M-maybe?” Alex broke it.
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      “That face… I think I know your face.” Cedric’s brow was creased, appraising Alex. “I’m thinkin’ that I’ve seen ya before.”

      The crowd parted, looking between the Chosen and Alex, as the broad-shouldered Hero approached. Professor Jules looked over at Alex with one eyebrow raised, her mouth opened like she was ready to intervene, when the Sage said something, distracting her. The older woman dragged her attention away from Alex, then fell into conversation with the reptilian-eyed witch while the Champion glanced between Cedric and, unbeknownst to them, their long-lost Fool.

      Others in the crowd looked on curiously: Ripp peered down from a tower beside the gate while Tyris took things in from her vantage point atop Vesuvius’ shell. An apple crunched between her teeth.

      Alex brought his attention back to the Chosen, whose eyes flicked between him, Theresa, and others standing nearby, before settling on a spot beside the huntress as he got closer.

      Using his Mark, Alex guided his expression and body language, letting them take on a look of surprise, but not fear. He was actively using his meditation techniques to acknowledge his rapidly rising anxiety to let it go.

      The calmer he felt, the calmer he’d look. The more calm he appeared, the better. Theresa kept her cool, while Thundar, Khalik, Isolde and the others moved back. No one gave Cedric any reason to be suspicious, and Alex thanked the Traveller for his friends’ composure.

      Cedric waved a finger toward Alex, like he was trying to conjure up buried memories. “I know you from somewhere… an’ you too.” He looked at Theresa. “I seen both o’yous somewhere befo—”

      The young man’s eyes narrowed on Brutus.

      Recognition and genuine surprise entered his scrunched expression.

      “Balls, I musta got cotton stuck in my skull! I remember all o’yous now! Just’ outside o’… Oh, what was that forest… Coille, right? Wit’ those bloody silence-spiders—No, wait.”

      Cedric’s brow furrowed. “No, no, it was jus’ after I took the lot o’ them on outside the cave, yeah, there was that straggler spider that went after ya. I remember yer little sister was there an’ you took the thing down all by yourselves, aye? It’s all comin’ back now.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Alex said, his eyebrows rising a little.

      He wasn’t sure if he was surprised that Cedric recognized him or not. Alex had changed a lot since he’d last seen the Chosen. He was just a skinny, scared baker’s assistant back in the Coille. His hair was cropped short and he didn’t carry himself in the way he used to, since he trained his body to move by using the Mark.

      Now he looked like he’d spent years hammering iron in a forge, and his hair was much longer, down to the middle of his neck like some barbarian from the north. His facial features hadn’t really changed—though his face was more chiselled and his neck thicker—but that hadn’t changed his face enough for him to be totally unrecognizable. Not even if they’d only met that one time.

      Then again…

      ‘Cedric certainly made a big impression on me,’ he thought, remembering the number of times the Chosen had crossed his mind over the course of the year. That time had been eventful and scary. ‘The two of us had certain life-changing things in common: we were born on the same day and were Marked for the same task. Of course he’d stick out in my mind. Considering how we met, maybe we made a big impression on him too.’

      Alex thought about his next words carefully, grateful that the demon summoner wasn’t still running loose and being hunted in Generasi. The cover story he’d given officers Ferrero and Gustavo—when they’d interrogated him—was that he’d left Thameland as soon as he’d gotten the letter from Generasi, but he hadn’t said when that was specifically.

      Cedric recognizing him would’ve put a timeline on when that happened, and if he’d still been a person of interest…

      Still, the less specifics folks had about that part of his journey to Generasi, the better. He needed to act natural but be vague. There were a lot of ears around to hear what was said, and maybe put things together that could be a problem for him.

      “I’m surprised you remember us,” Alex said, smoothly changing the subject and hopefully avoiding questions about what he’d done after they’d met.

      “I would have thought you would’ve forgotten us,” Theresa said, picking up on what Alex was doing and stepping beside him, slipping a hand into his. She squeezed it. “It’s been so long and you’ve been through so much.”

      Brutus sniffed in Cedric’s direction and his tail began to wag. It looked like he remembered the Chosen who healed him back in Coille.

      “Aye, well somethin’s stick out in the mind, y’know?” Cedric had stopped right in front of Alex and Theresa, and was smiling at Brutus. “Hey, boy. Hope that wound didn’ leave no scar.”

      Theresa’s expression softened a bit. “No. He’s just fine now. Thank you again, by the way.”

      “Ah, bah! Be a pretty crummy Chosen if I let a brave hound carry on wit’ a wound I could help him wit’. An’ t’be honest, it was the cerberus I remembered firs’ and that made the other parts click into place.”

      “Ah, that makes sense,” Alex said, cursing mentally.

      ‘How could anyone forget Brutus?’ he thought, realizing ironically that he had completely neglected to consider Theresa’s impossible-to-forget giant, three-headed dog that Cedric had already met when he was thinking about what to do when they met the Heroes…

      “But y’still stick in the mind aside from him. You lot were the firs’ that I saw smash some o’ the Ravener’s beasties.” Cedric’s expression turned grim. “In them early days, most folk got caught off guard by all them monsters poppin’ up around Thameland. Lots o’ folks suffered while they were gettin’ to the boats an’ us four Heroes were gettin’ our things together. But you all took sword n’ magic and brought the fight right to the great, dirty black ball’s servants. ’Course I’d remember that…”

      He squinted at Alex. “Weren’t you skinnier? Or am I imaginin’ that?”

      Alex shrugged his broad shoulders. “I’ve been working out.”

      Cedric clapped Alex on the shoulder and laughed. “Good on ya. I see yer makin’ an impression.” He looked down at Alex’s and Theresa’s clasped hands. “Right, then. Well, it’s good to see a coupla friendly faces after all these months, even if we did only meet jus’ the once. Trust me, friendly faces are few an’ far between these days.”

      Cedric grinned and a glint flashed off a front tooth. Alex startled.

      Red hair.

      Golden tooth.

      He burst out laughing, and for a moment, all his dread evaporated.

      Cedric’s grin dropped. “What? I got somethin’ stuck in me teeth?”

      “Sorry, man. It’s nothing, seriously.” He was still laughing. “I just think there’s someone in camp you should meet. You have a lot in common.”

      Theresa looked at Alex for a moment like he’d lost his mind, then her eyes widened. “Huh.”

      “Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules strode up to them with the Champion and Sage close behind. Curiosity lay in their eyes. “Do you know these people?”

      “Only Cedric, Professor,” Alex said quickly.

      “Well, you should have told me you knew one of our guests!” Jules’ eyes lit up.

      Alex’s blood ran cold.

      He knew that look.

      That was the look people got when they’d just found a way to slip out of their responsibilities. He’d seen that look many times on Theresa’s brothers when they’d come up with a way to pass one of their chores onto him.

      “I should’ve thought of this before, considering you’re also from Thameland,” Professor Jules said with a smile that was uncharacteristically friendly. “Why don’t you act as the unofficial ambassador between our expedition and the Heroes?”

      Theresa’s lips tightened slightly, not enough for most to notice, but enough for Alex—who knew her well—to catch. His other friends exchanged subtle looks with each other.

      “Well, uh.” Alex’s mind raced. “Well, Professor, maybe someone with more… official capacity—”

      “You’re being too modest, Mr. Roth,” Professor Jules patted his arm. “You’re Thameish and you’ve been a major asset to this expedition from its inception. I can’t think of anyone more suited to giving our guests the tour. Later, I can speak to them about the procedures we’ll have to put in place to purchase… samples. In the meantime, you could show them our facilities, make them right at home.”

      Alex looked at her with an expression that said: ‘I’ll get you for this.’

      To which she returned one that said: ‘No, you won’t.’

      He sighed, then put on a smile while stifling his nerves. “Well, mighty Heroes, I guess you’ll be with me for a bit.”

      “Good to have a friendly face leadin’ us about like sheep, I’d say.” Cedric laughed. “Oh! My mum would have my hide: I forgot introductions. This is Hart Redfletcher, the Champion of Thameland.”

      “Good to meet you,” the big man said, looking down at Alex with a smile that reached his very large eyes. Those eyes—combined with his long nose—made his face resemble a hawk’s… or Najyah’s. Alex was tall, but Hart was taller, closer to Thundar’s height.

      His body language…

      A chill went through Alex.

      It was like nothing he’d ever seen before. Every motion he made was smooth. His stance was perfectly balanced. He seemed ready for explosive movement at any second… but his body language somehow still felt chaotic. Almost like there was more than one person standing there, like he wasn’t just one person, but instead, a multitude of people all packed inside one body.

      Then it clicked.

      ‘The Mark of the Champion gives the experience of all the previous Champions to the current one… No wonder his body language is so wild; it’s literally hundreds of people’s movements crammed into a single person,’ Alex thought as Hart extended a giant hand. ‘But he seems to have complete control over all of it. It’s chaotic… but there’s no discord in it.’

      “Good to see not all wizards are made of twigs,” the Champion said, shaking Alex’s hand and drawing a glare from the Sage—and several other wizards—at the same time.

      A seemingly boundless strength lay in that grip. He didn’t squeeze down on Alex’s hand, though it felt like he could’ve crushed it into jelly if he wanted to. Then there were those large eyes. They burrowed into Alex like a predator’s.

      Hart was watching him, he realised. Measuring him and analysing his body language, just as Alex was doing.

      The Fool kept his body language casual and met Hart’s gaze evenly, holding the eyes of the Champion with his own. He kept his expression neutral, and somewhat friendly, but not intimidated. His own grip tightened on Hart’s hand, causing the larger man to raise an eyebrow.

      “Got a strong grip,” Alex said. “Better for wringing Ravener-spawn necks, I take it?”

      A grin broke out across the Champion’s face, and a huge burst of laughter erupted from deep inside as he released Alex’s hand. “Right before I tear their heads off, that is.”

      As Hart stepped aside to introduce himself to Theresa, Alex watched Thundar and Grimloch eyeing the Champion, sizing him up. The gears turning in Grimloch’s head were almost visible as he tapped the end of his massive maul with one thick finger. Alex had to admit, he would’ve paid several pieces of gold to see how a contest of strength would go between Thameland’s Champion and the life-enforced shark man. Or even one between Hart and Claygon.

      But he had to shove those thoughts aside as Cedric gestured to the Sage. The veiled woman’s eyes had been darting all around camp.

      “When stranglin’s or tearin’ head’s off’s out of the question, that’s where my other friend comes in: this is Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp, the Sage,” Cedric introduced her.

      “The wise Sage,” Alex said, reaching out to shake her hand. “I’m Alex. It’s good to meet you. If you’re a fan of magic, which… since you’re the Sage, I hope you’re a fan of magic, I think you’ll like what we have here. I imagine you’ve heard that magic is kinda what we do.”

      The Sage looked at Brutus, then over her shoulder at Vesuvius and then to Claygon. Her reptilian eyes narrowed on the golem. “Yessss, I can see that. Is it yours?”

      “‘He,’” Alex corrected her almost idly. “And yeah, he’s all mine. Built him pretty much myself, with some help sculpting him from my little sister.”

      ‘That’s right, I built a super golem,’ he thought. ‘Could the Fool do that? …Well, obviously, he did, but you wouldn’t think so, would you?’

      “I have never seen a golem before, apart from the two standing at the gates,” she said, continuing to stare at Claygon. “We sometimes make little familiars out of blood, bone and pine, but nothing like this. He is magnificent. The sheer amount of mana coming off of him is incredible.” Her eyes narrowed. “There’s something about it…”

      Alex’s blood went cold, but he kept a friendly smile. “Something about it?”

      Had she recognized the dungeon core substance inside his core?

      “It’s mana just feels… different from anything I’ve ever felt before.”

      Alex nearly breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, he is a pretty unique golem. We do a lot of unique things in Generasi, what can I say? We’ll have a lot of that sort of stuff to show you here in camp. Magical equipment, devices, our research area, magical defences. The works.”

      Drestra’s eyes lit up like a child who’d been promised dessert before the rest of her meal. “I look forward to that.”

      “Well, you seem to be getting along well already,” Professor Jules said. “I will leave you all in each other’s care. Just feel free to stop by when you’re ready to talk business.”

      With that, the head of the alchemy department washed her hands of her problems and passed them off to someone else with great success.

      Alex almost admired her for it.

      “Right, let’s get things started,” the Fool said to the other Heroes. “I’ll give you the tour and answer any questions you’ve got.”

      His smile widened even as his gaze sharpened. Best to make do with a bad situation. Time for reconnaissance.

      “And for you, I’ve got a few questions of my own.”
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      “I hate this,” Theresa muttered, angrily checking over her equipment. Her light armour felt stifling and the cloak she wore seemed to crush down on her shoulders like it was made of stone. Everything about her was uncomfortable. Everything was terrible.

      Even her great-grandfather’s swords…

      No, they were the only things that felt comforting.

      From the moment her father had given her the second blade on her birthday, it was like a key had been placed in a lock; like something had been completed. When she’d used the twin swords together, they’d felt alive in her hands, and the more she used them, the more she was on the verge of some kind of a realization…

      Right now, though, she was just glad they were close at hand. Her hands squeezed their hilts for reassurance. She might need them. Alex had said not to interfere if things went bad.

      But she wasn’t sure she could just quietly stand by and go along with that.

      Just imagining him being dragged off in chains…

      She was clenching her teeth so hard, her jaw hurt.

      Theresa tightened one of the buckles on her pack and risked a quick glance toward Alex, who was talking to the Heroes. Claygon was with him, but seeing her boyfriend surrounded by three Heroes who—if they knew who he was—wouldn’t hesitate to take him by force, was making her crazy. She and the rest of the team were preparing to head out on survey duty, but she kept thinking that they’d be safer than he was.

      Her hand clenched on the buckle.

      A hand fell on hers.

      “You’ll break it,” Isolde said. “You’ve nearly bent it already.”

      Theresa looked down to see that the metal buckle was starting to warp.

      “Ugh, focus,” she cursed herself.

      “Pardon?” Isolde asked.

      “No, not you.” Theresa shook her head. “Sorry, it’s just… This is the worst thing that could have happened.”

      “Actually,” Khalik cut in. “The worst thing that could have happened is—”

      The prince paused as Theresa and Isolde stared daggers into him.

      “Ah, not the time for humour. Of course. Well, if you will excuse me, I’ll finish getting ready somewhere out of sword-range.”

      He slipped off to join Thundar and Grimloch. The shark man was still openly staring at the Champion of Thameland.

      He was licking his lips like he was enjoying something tasty while tapping his maul.

      “Listen,” Isolde said, leaning toward the huntress and dropping her voice to a whisper. “Our mission is not difficult today: the area we are to survey has largely been cleared. Further—”

      Boom!

      The earth shook as a humongous reptilian foot took a step. Tyris Goldtooth directed Vesuvius toward the gates where the rest of her team waited.

      Isolde inclined her head toward them. “Our team will be working with Tyris’ today. Likely, they will have more than enough hands to manage, so, if you want, I will ask them if they would not mind my absence, then volunteer to join Alex on the tour to give him some support.”

      At that moment, Theresa felt so relieved, and so grateful to Isolde that she wanted to hug her.

      Which she did.

      “Ah.” Isolde stood awkwardly for a moment before patting Theresa on the shoulder. “There, there. It will be alright. I’ll make sure nothing goes… awry.”

      “I wish I could stay,” Theresa said.

      “The team will need your tracking skills and those of Brutus,” Isolde said. “Do not worry. I will take care of things.”

      There was a note of nervousness in Isolde’s voice, which just made Theresa hug her even tighter.
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      When Isolde volunteered to join him and the Heroes, Alex could have hugged her. He almost did but settled for sharing a meaningful look with his friend instead.

      “Well, looks like you’ll be in the care of the two of us,” he said. “This is my friend, Lady Isolde Von Anmut of the Rhinean Empire. Hope we’re enough.”

      It certainly seemed enough for Cedric.

      The Chosen’s eyes lit up like a child who’d just gotten into their parents’ honey jar. He moved toward Isolde, nodded, and gave her a broad smile. “I didn’t really get a chance to meet ya earlier. I’m Cedric of Clan Duncan, an’ I think the others already introduced themselves earlier. So, we’ll be in your capable hands, will we?” His smile hadn’t left his face. “An’ sorry to pull yous away from your work.”

      “We could say the same to you,” Isolde said, nodding back at him. “Let us just say instead that both groups shall work together to bring about triumph, profit and discovery.”

      “Profit and triumph go hand in hand,” Hart agreed.

      “Hmm,” Drestra said idly. The young woman had been distracted, fascinated by everything in the encampment. If they didn’t start the tour soon, Alex could see her wandering off and exploring on her own.

      ‘Good. The more you pay attention to what’s going on around us, the less attention there’ll be on me,’ he thought.

      “Well, let’s get started, shall we?” he said. “We’ll begin outside and work our way in: so that means we’ll start with the defences first.”

      Beginning the tour with a show of the Generasian’s strength would’ve made Baelin proud. Alex and Isolde led the Heroes back to the gate, pointing up to the two towers flanking it.

      “Generasi-style defence combines mundane deterrents with magical force,” Alex said. “The gates are reinforced, as are the walls: they’re made of soil, but could take siege engines about as well as a stone keep. Each tower has a ballista built in, and we also have enchanted cauldrons that can heat twenty gallons of cold oil to boiling in about two minutes. Anyone trying to break down the gates are gonna be in for a nasty surprise. Sentries are always stationed outside the gates and walking patrols keep guard outside the wall.”

      “Smart,” the Champion said. “Looking for sappers?”

      “Right on the coin pouch,” Alex said, lightly kicking the wall. “They’re hardened, but you never know what hostiles might try. The sentries up in the towers watch for enemies coming in from a distance and the foot patrols watch and listen for anyone trying to dig under, sabotage or scale the walls.”

      He didn’t tell the Heroes about the changes to the acidity of the soil under the wall. They didn’t need to know everything.

      “If anything tries to attack us—big mistake, by the way—we’ve got battle mages, Watchers of Roal—”

      “What are those?” Drestra asked excitedly.

      Alex smiled. Figured that the Sage would be nerding out about anything magical. He didn’t know what the situation with the Witches of Crymlyn Swamp was, but he knew wizards were rare in Thameland, unlike in Generasi.

      No doubt most sages, even the Sage of Uldar, wouldn’t see this kind of stuff every day.

      “Watchers of Roal are kind of an order of warrior-wizards. They live to train, and at times, I even think they train to live, so they end up being the meanest of fighters who can combine both sword and spell.”

      “I approve,” Cedric said. “Blade and magic go together like meat and ale.”

      “I prefer wine with my steaks,” Isolde said.

      “…Wine’s good too!” the Chosen quickly said.

      “Well, beer or wine aside, if we’re ever attacked, the Watchers and battlemages go to the top of the wall and the patrols come back in and seal the gate. Then it’s boiling oil, arrows and spells raining down on enemies attacking from the ground, and arrows and spells for any bastards coming from the sky. If the sky gets too thick with flying attackers, then our Watchers will handle them by casting flight magic on themselves, and taking the fight to them in the air.”

      He pointed back to the gate. “Anyone trying to break down the gates has to deal with the stone golems you saw out there, as well as boiling oil raining on their heads. The golems won’t care, but anyone with skin will. And there’s more to it than that, but this is a tour, not a war room meeting.”

      Cedric whistled. “It’s somethin’ t’hear how wizards defend their stuff.”

      “In nasty ways.” Hart grimaced like he was recalling an unpleasant memory. He nodded toward Claygon. “You missed out a part of the defence strategy, and it looks formidable.”

      Again, those large eyes seemed to burn into Claygon. Measuring. Assessing.

      The fire-gems that were golem’s eyes looked right back at the Champion. If Alex didn’t know better, in a way, it looked like Claygon was taking the big man’s measure himself.

      “Well, Claygon is the property of Alex,” Isolde jumped in. “When Alex is present, so is he. But when Alex is back at Generasi, then Claygon will go back with him. If anyone tried to attack Alex—or any of us—they would find Claygon’s answer to be very… fatal, for lack of a better word.”

      Alex could think of no better word to describe it, and he got the message she was trying to convey: try something and you’ll be dead. The Heroes probably wouldn’t have thought she meant them, but it might give them something to consider if things turned sour and they did become enemies.

      “Claygon?” Drestra raised an eyebrow, looking at golem curiously. “What is a Claygon?”

      A pained look crossed Isolde’s face. “It is the golem’s name, as chosen by Alex.”

      Drestra stared at Isolde for a moment and cleared her throat, muttering something about foreign tastes.

      Alex chose to let that pass.

      As the group climbed the wall, and Alex and Isolde showed them both the camp and the view of the territory, he noticed his friends leaving the encampment with Tyris’ group.

      “An’ off they go,” Cedric said, his shirtless, tattooed arm reaching for the wall. He leaned on it. “Great Uldar, lookit the size o’ that bloody tortoise. Glad that ain’t a Ravener-spawn… Ah, anyways, again, sorry to pull you away from your comrades, Lady Von Anmut. Might feel a bit annoyin’ to be draggin’ us around while the rest of your mates head off into danger.”

      “Please, call me Isolde.” The young woman’s eyes rested on the Chosen. “And there is no apology necessary. If I were needed, I would have gone with them. My bodyguards protested at being separated from me, but they are not needed here. We are well-defended in the encampment.”

      “Well, now I feel worse. If there’s danger out there, then it feels a bit scummy t’be holdin’ yous here.”

      “The entirety of Greymoor is close to being completely mapped out,” she said. “There seems to be little danger presently. I can be spared, but engaging both myself and my guards for your tour would have been… a little extravagant, I think. You are also our allies. Already we are being accompanied by a war golem. Having two armed warriors following along might have sent… the wrong message.”

      “Aye, well—”

      “Excuse me,” Drestra’s crackling voice cut in. She pointed to another part of the camp. “What is that place?”

      A larger tent rose in the direction she pointed, with large, complex-looking magical machinery beside it.

      “That is our examination tent,” Alex said. “That’s where we bring our samples. For… property rights reasons, we can’t tour it, unfortunately, but as for the stuff beside it: those machines help shape stone and bind it together through force magic. Once we finish exploring all of Greymoor, we’re going to turn this place into a fortress. Or maybe build it in another location if a better one’s found while we’re surveying.”

      “I would love to see those machines in action,” Drestra said. “How do they work? What is their magic?”

      “We’ll get to that,” Alex said. “Don’t you worry.”

      “Y’know,” Hart said, looking down on the camp. “This reminds me of my days in the Ash Ravens. If you told me this was a war camp, I wouldn’t be surprised. Wizards don’t usually build places like this.”

      “You have had a lot of experience with places that wizards built?” Isolde asked.

      Drestra threw Hart a look, and the big man cleared his throat. “Something like that, aye.”

      “Well, your impression makes sense,” Alex said. “In a way, this is a war camp. We’re researching ways to end the war after all, and we’re in the middle of a war zone.”

      “Heh,” Cedric chuckled darkly. “If’n y’think this is a war zone, yous ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

      Alex’s mind flashed back to the beach on Oreca’s Fall Island. “I think you’d be surprised at what I’ve seen.”

      As he continued leading the Heroes around camp, he began to note how each reacted to their surroundings. Mentally, he began building a profile of each one. Hart seemed relaxed, but the giant of a man surveyed his surroundings like a guard dog eyeing passers-by. Cedric was talking to Isolde, and she was keeping him engaged, fully engrossed in the conversation. He focused on the Chosen’s body language, noting how he kept moving his arms in ways that showed off his chiselled muscles rippling under his woad markings.

      ‘Good job, Isolde,’ Alex thought. ‘Keep him distracted.’

      His attention fell on Drestra.

      The Sage was darting her head like a bird sitting on a branch, trying to take in the entire camp at once.

      She was the one he’d start asking questions of.

      “Enjoying yourself?” Alex asked, walking up beside her while Claygon thundered along behind the group.

      “Oh my, yessss!” The Sage sounded like she could’ve been drooling behind her veil. “Even in the Crymlyn Swamp I have never seen so many makers of magic all at once. And your tools and equipment… so refined.”

      “Yeah, our head of alchemy likes to be sure we’re well-equipped.” He nodded to a pair of students checking over one of the pieces of machinery used to change the composition and hardness of stone. “Here we’re kinda roughing it. You should see Generasi. It’s like an utterly different world there. We even have flying ships.”

      Drestra actually gasped and clapped both hands to her face.

      “If it’s more fanciful than this place, I can’t begin to imagine it,” she said.

      “Well, maybe you can start crafting this kind of stuff yourself one day,” Alex said, probing carefully, wondering at her skills. “I’ve heard the Sage’s mana expands by… what, a hundred-fold?”

      “That’s an exaggeration,” she said idly, watching familiars fly overhead. A messenger construct swooped toward the command tent. “But it did grow immensely.”

      “I’m jealous,” Alex said, actually meaning it. “I can only cast up to second-tier spells myself, though I’m a lot better at alchemy.”

      “I’m terrible at alchemy,” she said glumly. “And the power of the Sage is nothing to be jealous of. There is firm duty that comes with that power.”

      Her crackling voice had caught slightly.

      Alex noted it but didn’t press. Not yet.

      Too invasive too early could make the Heroes turn against him. That was the last thing he wanted. They didn’t seem like nasty people—and he wanted to get along with them—but more importantly, if his secret came out…

      He figured it would be a lot tougher to try and capture someone they liked, rather than someone they didn’t.

      “Yeah, well, we Thameish folk in Generasi are trying to support you the best we can,” Alex said. “You should meet my friend, Carey. She’s Thameish too, and she’s been trying to support the war effort in any way she can. Trying to make things easier on you Heroes…”

      He paused, then decided to go for it. “Which reminds me, Cedric said something about the ‘four’ of you. I know the Saint can’t come to Greymoor, but have there been any clues about the Fool?”

      “Hm?” Drestra tore her eyes away from several wizards who were showing each other maps through illusion magic. “Oh, the Fool. The question everyone’s been asking.” She shook her head. “Sadly, there’s no sign of the Fool for now, though the priests continue to search.”

      “Not even any leads?” Alex asked.

      There was a shift in her body language. “Sometimes there’s a lead—”

      Alex fought to keep his expression calm.

      “—but nothing has turned up yet. Nothing solid. Everyone has their own pet theory. I just focus on trying to get the job finished with what we have, using any tools we—”

      Brooooaaam.

      A horn blew from the centre of camp, drawing everyone’s attention.

      “What was that?” Cedric asked, pulling his attention away from Isolde.

      Alex’s jaw tightened. “That. Is the alarm.”

      “Attention!” Professor Jules’ voice called out, its volume expanded by magic. “The Chitterers’ dungeon has been located! We’ve found it!”

      “Finally,” Alex snarled. “It’s been—”

      “And,” Professor Jules’ magical voice boomed again. “There are two! Two dungeons have been found together!”
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      “A double dungeon, that’s some bloody rotten fortune!” Cedric said as the group rushed to the centre of camp.

      Alex glanced at him. “Double dungeon?”

      “Aye, two o’ them right on top of each other! The bloody monsters from each dungeon start workin’ together in all sorts o’ nasty ways. They get harder to predict. Lots o’ surprises nobody needs.”

      “And more surprises from the enemy means more dead allies,” Hart said.

      Alex exchanged a look with Isolde.

      He was praying to the Traveller that his friends’ team wasn’t the one that found the dungeons. But if it was, he wanted to get to them without wasting any time.

      The expedition members gathered in front of the command tent like a mustering army, while Professor Jules hovered ten feet above them. She had the look of a general calling her army to war as she clutched a message in her left hand, while conjuring the illusion of a map with her right; the large map could be seen by everyone gathered, even from the back of the crowd.

      Alex made his way to the front as wizards and familiars parted when they saw Claygon and the Heroes approaching. All eyes were on the three newcomers.

      “What’re they going to do?” one of Professor Jules’ grad students whispered to another who was near Alex.

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      Alex could barely think about the Heroes. His mind was on his friends.

      “Come on… come on…” he muttered, focused on the map as a cold sweat crept over his skin. He chewed his lower lip.

      Professor Jules waved a hand. “Two of our surveying teams discovered the dungeons. They were well-hidden in the south of Greymoor.”

      “Which teams found them?” someone asked.

      Alex held his breath.

      “Teams eight and five,” Professor Jules said.

      Alex and Isolde gasped at the same time.

      Those were Alex and Tyris’ teams.

      “Shit,” he swore, drawing Cedric’s attention.

      “What’s the matter? Is that—”

      “What’s the status of the teams?” Alex interrupted, desperate for information. “Are they in a fight? Are they—”

      “The message states they have not engaged the dungeons as of yet,” Jules said. “They are currently on standby. And remember, they are capable combatants, Mr. Roth. Do try to keep yourself together. Clear heads are needed.”

      He flushed red. “Right.”

      Professor Jules gave him a small, sympathetic smile before she moved on. “We have to assemble a team immediately to reinforce teams five and eight. Some of our other surveyor-teams have been advised to converge on the dungeons’ locations for added support. Once everyone is assembled there, then the investigation can commence and—if the odds look favourable—our goal will be to destroy the two dungeons concurrently. This is an unexpected find, but handling the element of surprise is what many of you train for, so prepare yourselves as we must move quickly. I will need several volunteers to join the reinforceme—”

      Alex and Isolde’s hands shot up as one.

      “Ah yes, Mr. Roth, Lady Von Anmut, of course you would be the first to volunteer. And… oh?”

      She was looking past Alex, directly at the three Heroes.

      Cedric and Hart had their hands raised, and Drestra’s joined theirs a blink later.

      “Well, if’n you got room in this strike team,” Cedric said and twirled his spear, setting it on his shoulder. “Why don’t we tear these bloody dungeons down together? We’re supposed to be workin’ in partnership, aye? Be a bloody bad way to start if’n we jus’ sit here while your people fight our fight.”

      Relief rushed through Alex.

      The Heroes’ strength and experience with dungeons would be more than welcomed. A little part of him was even thinking that if they saw his skill with magic and in combat, it could only help to throw them off his scent. But what mattered most right now was his friends. The Heroes specialized in tearing dungeons apart, so having them along should mean a quicker end to the Ravener’s monsters they’d be facing, and a better chance for his friends and everyone else involved.

      “If you are volunteering, then I will welcome your aid,” Professor Jules said. “Anyone else?”

      Several more hands were raised, then Jules organized everyone quickly and efficiently, assigning several Watchers of Roal to the team.

      “Combat isn’t my greatest strength, and I confess that freely. After all, not everyone can be Baelin.” She smiled, seemingly trying to take some of the tension from the air. “I shall remain here. If questions arise, then Watcher Shaw will be in charge. I expect you all to work collaboratively.”

      There was a low, harsh sound from somewhere in the crowd, like someone snorted but tried to muffle it. Hart Redfletcher was turning away from Jules, an unreadable expression on his face. Few people caught it.

      “Everyone, get your equipment ready,” Jules said. “Pay close attention to your leader. It’s time to fly.”
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        * * *

      

      The hills of Greymoor rushed past as the reinforcements flew through the sky. Cool air nipped at them through their cloaks and the scent of rotting bog drifted high in the air.

      Steel-grey clouds hid the sun, casting everything it touched in a grim light, and the group was quiet as they moved along. Alex flew between Isolde and Claygon, with the golem flying upright—his lower arms were crossed behind his back—as Alex had directed him to do in the Barrens of Kravernus.

      His upper arms and palms pointed straight forward, the fire-gems ready to blast incoming attackers the moment they were needed. It was a good tactical body position to have Claygon assume. Plus, he looked really, really intimidating.

      Isolde’s expression was bleak as she nervously thumbed the dagger on her belt. The flying Watchers were the picture of self-assurance, with the stern Watcher Shaw moving with speed at the head of the group.

      Then, there were the Heroes…

      Despite Cedric’s earlier bravado and the fact they didn’t hesitate to join the fight, a surprising tension had slipped into them. When Alex and his friends were set to go into battle, they were always cautious and watchful for enemies, but they’d only stop talking to each other when they approached an opponent. Before the time came for quiet, they’d be conversing: discussing plans or tactics, exchanging information, and encouraging one another.

      Each battle saw their camaraderie and trust in each other grow. Each fight they fought together showed them how to support each other, and they’d taken that knowledge with them into subsequent battles.

      He wasn’t seeing that with the Heroes. Instead of camaraderie, it was like watching three people who shared nothing in common. Almost as though they were complete strangers to one another. Maybe even three strangers who didn’t particularly like each other.

      He studied their body language, trying to pick up on cues, both subtle and not so subtle. Cedric’s face was relaxed, but there was a tension in his shoulders as he flew toward the dungeons. His eyes scanned their surroundings constantly, but he also kept glancing back at the other two Heroes like he was reassuring himself they were still in the formation.

      Almost like he was keeping an eye on them more than the folks he’d just met. He didn’t even seem to be showing as much concern about the potential for enemies to be lurking in the hills below.

      ‘I know you’re supposed to be the leader,’ Alex thought. ‘But the point of having strong allies is to not have to constantly look after them. I mean… they should be able to handle themselves.’

      He took a look at the Champion.

      ‘Hart’s body language still looks chaotic, like he has scores of people packed inside all working together,’ Alex thought.

      His face, though, was absolutely elated with an excitement that Alex had seen in Grimloch… a lot. The Champion was almost salivating over the fight they were heading toward.

      That wasn’t really surprising, from what Alex had already observed about him.

      But there was more to his body language now. A characteristic both he and Cedric shared. They looked uncomfortable flying, like they weren’t used to it. It wasn’t that they were struggling to manoeuvre—the spell made flight easy to control—but there was an awkwardness in the way they held themselves.

      They kept looking down like they were confirming the ground wasn’t getting closer or that they weren’t about to plummet into it. The pair reminded Alex of the first time he and his little family had boarded Lucia’s sky-gondola back when they’d first arrived in Generasi. Flying was something scary, dangerous and seemed almost impossible at the time.

      Hart and Cedric looked like that now.

      ‘But that’s strange…’ Alex thought. ‘Drestra cast flight magic on herself before we left and she looked comfortable with it. Which means they’ve had access to flight magic for a while. And Cedric can use magic, because he has the Mark of the Chosen… She could have taught him the flight spell. Why aren’t they used to flying? Why wouldn’t she have cast it on them in a battle? And actually…”

      His eyes narrowed, remembering their final preparations before leaving camp.

      ‘She didn’t even offer to cast flight or any other spells over them… neither did Cedric. There was almost no cooperation. What the hell is going on with the three of them?’

      Baelin would not have been pleased.

      One of the most important things Alex learned in the Art of the Wizard in Combat was the importance of teamwork. Wizards were dangerous on their own, but they were even deadlier when they were working together as a unit. Even warriors without mana got a hell of a lot more dangerous with a wizard’s enhancement magic boosting their abilities.

      He’d seen that time and time again.

      Why weren’t they putting enhancement spells on Hart?

      ‘They didn’t even discuss a plan or the battle they were heading into. They didn’t encourage each other either,’ he thought. ‘But… why wouldn’t they be cooperating? Are they just stupid?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘No, I don’t think that’s it. They didn’t seem particularly dumb when we were talking. So then…’

      His mind turned to Minervus, someone who hadn’t shown any comradery in combat situations. Nor in other parts of his life, from what Alex could tell. Trust was an issue there. He and any teammates he worked with didn’t show a lot of trust in each other, and so when it came time for battle, things tended to fall apart.

      In combat, having trust in one’s allies was key.

      That was why Alex’s group hadn’t wanted to add anyone they hadn’t fought alongside before to their team for the Grand Battle: trust and cohesion would have been lost.

      ‘But why is there this lack of trust with the Heroes?’ he wondered. ‘They’ve been fighting together for over a year. What’s been going on?’

      He looked at Drestra, examining her body language, searching for clues. It struck him how different hers was from Hart’s and Cedric’s. Her posture was straight and smooth, her eyes confidently pointed forward. She was clearly someone used to flying. If anything, she looked a bit more confident in the air than the experienced wizards around her did.

      ‘Maybe she learned flight magic early on,’ Alex thought. ‘Or… maybe something’s not quite what it looks to be. There’s definitely something going on there.’

      Drestra’s body language was odd. Very odd. Alex had studied the body language of a lot of humanoids so far, but he’d never seen another person move like her. The difference was quite subtle. He probably wouldn’t have noticed anything without having spent so much time using the Mark to observe folk. It was like her movements… stuttered.

      One moment, she’d be moving normally, then—for a split-second—there’d be an instant of near complete stillness. Then she’d move again like nothing happened.

      ‘Wait, that’s familiar,’ he thought. ‘I’ve seen that before. Was it Grimloch? No. Nua-Oge? No. Lagor? Kyba—’

      His mind froze.

      No, it was Harmless. Drestra moved like a crocodile: smooth motions broken by moments of predatory stillness. Alex remembered her eyes. Reptile’s eyes.

      Wait… was she human? Another humanoid race? Or was she something else? He thought back to a spell Professor Hak had talked about: Warp Flesh. How it changed the flesh. The mana vampires came back to him and how they would shift their form to blend in with their prey.

      Shapeshifting. A powerful magic.

      Was she some sort of shapeshifter? Perhaps just from a race Alex had never encountered before? What was—

      “Look alive!” Watcher Shaw barked from the front of the group. “We’re getting near the location, protective spells and enhancement spells up! The teams weren’t supposed to engage the enemy, but things could have changed. We don’t know what we’re flying into.”

      Alex pulled his attention away from Drestra, making sure to cast his defensive spells, conjure six Wizard’s Hands and two forceballs, slowly and carefully, in full view of the other Heroes. He wanted them to see him using spellcraft. Next, he drank a sensory enhancement potion and an enhanced agility one. He kept his Haste potion for when they encountered a threat, then he summoned a pair of Aervespertillos, and two fire elemental beetle swarms.

      Hart called out, “Fire column ahead! Something’s happening!”

      Alex peered in the direction Hart pointed.

      To the right, a bright orange spray shot into the sky like a fountain. He’d recognize Vesuvius’ eruption anywhere. His jaw clenched.

      “Let’s go!” Watcher Shaw roared, increasing speed.

      Alex shot after him, pulling into line with Isolde and Claygon… and Cedric, Hart and Drestra. For the first time in this cycle, the Chosen, the Champion, the Sage, and finally, the Fool, flew into battle together.
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      The team of reinforcements tore through the sky, thick smoke from burning grass billowing in a grey cloud from the battle already underway. Something was moving through it.

      A lot of somethings.

      Alex’s potion-enhanced vision began picking out details as the supporters closed the distance.

      “Oh, hells!”

      Monsters were everywhere. A pair of hills on a hilly region up ahead—he and his surveying team had often passed it—had ruptured like rotten fruit. Nightmarish creatures poured from countless mounds like armies of ants.

      Atop the smaller hill, monstrous humanoids shrieked, clicked and chittered. They churned through the turf and brush on the broken hilltop, stomping anything in their way. Strings of spittle flew from their fanged mouths even as more of them burst from the ground.

      They were armed. Most gripped rough-looking clubs of stone or hardened earth, but the larger ones wielded jagged bone-blades that looked less like swords, and more like stacks of spikes roughly shaped into weapons. Imposing humanoid monsters brandished metal weapons of the kind humans normally carried. Perhaps they’d been taken by force from bandits, soldiers or other warriors.

      These monsters screeched louder than the rest, and the smaller ones seemed to be reacting to the cries, like they were receiving orders from a leader.

      The Thameish bestiaries had described the monsters as Chitterers—from what Alex remembered. He called on the Mark to recall the wording:

      No stronger than an average human, they form a bulk of the Ravener’s forces: a single dungeon core can spawn thousands of them very quickly. Their dungeons must be destroyed or their numbers will grow overwhelming. Ancient accounts speak of them covering the land and filling the forests to the brim, their screeches deafening when they cried out. Over time, they learn more of battle and tactics. Some are even said to be able to use mana, though it is blessedly rare in the extreme that a single one of them is born with the intellect and patience to practice spellcraft.

      Luckily, Alex couldn’t see any Chitterers casting spells. Which was a huge relief, since what came from the other hill was even worse news than the Chitterers.

      From inside the fissure and mounds, swarms of flying creatures spewed out and took to the air.

      “Are those blood-draks?” he called to Isolde.

      “I fear that is exactly what they are,” she called back over the wind. “They will be a bigger problem than the other ones.”

      Alex swore, recalling the entry on blood-draks in the bestiaries.

      Each was as big as a draft horse. They had long, insectile bodies and chitinous tails. Wings shaped like a dragonfly’s flapped, sounding like a roll of thunder as the monsters burst into the air, tails whipping around, and six long legs rapidly stabbing outward.

      Each leg ended in a barbed, bony spear-tip. ‘Those legs’ll definitely be something to avoid,’ Alex thought.

      And the creatures had other natural weapons that would be even deadlier to anyone they came in contact with.

      From the shoulders up, the monsters resembled dragons. They had long, serpentine necks that ended in massive, scaly, reptilian heads crowned with horns. Their jaws parted, spewing…

      Alex physically recoiled mid-flight.

      …blood.

      Just as it had been described in the texts, they were unleashing streams of boiling blood onto any solid object near them.

      The red torrents loudly hissed, scalding anything they touched before clotting over like a scab that was said to be as hard as petrified wood. Anything unfortunate enough to be covered by the foulness, remained trapped—if they were still alive.

      And it only got worse.

      The stench of blood-draks blood was so foul, it could turn even the strongest stomach, and send one into crippling retching. The blood was also a weapon that carried disease, so even if someone initially survived being sprayed, they’d be dead from sepsis within days.

      ‘Thank the Traveller the team had Orbs of Air around their heads,’ he thought.

      Isolde was right, those blood-draks would be a problem.

      His jaw clenched. They’d have to be the first to die before they had the chance to overwhelm the teams on the ground.

      Through the blood-drak swarms and the horde of Chitterers, Alex spotted a group of surveyors fighting for their lives: his own team, Tyris,’ and other expedition members who must have converged when the call went out.

      They were making a stand at the top of another hill, blasting volleys of spells like a hailstorm, raking the ranks of monsters on the ground and through the sky.

      Streams of acid, ice bolts, crackling lightning and fireballs detonated amongst the Ravener-spawn, freezing, melting, or simply blowing them apart.

      Alex felt the mana of summoning magic building—a group of wizards were focused on summoning—hellhounds, celestial dogs, fire elementals, and scorpion-like creatures confronted the enemy, striking before they could overrun the hill the wizards defended.

      Others summoned flying demons to take to the air and battle the airborne blood-draks. They tore at the blood-spewing monsters, trying to force them away from the wizard’s hill.

      On the hill’s peak stood Vesuvius, roaring and blasting Chitterers with a fountain of lava, while he sprayed the swarms of blood-draks with his fire breath. Tyris floated above him, roaring out spell after spell: blasts of boiling lava, ice spikes and force bolts burned, froze and crushed blood-draks.

      Alex’s eyes kept searching—There. He found his team.

      Khalik chanted spells that blasted volleys of stone spikes or created stalagmites that erupted from the earth, impaling Chitterers as they sought to swarm the surveyors. Thundar was beside Grimloch on the front line, his form shimmering as an illusion spell obscured his movements.

      His mace flared with blasts of force each time it struck, crushing monsters into pulp. Grimloch laughed maniacally, his hammer blurred from swing to swing, striking again and again. With each strike, a mass of Chitterers died. An armoured leg also shot out, breaking enemies and booting them back down the hill. His armour was turning aside every weapon thrust at him, and before the attacker could try again, the shark man was disarming them then returning the weapon… blade first.

      Alex’s heart jumped.

      There was Theresa and Brutus.

      The huntress was blurring through the monsters, her swords flickering out like flashes of light. Chitterers fell around her as Brutus lunged and mauled any trying to attack her from behind. Svenia and Hogarth were behind Brutus. They skewered and chopped down opponents with thrusts and swings of their halberds.

      The surveyors were mostly holding their own…

      But not everything was going their way.

      Because no matter how many they killed, more Chitterers burst from beneath the hill, and the blood-draks were fast; some evaded spells and demons, diving at wizards with barbed legs thrusting, spewing their diseased blood before swooping away.

      Flying wizards were trying to blast them from the sky or shield the others below from the flying creatures’ attacks, but they were vastly outnumbered by monsters that were repeatedly being replaced from reserves under the two hills. Already, more than a handful of wounded surveyors lay on the ground, surrounded by blood mages tending to them.

      It was a scene of chaos, a study of the Ravener and the fierce battles that came with every cycle.

      And Alex and the rest of the reinforcements were about to charge right into it.

      “Everyone, focus on the blood-draks first!” Watcher Shaw drew his sword and brandished his staff. “Keep your distance, clear them out, then focus on the Chitterers! Summon monsters to hit ’em from above, if you can! Our mana won’t hold out forever, so let’s make a path that our surveyors can retreat through!”

      “Right!” Alex pulled out booby-trapped flight potions and tossed them into two Wizard’s Hands. He tossed his second pair of Hands a couple of sleep potions, then gave the last pair some booby-trapped sensory enhancement potions.

      Whoooooom.

      Claygon’s fire-gems powered up.

      Crackle.

      Isolde began to chant and lightning played between her hands.

      “I’m going for those flyers!” Alex shouted, glancing up at the other Heroes. “You with me?”

      “Aye, I’ll go after ’em wit’ ya!” Cedric shouted. “You got a spine, I gotta say that!”

      Hart simply laughed, diving straight toward the battle below. “I’m better on the ground!”

      His sword seemed to blur into his hand.

      “Hart! You—” Drestra shouted, shaking her head. “Dammit… I’ll get the tunnels!”

      Drestra flew away.

      “Bloody hell, I’m still wit’ ya!” Cedric cried.

      He raised his quicksilver-like weapon, which shifted until it was a polearm with sharp-edged blades on either end, like a double-ended sword. He cast several spells of protection on himself then shouted one that Alex had never heard of.

      A stone formed in his hand—which vibrated so violently—Alex could hardly make it out in his grip. The Chosen cocked his arm back, then whipped the stone downward with all of his considerable might—straight into the swarm of blood-draks and—

      Boom!

      A blast of sonic energy detonated, hitting nearby monsters with a wave of sound and a cloud of shrapnel. Fragments tore into them, shredding wings and chitin as the sonic wave spread, rupturing eardrums and insides. The creatures burst apart like over-filled sacks.

      With a war-cry, Cedric dove at the blood-draks, spinning his blade before him, slicing through the stunned creatures with precision. Isolde summoned her orbs of lightning and cast them into the swarm, catching a line of monsters between them and jolting them with repeating arcs of lightning.

      “Claygon, fire! Avoid my friends!”

      Alex tucked his arms at his sides and hurtled toward the blood-draks.

      “Clear the way, Claygon!” he shouted. “Heads up everyone! Look out below!”

      Whooooosh!

      Three fire-beams blasted into the swarm, drawing three lines of death. Wherever they touched—

      Booom!

      Blood-draks exploded in columns of fire that swept more of their kind, singeing wings and skin. Screeching Ravener-spawn fell from the sky in burning waves, slamming into Chitterers below and setting them ablaze.

      As flame exploded through the sky, Alex sent the Wizard’s Hands and forceballs into the swarm of blood-draks. Many were flying aimlessly and in complete chaos because of the attack from above.

      He willed the Hands to spread out, aiming for the outer margins of the monster swarm, then he crushed the bottles.

      Pooof!

      Gaseous potions exploded around the swarm, catching blood-draks as they flew through it. Immediately, some went to sleep, plummeting from the sky and dropping either on their kin or Chitterers below. Others screeched, spraying boiling blood everywhere in blind panic as their senses were completely overwhelmed. It spattered, covering their allies, scalding and hardening their wings. Monsters screamed, blood hardened, and Ravener-spawn plummeted to the earth.

      As the outside of the swarm fell into chaos and Cedric tore through the centre of the horde, Watchers and accompanying reinforcements summoned monsters and fired spells at the swarm of blood-draks. They were being hit from all sides.

      “Go!” Alex ordered his bat-like Aervespertillos. “Stun them!”

      He then instructed the fire elemental-beetles. “Swarm them, go for their eyes! But stay clear of the blood-streams!”

      His air elementals swooped down like falcons, inhaled deeply, then screeched as one. Cedric’s sonic wave had hurt some of the monsters, and the Aervespertillos did the same to even more: blood-draks shrieked in obvious pain, careening into each other.

      Elemental beetles took their turn, pouring from the sky like hailstones and seething onto blood-draks, then biting at their eyes and mouths. The monsters tried to writhe away.

      “Claygon!” Alex called. “Move in, make them sorry they ever attacked us! Watch for our allies!”

      “Heads up everyone!” he shouted as Claygon took off.

      Making no sound, Alex’s golem climbed through the air and hovered for a bit, then streaked downward like a meteor.

      Whooooom!

      His fire-gems flared bright as he halted among the confused, screeching blood-draks to unleash hell.

      Whoooooosh!

      The golem’s head revolved in a full circle, drawing arcs of fiery death through blood-spewing Ravener-spawn, while his upper arms tracked and blasted more to bits with the fire-beams embedded in his palms. Raining fire in all directions, he charged more blood-draks, punting them with massive clay feet and smashing them with gigantic lower fists.

      Crack! Crack!

      Every kick and punch shattered exoskeletons and monstrous bodies. Some of the blood-draks tried a counterattack, spraying boiling blood over his clay body.

      Hsssss.

      It hissed through the air, hitting his armour. Claygon didn’t flinch; he simply surged toward the attackers. They screeched and swerved, spraying streams of foul blood, but the golem kept coming.

      Crack! Crack!

      Spear-tipped legs stabbed frantically. The natural weapons merely shattered on his hardened form.

      Then, he plucked two from mid-air, holding the struggling creatures by the ankles.

      They were now living weapons for him to wield, and wield them he did. Claygon swung them like flails, smashing their kin from the sky, then pulping and discarding the pair. The fetid blood that sprayed on him began to harden, but—with mental instructions from Alex—he simply tore the quick-setting fluid away like old parchment.

      Crackle!

      Suddenly, lightning struck the swarm as Isolde drew a line of death through them. Cedric was flying from monster to monster, slashing some, blasting others with magic, or crushing the flying creatures with divinity. Alex’s summoned monsters were also wreaking havoc, nibbling at eyes and stunning blood-draks with high-pitched screeches. The Watchers and the other reinforcements unleashed battle-magic and their own summoned monsters on the Ravener’s.

      The tide of the battle in the air was beginning to turn.

      Whoooosh!

      Alex looked down to see what was happening on the ground.

      The Sage had brought a colossal amount of mana to bear, raising a ring of flame around many of the burrows the Chitterers were pouring from. She wasn’t able to ring in that entire hill, but she’d penned off a large part of it with fire. The flames would flare, scorching Ravener-spawn that came too close, and trapping others inside the circle.

      The endless tide of Chitterers began to shrink. Things were looking up for both the folks on the ground and in the air.

      Hart’s laughter boomed over the sounds of battle and Alex had to whistle, awestruck at what he saw. The Champion was battling a large group of monsters like he was having the time of his life.

      He’d never seen anyone fight quite like that before, and he’d seen some pretty amazing fighters.

      Hart was faster than Theresa, and even more skilled than both her and Grimloch. He whipped his massive sword around in a whirlwind of blades, thrashing Chitterers apart like a farmer reaping wheat.

      The more they threw themselves at him, the more they died. The more they died, the more headway the wizards on the hill made against them.

      The Watchers had wiped out every Chitterer behind the surveyors with fireballs, and were now casting two smaller walls of fire to create a flaming corridor for them to retreat through.

      Crack!

      Suddenly, the ground atop the blood-draks’ hill exploded with tremendous force. Something enormous began shifting its way through the groaning earth.

      Alex prepared for the worst.
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      A horror of a monster, even more nightmarish than its pictures in the bestiaries, was emerging from the mound. If a hive-queen was the commander for a horde of silence-spiders, then this abomination was a commander for a swarm of blood-draks.

      “Dammit! Everyone back! It’s a bloody blood-hydra!” Cedric roared.

      Drestra swore from somewhere up ahead as she transitioned from casting spells on the Chitterer dungeon, to chanting the beginnings of a powerful spell to cast at the blood-hydra. She kept her reptilian eyes firmly fixed on it.

      Hart let out a battle cry but didn’t move toward the beast just yet.

      “Claygon! Charge your fire-gems and fire on that thing,” Alex ordered, pointing at the beast below.

      Whooooom!

      The fire-gems pulsated, gathering power for a tremendous blast.

      “You three!” Watcher Shaw called to three Watchers. “Switch targets; we need to kill that thing before it gets airborne!”

      Crack!

      Earth shifted, more of the monster’s bulk rising into view.

      There was a piercing screech as what looked like gigantic worms erupted from the earth. Nine serpentine necks thrashed on the shoulders of the blood-hydra’s insectile body, each capped by a draconic head spewing fountains of boiling blood through the air.

      Its heads were horrifying. Its cries were hideous.

      Its body… was strangely beautiful.

      It resembled an enormous butterfly in shape, with flexible wings that were unfolding as it crawled from an enormous tunnel. It shrieked again and its wings snapped open, taking the shape of moth wings shimmering like ship’s sails covered in ruby dust.

      But, as beautiful as the shimmering was, it was equally as deadly.

      Each time those wings beat, diseased blood droplets fell from them like rain, coating everything below in a crimson downpour. While they didn’t scald like the streams of blood erupting from its jaws, the droplets still hardened, trapping anything they touched, filling it with vile diseases. Already, a crust had begun forming on the earth around it.

      That thing needed to die fast.

      ‘Claygon, now!’ Alex thought.

      The golem directed all three of its fire-gems at the dragon as Drestra finished casting her massive spell. The mana coursing from her was almost overwhelming.

      Whooooosh!

      Three fire-beams raced toward the blood-hydra.

      Drestra pointed both hands as she finished the spell. From one, a colossal wave of hurricane force wind gushed—angled to drive the creature back into the ground—and from the other…

      Hsssssss!

      A storm of acid droplets driven by magical wind surged toward it.

      Both storms of magic closed in on the monster.

      Its heads snapped up.

      Nine pairs of eyes narrowed.

      Whish!

      Wings cracked like whips, launching the vast body skyward at shocking speed far from the blasts of hungry magic. The target had evaded Drestra’s winds so they hit the hill—at the same time as Claygon’s beams. A horrifying sound of sucking wind filled the air.

      Booom!

      It all exploded.

      The winds fed the exploding fire-beams and—rather than extinguishing them—created an explosion that was so violent, scores of emerging blood-draks dropped from the force of the blast. Acid rained down on Ravener-spawn.

      But diseased blood was raining down on the airborne defenders.

      The blood-hydra soared, picking up a shocking amount of speed, raining blood and death down on the flyers.

      “Move!” Alex shouted.

      Reinforcements were scattering in every direction, fleeing from falling blood.

      Then the Sage roared out another spell.

      She was chanting, bringing a tremendous rush of mana to bear, then pointing a hand above the reinforcements, Drestra sent a column of wind gusting above their heads. It hit the cascade of blood, sucking it in then swirling away.

      The blood-draks scattered while their commander roared, shedding blood droplets with every wing beat… and those wings covered a lot of area.

      Alex used the Mark to do a quick calculation of the creature’s wingspan. They were at least sixty feet from tip to tip, he estimated. Enough to bury a group of defenders. If it flew over a city, it could annihilate a small army by simply flying overhead. It would be pure horror. Alex shuddered at the thought. The droplets from its wings had nearly coated everyone with him in only one swoop.

      Blood kept streaming from its jaws.

      Something menacing burned in its eyes as it circled with deafening roars echoing from all nine throats. The remaining blood-draks seemed to rally at the cries, their chaotic flight abruptly growing focused.

      They launched themselves directly at the reinforcements with no regard for their own safety, hurtling around in a circle, spraying boiling blood seemingly with one goal in mind: corralling the reinforcements in one area.

      Alex swore as blood-draks vomited blood and struck at him from all sides, their jaws snapping. He danced and spun mid-air, dodging snapping jaws and streams of blood. The beasts were like enraged demons in a feeding frenzy, filling the skies with a red mist sprayed from all directions.

      Hsss!

      Droplets hit his force armour, force rectangles, and forceshield, sizzling against the magic. He pulled something from his belt that he’d been working on with help from Thundar.

      A lasso.

      He whirled the rope above his head, throwing it through the air—using the Mark to guide and perfect his aim—and caught a blood-drak’s tail. Tightening his grip on the rope, Alex let himself be pulled behind the monster as it tried to get away from him. But he wasn’t about to let that happen.

      It went into a frenzy, doing loops and spins, fighting to shake him off. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily!” he shouted. Gritting his teeth hard, he began pulling himself—hand over hand—up the rope until he reached the blood-drak’s lassoed tail. In one movement, he sprang onto its back, grabbed hold of its exoskeleton and straddled its tail, holding on as it writhed, desperate to shake him off. There was no way he wasn’t letting go. Flexing his upper body, he used his captive as a shield, guiding it into different positions, blocking the blood spraying from other blood-draks close by.

      He willed his Wizard’s Hands to harass every blood-drak around him, blocking eyes, forcing a set of jaws closed just before one of them spewed its deadly liquid. The Hands even pulled on horns, turning the monster’s spray toward each other and not his allies.

      Meanwhile, Claygon’s fire-gems were charging. Alex kept one eye on the blood-hydra, he wasn’t about to lose track of it, not with so much going on to distract him. It was a small miracle that all the spinning the blood-drak was doing hadn’t made him dizzy yet. Throwing up in his Orb of Air could get kinda messy, especially since he couldn’t really cancel the spell with so much deadly blood everywhere.

      “Stop them from corralling us!” Watcher Shaw barked out.

      Hsssss.

      Alex’s forceshield shifted, catching a stream of boiling blood in the nick of time.

      Cedric roared out a spell, raking the blood-draks with lightning as he swooped through the swarm, slashing them apart with his blades. Wounds he’d taken had already been healed with divinity, and Uldar’s Chosen seemed unstoppable as he ripped through the monsters’ ranks.

      Isolde blasted her own lightning bolts through the horde, darting out of their reach, while the Watchers rained death in all directions, confirming their fearsome reputation.

      “Above!” Watcher Shaw called out.

      The blood-hydra had plunged into a dive, preparing to blast the defenders with boiling blood.

      “Fire!” Alex yelled.

      Whooooosh!

      Claygon’s fire-beams lanced toward the blood-drak’s leader, forcing the creature to pull out of its dive as the beams chased it across the sky.

      Whooooosh!

      Another blast of wind fired from Drestra deflected the droplets. She raised her hands high above her head and unleashed another intense spell. A flurry of force missiles punched into the blood-hydra’s exoskeleton and drove it back.

      A couple of force bolts mangled some of the monster’s legs.

      Yet no one cheered. They knew what was coming.

      Squelch.

      Flesh was shimmering and boiling; wounds were closing and the severed legs had already begun to regenerate. Like the true hydra it was named for, its ability to regenerate and recover from wounds was an inborn part of its nature. It would always heal, unless it was annihilated utterly or its wounds were seared with fire.

      ‘Maybe I’ve got just the thing for that,’ Alex thought.

      “That’s the way!” Watcher Shaw called. “We’re winnowing down the blood-draks, but we have to break that blood-hydra! The surveyors need to retreat, and it’ll hunt them if we don’t stop it!”

      Alex looked down at Tyris and Vesuvius. They wouldn’t hesitate to take the fight to it normally, but they still had their hands full with blood-draks and Chitterers. With Hart also fighting on the hill and the reinforcements fighting above, there was less pressure on them, but if she and Vesuvius went after the blood-hydra, then the ground forces could still get overwhelmed.

      The retreat was just beginning and blood mages were loading wounded onto force disks, while the other surveyors gave them cover, holding off the remaining monsters.

      The blood-hydra’s attention had turned to those on the hill, tracking them with nine pairs of eyes.

      The wounded were the first being evacuated through the corridor of fire as fighters escorted them.

      Watchers were providing ranged support, but that still left the blood-hydra free to attack.

      “I’ll get the bastard!” Cedric shouted, flying away from the remaining swarm of blood-draks and shooting toward the blood-hydra above them.

      “And there’s my cue,” Alex said.

      He called his Wizard’s Hands, mentally pulling them back through the swarm to hover over his flailing, tiring, blood-drak. One pair of Wizard’s Hands untied the rope, while another pair covered the monster’s eyes.

      Alex grabbed its horns and pulled up, driving it up into the sky as Cedric soared toward the blood-hydra. As he broke out of the swarm, he pulled the horns to the side, leaping free of the blood-drak as it crashed into another one.

      He headed right for the commander, drawing potions of sleep and booby-trapped flight.

      “I’ve got this!” Cedric roared as Alex flew after him. “You kin get back!”

      “We’ll break it faster together,” Alex shouted over the wind, calling his forceballs to him. “I’ve got a plan. You think you can slow it down for a bit?”

      Cedric glanced at him, then down at Claygon. “Plan’s best if’n I just hit the damn thing until it drops. I kin blast it wi’ fire!”

      “That works just fine for me,” Alex said. “You do your thing. Glad you still got Orb of Air around your head, ’cos you’re gonna need it.”

      “Aye?”

      “You go ahead, do your thing and I’ll back you up!”

      The Chosen raised an eyebrow then nodded, cast Haste on himself, then shot toward the blood-hydra at speed.

      “Holy Uldar, grant me the power to strike this thing from the sky!” Cedric prayed, reaching above his head as the monster circled around, roaring a challenge down at both the Chosen and the Fool.

      Holy fire swept into his hand—the divinity conjuring a spear of flame—which he gripped as he approached the monster, changing his other weapon into a broad shield.

      With a deep breath, Alex soared toward the ascending monster, guiding his way through the Mark’s interference as he cast Call Through Ice. One of his Wizard’s Hands was shooting toward him, and he tossed his booby-trapped potion of flight into it.

      He was watching the monster carefully as it beat its enormous wings through the air, spewing blood toward Cedric.

      The Chosen’s shield expanded, spreading out into a half-sphere, parting the torrent of boiling blood like rain running off an umbrella. He shot through the liquid, using it as cover for his charge, then, he burst from the torrent, moving his shield aside—wicking the hardening blood away—and with the strength he’d been blessed with, he cast the spear of flame toward the blood-hydra.

      Crack!

      It hit the monster’s chest with the sound of an exploding roman candle, erupting in a blast of light and flame. The beast shrieked, fleeing from Cedric while spewing its blood-breath onto the wound to douse the flame.

      For that moment.

      For that brief moment.

      It took its attention off of Alex.

      “Big mistake,” he said.

      His Wizard’s Hand shot toward it.
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      Alex finished casting Call through Ice, not resisting the strange power’s help with the spell. The monster’s nine pairs of jaws were snapping, and blood flowed freely onto its chest wound, cooling it. Cedric sped toward the massive creature, looking to press his advantage.

      A portal was open in front of Alex’s Hands, ready to receive his sleep potion. The potion bottle dropped in as another portal appeared in front of the monster’s snapping jaws: instantly, it teleported between a gnashing pair.

      Crunch!

      Glass shattered.

      Nine necks recoiled in surprise.

      Vapour erupted, spreading through the air surrounding it, filling every nostril, mouth, and lung in an instant.

      Already, the potion was showing its effects. Drowsiness was taking over—its flight was slowing.

      The Chosen saw the advantage and didn’t hesitate.

      With a single thought, his shield shifted, turning into a long, sharp-edged lance. The hardening diseased blood crumbled away as the shape changed, and Cedric placed his hand on the weapon then uttered a spell.

      In a flare of orange light, the lance was wrapped in flame.

      The blood-hydra was desperate to get away, but its movements were now slow and sluggish.

      Schnk.

      He stabbed his burning lance into the creature’s side.

      It shrieked, freezing for an instant as flame began running along its body, then it twisted free, wrenching itself off the lance, blasting blood with five heads to drown the flame and drive the Chosen back. Four other heads sprayed blood haltingly.

      Then another Wizard’s Hand reached it.

      A fist formed around a potion bottle.

      Crunch!

      Poof!

      The booby-trapped flight potion erupted into mist as multiple dragon heads inhaled, then reared back. It was too late. The flight magic shot most of the creature’s body backward, but a head shot forward until—

      Riiiiip!

      —it ripped from its neck.

      Weakening cries arose from other heads, shaking and flailing about, trying to fight the effects of the sleeping potion as the monster pitched around. Alex threw a booby-trapped sensory enhancement potion and another sleep potion to his Wizard’s Hands, aiming them at the creature, tracking its erratic flight path.

      Cedric swore loudly. “What in Uldar’s name’d you do? I—Oh hell!”

      Whooosh!

      The blood-hydra plummeted toward the earth like dead weight.

      Crash!

      Sweeping through the swarm of blood-draks, it slammed into the smaller creatures, shattering their bodies against its massive form.

      Crunch! Rrrrrrp!

      Kicking up a cloud of soil and flesh, it was dragged through Chitterers, tearing a devastating swath through their ranks.

      “Oi, Hart, watch yourself!” Cedric shouted.

      The monster was coming up behind the Champion like a runaway bull.

      With a loud laugh, Hart leapt up—turned in mid-air—and struck out, severing a leg and one of its necks in a single swing as they passed each other.

      It roared with rage and pain, then was abruptly catapulted up into the air by the uncontrollable flight magic. The creature froze in mid-air for a heartbeat—torn between the remaining flight magic coursing through it and its own fight to right itself with those powerful wings.

      The crimson glowing Wizard’s Hands shot at the monster’s writhing jaws then shattered the potion bottles right in front of its mouths. It inhaled the vapour, shrieking and lurching as the already jolted senses of eight heads, sixteen eyes, nostrils and ears went into overdrive.

      ‘At your size, you’re going to burn through those potions fast,’ Alex thought. ‘But.. Claygon? Why don’t you give our friend a real reason to burn.’

      Whooooom.

      The comforting sound of the fire-gems powered up from within the thinning blood-drak swarm. It seemed like the other Heroes had the same idea.

      Cedric began chanting a fireball spell.

      Mana was thundering as Drestra conjured a tremendous power while shooting skyward, gaining altitude above the creature.

      As Claygon’s gems powered up and the Heroes’ spells built, the blood-hydra began losing some of the effects of the booby-trapped flight potion, but its drowsiness and overwhelmed senses still remained.

      Alex shot his forceballs forward, whirling and spinning them around its eyes and through gaps between its writhing necks. He poured mana into them.

      Both forceballs flared.

      The beast roared, spraying its blood-breath in all directions, panicking further as the whirling lights completely overwhelmed its sight. Streams of blood hit both forceballs, popping them and simultaneously filling the creature’s own eyes. Long necks whipped around as they spasmed in all directions, working to shed the congealing blood from its eyes, becoming entangled. The creature began spiralling down from the sky like a millstone.

      And that was when Claygon finished charging his fire-beams.

      And the Heroes finished casting their spells.

      Whooooosh!

      The red rays blasted into the air, striking the middle of the blood-hydra’s body.

      Boooooom!

      An explosion of flame ripped across the monster’s hard exoskeleton as Claygon’s fire-beams struck. Wings caught fire like the sails of a burning ship and the rest of its body was ablaze within heartbeats. Fragments of shell shattered from the heat and its roaring waned.

      Booom!

      Then Cedric’s fireball hit, stoking the flames higher.

      Whoooosh!

      Drestra’s blasts of wind followed, feeding the hungry flames and pushing the creature toward the earth.

      The remaining blood-draks halted, stunned into silence until their commander struck the earth in a burning heap. The remaining Ravener-spawn seemed to take that as a signal. A flurry of activity erupted from the monsters. It wasn’t a regrouping; it was a full retreat to their nests. The Chitterers turned, clambering over each other in a mad rush to escape into their holes. Drestra kept raining ice shards down on them.

      Others were cut down before they could flee into their holes by the front line of Hart, Grimloch, Thundar, Theresa, Brutus and other wizards’ summoned monsters, which gave the expedition teams a chance to get off the hill and away from the dungeons.

      The monsters were in full escape mode.

      Alex took one final look at the two dungeons before calling Claygon, his summoned monsters, and beginning to cycle through mana regeneration techniques as he flew away.

      “That’s givin’ it to ’em, lads n’ lasses!” Cedric called. “There’s a nasty little black eye for the bastards!”

      Drestra flew after the group toward a granite-topped hill they were gathering on.

      And so, the first part of the battle ended with the monsters retreating, taking a lot of losses, but their dungeons still awaited. And in times like this, it was important to press the advantage.

      

      The expedition and Heroes set up a temporary camp on the tall hill. The first order of business was to assign sentries to watch the dungeons and the second was to continue caring for the wounded.

      Cedric went to each injured person, calling upon Uldar’s grace and divinity to heal them. The results were—fittingly—miraculous. While the medical staff’s blood magic had cleaned the wounds to keep them free from infection and start the healing process, the divinity of Uldar went far beyond that.

      It not only accelerated the healing process, it actually rebuilt each wounded body. Lacerations closed instantaneously. Infectious blood from the blood-draks purged from wounds and dissipated through divine power, leaving the body untainted.

      The relief everyone felt was palpable while the Chosen worked.

      The other two Heroes stood with a gathering of Generasians watching the dungeons. A debate was brewing among the group.

      “We need to press our advantage,” Alex said, standing beside Theresa. “They took heavy losses, while we actually haven’t taken any: between Cedric and our blood mages, we’ll have our wounded back on their feet in no time. I say we go after the dungeons before the cores can build up more mana and replenish their forces. We should smash ’em and get it done.”

      “No way.” One of the other survey team-members shook his head. “You weren’t here before. They came out of the ground like worms after a rainfall and took us by surprise.”

      One of the other surveyors shuddered at the memory.

      “There were hundreds of them… maybe more,” the first man continued. “I don’t even want to think about how many more are down there.”

      “It could be a lot,” Drestra jumped in. “Especially in the Chitterers’ dungeon. If you’ve been seeing Chitterers in Greymoor for some time, then they’ve had all the time they’d need to build up an army.”

      “Yeah,” Hart agreed. “You said you kept finding them around the moors? Well, blood-draks could’ve been flying Chitterers out of the dungeon at night and dropping them off to scout what you all were doing. Dungeon cores can control the terrain in their dungeons, and big changes take a long time to pull off. They could close up their holes after they released their scouts, making it look like there was nothing more to the hills than grass, rocks, brush and moles.”

      His large eyes focused on the dungeons like a hawk’s. “I think we should get down there too.”

      “And I say we should wait for Baelin,” the younger surveyor said. “If we wait for him, he can put spell-marks on us and then we can go down there safely.”

      “He can bring more reinforcements too, and we can raid the dungeon while we’re fresh,” another young woman jumped in. “And his spells’ll make quick work of anything the dungeons have to throw at us.”

      “That’s a bullshit idea,” Tyris said, folding her arms in front of her chest. “We spend two days waiting for Baelin and that’s going to give them even more time to build up their forces.”

      “Which won’t matter because we’ll have Baelin,” the young woman fired back.

      “I dunno about that,” Alex said. “If we give them more time, then the dungeons can scatter monsters, send a bunch of blood-draks out into the moors to ambush us over the next few days, or even attack the encampment or Luthering.”

      He looked at the two dungeons. “We know they’re there now, so they’ve got no reason to keep hiding. If I were one of those Ravener-spawn, I’d fly waves of blood-draks out at night and have them spew that diseased blood of theirs into the surrounding rivers, and poison whatever they can. Then we’ll be in real trouble.”

      “We’ll watch the hills day and night, in case any leave,” one of the other surveyors said.

      “And the dungeon cores can just make more entrances. We have no idea how deep or wide those dungeons are.”

      “Aye, that’s true. An’ poisonin’ rivers an’ wells s’a common tactic for blood-draks,” Cedric said as he stepped into the discussion. “We’ve got an entire division of the army set to patrollin’ waterways. They’re makin’ sure venom-walkers, blood-draks and other nasty things don’t go about poisonin’ things that they’d have ta heal with Uldar’s blessin’.”

      “And if we give those monsters time, they’ll be able to spread out and hide all over the moors. We could be dealing with them for months. Meanwhile, we’d have to waste a bunch of time watching our water supplies,” Alex said.

      “So we go in now and risk getting slaughtered?” someone jumped in.

      “No…” Alex said. “We could still do things strategically. Does anyone here know how to cast Wizard’s Eye?”

      Several people raised their hands.

      “Great, we can send those in to scout out the tunnels,” Alex suggested. “They’ll let us know what’s down there. Then, summoned monsters can go in and engage any clusters of Ravener-spawn they find. After that, strike teams can enter the dungeons—in small groups—and head straight for the dungeon cores. That way, we’re doing things cautiously, but can still get in a quick strike that takes advantage of the damage we just did to them.”

      Several people nodded; others shook their heads.

      “That’s a kickass ide—”

      There was a pause.

      Two voices had spoken at once—Hart Redfletcher and Tyris Goldtooth stared at each other in surprise.

      “Agreed,” a deep voice said before anyone else could say anything.

      Khalik stepped forward, rising to his full height. “When an enemy is broken and running, that is when they are most vulnerable. This is why we must strike now before they recover or have the chance to hatch any plans that could be devastating. If we break them here and now, these dungeons will be broken forever. And besides… are we cowards?”

      He looked all around. “We all volunteered for this expedition. We knew the dangers. We knew the risks. Now we have the opportunity to get our first specimens of dungeon cores and what… we wait? We run? How will that look to Baelin, to see us here cringing, hiding, and waiting so that we might hide behind his robes? There will come a day when we are graduated and cannot rely on chancellors, professors or Watchers. We will need to stand on our own.” His jaw tightened. “We are wizards. Let us not get in the habit of cringing like frightened dogs.”

      Watcher Shaw cleared his throat. “Right… we’ll put it to a vote just to see what the general feeling is, though I’ll have final say. All who’re in favour of waiting for the chancellor?”

      Some hands were raised.

      “And all who want to press our advantage?”

      Many more hands rose up.

      “Right, then.” Watcher Shaw banged his staff on the granite at their feet. “That’s what I was thinking. We come up with a plan, send a message back to the encampment, wait for any survey teams that are coming, then we get to it.”

      He looked at Alex. “That plan of yours wasn’t half bad. You want to break it down and give us more details?”

      Alex squared his shoulders. “Right. First, we’ll break down the plan. Then—”

      He glanced toward the dungeons.

      “—we’ll break those rotting bastards.”
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      “Alright, so here’s what I’m thinking.” Alex was stooped over, drawing a diagram on the granite. He’d drawn little hills to represent both dungeons and a few blobs to stand in for the expedition’s forces. “This is the enemy. And this is us… and speaking of us—”

      He looked up at the Heroes. “Mind if I include you guys in my plan? You three represent a lot of power.”

      He looked in Hart’s direction. “I’ve literally met demons. Like… a lot of demons… Actually, an unhealthy number of demons, now that I really think about it—that’s besides the point. The point I’m trying to make is that you fought more ferociously than all of them put together. You must be a nightmare down in the dungeons.”

      Hart stood a little straighter with each word.

      Alex looked at the Sage next. “Your magic was nothing short of breath-taking. I mean that literally. As in your hurricane spells could probably suck the breath out of an air elemental. A poet should be describing your magic… I’m no bard, but I’ll just say it felt like a seismic wave when you were casting.”

      He looked to Cedric, who was raising an eyebrow. “I can’t believe you’re more powerful than when we first met. I didn’t think that was even possible. I can see why—despite all of, y’know… this—” he gestured toward the masses of dead Ravener-spawn covering the fields and hills “—you’ve been holding the Ravener back. And you’ve all been facing this kinda stuff every day for like a year. Seriously, all of you, my respect.”

      Murmurs of agreement went through the gathered Generasians as they took in the smouldering battlefield and destruction littering it.

      “I don’t know what I was imagining exactly,” a grad student said with a quick nod of her head. “But I know I didn’t imagine coming to Thameland would be like this. You have my respect too.”

      The Heroes glanced at each other, as a number of Generasians echoed the same sentiment.

      But some of the wizards remained silent, and their body language showed a level of dissent. Alex made a mental note of who they were. He would have to account for different opinions when it came to people risking their lives.

      And speaking of dissent…

      He looked at Hart and Drestra. During the battle, both the Sage and Champion had—to put it charitably—gone their own way. If they acted like that in the dungeon, lives could be lost. No matter how much damage they could each do to Ravener-spawn, they could also do a lot of harm by striking out on their own. They had to work together.

      For the sake of the group, they needed to work with the group.

      Drestra drew a breath.

      “We were given this task,” she said. “We do what we have to do, and we’re… equipped for it.”

      There was a catch in her voice.

      ‘Is that reluctance?’ Alex wondered. ‘Dissatisfaction? Is that why she acted on her own?’

      That might be something to explore later.

      “Well, I appreciate what you’ve done,” he said. “And with your power rolled in, we’d be able to make one hell of a battle plan. If you want to do your own thing, I’d get it, but we’d love to include you.”

      The Generasians looked at the Heroes, waiting for their answer.

      There were a few heartbeats of silence, broken only by the wind blowing over the hills of Greymoor. The stench it carried must have been inconceivable with so many dead blood-draks and Chitterers out there.

      The expedition teams would be taking some of the bodies for study, but getting rid of the rest and healing the ground of diseased blood meant a lot of clean up.

      But that was a later problem.

      “Count me in,” Hart said. “You’ve got the largest force here. I’ll follow what you’ve got to say unless it’s stupid.”

      “Yes,” Drestra said. “I’m curious to see what ideas the wizards of Generasi might have.”

      “Aye, I don’ mind you directin’ us,” Cedric said. “Let’s see what y’come up with.”

      Alex smiled. “Thanks. Hopefully, that’ll make raiding those dungeons easier on all of us.”

      Mentally, he made another note: ‘Drestra and Hart made their own decisions. They didn’t consult each other or wait for Cedric’s choice. There’s a leadership problem among them. And that’s odd.’

      He thought back on what he’d learned about Uldar’s Heroes at the church school so long ago. The Chosen was supposed to be their leader. That was what the historical records said. The Chosen took charge of the others, leading them both on and off the field. Alex recalled the text from the holy book of Uldar.

      And so did Uldar grant each Hero a divine role in His plan. The Sage is the artillery: able to strike enemies, strengthen allies and wreak havoc on Ravener-spawn. The Saint is the holy balm: able to heal the most grievous of wounds and crush foes with divinity.

      The Champion is the protector, able to tear enemies asunder with superior physical strength, speed, agility, and the skill of all preceding Champions. In places where magic cannot help or cannot be used, the Champion is the Heroes’ main force.

      The Chosen is the leader: by bearing lesser incarnations of all the others’ gifts, they are able to solve problems, bridge gaps and achieve synergies that would require all the others working as one. The other Heroes look to the Chosen for guidance, as they know each of the fields in which the others are masters.

      ‘Funny how the Chosen didn’t get a lesser version of the Fool’s gift,’ Alex thought. ‘And none of the Heroes seem to have any of the downsides the Fool does. There’s another reason why people think of the Fool as the odd person out.’

      Not for the first time, Alex thought about how the Mark of the Fool was a strange choice for Uldar. He promised himself that the time would come when he learned more details and more of the truth about his Mark. It was a puzzle with a lot of missing pieces. But that was for later.

      What was important now was how Drestra and Hart didn’t seem to look to Cedric for leadership, even though he was their leader by divine decree. That didn’t necessarily mean their group was unhealthy. Alex’s group had an arrangement where there was no designated leader.

      Despite what Thundar kept pushing.

      Though the role often naturally fell to Khalik or Alex, and if another member of the cabal had different information or expertise in something, then they’d be the one giving the orders or advice. The cabal and his other friends always worked in collaboration, which made them more successful than if they acted like a bunch of lone wolves. Their way had developed out of trust. Each member of their team had enough experience together to trust each other’s judgement.

      The Heroes, though? The Heroes were doing the exact opposite of working as a team.

      They didn’t exactly scream trust or fellowship. It didn’t seem like they actively hated each other or anything like that, as far as Alex could tell, but things weren’t exactly warm between them either.

      More information to file away for later.

      “Right, so here’s what I’m thinking,” Alex said. “We wait for the rest of the survey teams to arrive then post anyone that feels like they’re low on mana out here.”

      He threw a quick glance at those who’d shown dissent earlier.

      It was subtle, but he’d given them an out while still making use of them.

      “Their job will be to watch the dungeons to make sure nothing comes out or goes in behind the strike teams I mentioned earlier. With them—”

      He looked across the hill where Vesuvius watched the dungeons with those intelligent eyes of his.

      “—we can leave Vesuvius. He’ll have to stay out here anyway… cuz, y’know, he’s enormous.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Tyris said proudly. “He can keep a lid on those monsters.”

      “Great,” Alex said. “So anyone that’s feeling low on mana, or… indisposed, like they wouldn’t be able to give their all, should stay out here. Anyone feeling off would probably get jumpy down there, and if anyone gets jumpy walking around underground through the unknown? Things could get ugly, fast.”

      Again, he gave the reluctant ones an out as he cast another quick glance their way. They were mainly less combat-oriented members of their survey teams anyway. The map-makers and scouts. Now, they had a way to contribute without creating resentment or even worse, disaster.

      Some looked to each other then nodded. Others—mostly the combat-oriented surveyors who’d been reluctant earlier—didn’t. They were probably too ashamed of being thought a coward to stay outside.

      “Good, we’ve got that settled. For the rest of us? We’re going in,” Alex continued. “We keep each survey team the way it is: no breaking teams up or switching people around. Most of our force here comes from the survey teams, so they’re used to working together. If we switch people up, that’ll break cohesion. As for the reinforcements? I think we can break those up.”

      He looked at the Watchers and the Heroes. “You all are the most powerful resources we’ve got.”

      “Your golem counts for that too,” Watcher Shaw pointed out. “He’s a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Yeah, I’m not going to argue with that,” Alex said. “In any case, my suggestion is, we break the experienced members of the reinforcement group up and put one or two of each of you on a survey team. At least one Watcher or Hero to each team. That way, every team has someone more powerful and experienced to act as a leader, vanguard, or back-up—whatever that team needs.”

      He looked at the Heroes. “This means we’d be breaking you up. Are you three used to working apart from each other? I know Cedric did some fighting alone before you all got together, but…”

      Letting it hang in the air, he watched them carefully. If he was reading them right, they’d probably be just fine with—

      “Yeah, we go our own way all the time.” Hart shrugged. “I don’t need nursemaids.”

      “Aye, it makes sense,” Cedric said. “Normally, we stay together to concentrate power in one place when we’re divin’ into a dungeon, but… your force is pretty bloody strong itself. It don’ have experience with dungeons, though. There’s a sense in breakin’ us apart now. We can show yous the ups an’ downs o’ them.”

      “Yes, I agree,” Drestra said. “With your magic and the combat experience you’ve shown, we could use this as a chance to teach you how to dungeon dive for any future raids you do.”

      “Brilliant,” Alex said, looking at the rest of the group. “First, we’ll send in Wizard’s Eyes to scout things out, and after they’ve had a look around, we send a wave of summoned monsters. The people staying outside; if any of you can summon some monsters for us, it’ll be a big help with any fighting we need to do down there, which’ll also preserve the mana of surveyors who are going in.”

      There was a series of nods.

      “Once Wizard’s Eyes pick out the routes to a dungeon core, the summoned monsters can pin the Ravener’s monsters in tunnels they’re lurking in, which’ll keep them from attacking from too many places at once. Then we can go straight for the dungeon cores from a couple of different routes.”

      He glanced toward the dungeons. “Just a suggestion, but I think we should send more teams to raid the Chitterer dungeon than the blood-drak one. We did a good job cleaning up the blood-draks, but there seemed to be less of them than Chitterers to begin with. There’ll probably be less resistance and maybe fewer of them left in their dungeon. Plus, we know we killed a blood-drak commander. There might be another blood-hydra down there, but we know for sure that we didn’t kill any of the Chitterers’ commanders.”

      “There were some pretty big ones,” one of the surveyors said. “With finer weapons and armour. We killed plenty of those.”

      “Aye, but they ain’t the really big ones,” Cedric said grimly. “Trust me, if you saw one o’ the Chitterer leaders, y’wouldn’t mistake it.”

      “I know,” the surveyor said. “I’ve read the Thameish bestiaries, but the dungeon core might not have had time to make a commander yet. Otherwise, they would’ve been sent out, wouldn’t they?”

      “That is not true,” Drestra’s voice crackled. “Dungeons almost always make a commander for their forces early, as soon as they establish themselves. Dungeons that make flying creatures usually send their commanders out on raids or attacks. A flying beast is less useful sitting in a cave underground, which is why it’s a bit easier to break the cores of flying dungeons. They’re a little less well-guarded. Cores that make land-bound monsters, though? They keep their strongest close, unless the dungeon has gathered enough power to make more than one—that’s when they start sending them out.”

      “That makes sense,” Alex said. “I’m guessing something big and nasty’ll be waiting in the Chitterer dungeon. What does everyone think? Are we all good with this plan?”

      “Works for me,” Watcher Shaw said. “It’s solid enough, and probably the best way we’re going to break these bastards’ backs.”

      He looked around at the surveyors. “I’ll be assigning the teams since I know my Watchers and I’ve studied each survey team—I’ll know best which weaknesses to patch.”

      Murmurs of agreement spread through the group as he gave them an appraising look with his experienced eye.

      “Right, here’s what we’ll do.”

      He divided the Watchers quickly, assigning them to different survey teams, then he turned to the Heroes.

      “Hart Redfletcher, was it?” he said. “I’m putting you on Team 5: without Vesuvius, they could use someone to handle a lot of the heavy lifting.”

      Hart glanced over at Tyris, who glanced back. Her eyes slid up and down the Champion appraisingly. The big man raised an eyebrow.

      Watcher Shaw moved on. “To Team 3, I’m assigning Drestra. Your team is mostly melee-oriented, so you could use the extra firepower.”

      Lastly, he turned to Cedric. “And you, I’m putting you on Team 8. You and Roth showed good cohesion earlier, and I think you would do good work on the same team.”

      “Aye, I’m fine wit’ that,” Cedric said.

      Alex kept his face relaxed, but he’d been hoping this wouldn’t happen.

      He glanced at Claygon.

      It was the first time he’d be taking his golem—with his core made from dungeon core remains—into a dungeon. He’d also be fighting a dungeon core for the first time since the Cave of the Traveller.

      Since he’d accidentally controlled one.

      And he had no idea what to expect or what the Chosen might see.
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      Alex sat on the edge of the hill, chewing his bottom lip while his mind chewed over the Chosen of Uldar. Before too long, Cedric would be heading down into the depths of a Ravener dungeon with him and the rest of his team.

      But first, the Wizard’s Eyes would have to explore the underground, inspecting every nook and cranny concealed in the darkness.

      Alex’s team waited tensely, sitting around him in silence, mentally preparing for what was to come. Other teams paced and readied themselves, while the more experienced wizards prepared to cast Wizard’s Eyes.

      He looked up at his golem: solid, loyal and silent. Would he be alright down there? He was the first construct with a golem core made from the remains of a dungeon core, as far as Alex knew. The black substance was what was used to make the Heroes’ equipment for generations now, and there’d never been any talk of their equipment going rogue when it came in proximity to an active dungeon. ‘Even Cedric’s, Drestra’s and Hart’s weapons weren’t acting like they had minds of their own,’ Alex thought, carefully assessing each Hero.

      Maybe blades were different from golems.

      After all, swords couldn’t go berserk.

      …At least not normally.

      When he was building Claygon, Jules and Baelin had talked about a couple of strange cases where weapons became sentient then went absolutely berserk. What were their names again? Storm edge? Soulbringer?

      Something like that.

      But what had happened with those swords was different from his situation since they hadn’t had anything to do with a dungeon core—they’d been cursed. Claygon’s core was powered by core remains, and if he went berserk down in an underground tunnel, it would be a catastrophe for everyone down there with him. Alex remembered the golem rampaging through Shale’s Workshop. A scene he’d prefer not to see repeated. Especially with Claygon.

      What would happen if being near a living dungeon core triggered that somehow? He thought back to the core in the Cave of the Traveller. It seemed to have an intelligence and will, considering how hard it fought him. He remembered the strange sights that whirled through his mind: dark spheres, blasted landscapes and monsters in the shadows. To this day, he had no idea what any of that was.

      ‘Memories, maybe? Were they something the dungeon core had experienced in the past? Can they even have memories, or were they things it was… connected to?’ He’d wondered about that more than a few times in the past year, but had never reached any conclusions.

      Blood magic could bridge the gap between life-forces and mana, while Claygon had a permanent mental connection to him. There were spells that could craft telepathic bonds, reaching between minds to allow one to speak to someone else through pure mana and mental connection. Maybe the dungeon core had something similar within it.

      If it did… then what would happen if it sensed the core remains powering Claygon? There was a sort of sapience in his golem. Would a dungeon core sense it? Would it try to communicate with him? What about himself? Would it recognize that he’d briefly taken control of one of its… siblings? Was siblings even the right word?

      “Ugh, so many unknowns,” he muttered, his eyes drifting to the Chosen. If something did happen, Cedric was the last person he wanted witnessing it.

      Time for a plan. His mind began working through different scenarios. If something happened and Cedric was right there, then Alex would need plausible deniability. Battles were always chaotic, so he might be able to use—

      “Worried?” Theresa’s voice broke through his musings.

      He nearly jumped out of his skin. He’d been so deep in thought, he’d almost forgotten she was sitting beside him.

      “Yeah,” he admitted quietly. “I’m trying not to go crazy with it.” He held her gaze. “Speaking of worry, I nearly lost it when we heard you’d found not just one, but two dungeons. I thought… well, never mind what I thought since you’re okay. But how the hell did you guys find them anyway?”

      “It was Brutus and Vesuvius that found them,” she said. “We were passing the hills—like always—when Brutus stopped and started barking like he’d scented a pack of wolves over the next hill.”

      On hearing his name, the cerberus perked up and put one of his massive heads in Theresa’s lap. She stroked behind his ears. “He was jumping around like crazy, then he led us to the blood-drak hill, and when we got close enough, Grimloch and Thundar smelled something nasty. Then I smelled it too.” She made a face of disgust. “It must’ve been their blood. You wouldn’t believe the stench.”

      She glanced over at the wizards casting Wizard’s Eyes. Having finished their spells, they’d begun sending the Eyes toward the dungeons. “Khalik put Orbs of Air on those of us who can’t cast spells. Otherwise, I don’t think we would’ve made it. It was so bad, Alex. I’ve never smelled anything that bad in my life… Not even the smell from days old carrion baking in the sun smells that bad.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Tyris had Vesuvius climb the hill and stomp on the spot we were checking. Thoomp!” She made a pounding noise, then a punching motion with her fist. “Part of the hilltop fell in, and there was this tunnel underneath. That’s when we realized what we’d found, so we pulled back to a third hill, lit a flare, and sent an urgent message back to camp. Some of the teams surveying near here came in to back us up, but the monsters attacked before anyone else could get here. We just fought until you guys came.”

      She glanced at the Heroes. “But I didn’t expect them.”

      “Yeah, they were literally Uldar-sent,” Alex said. “I don’t think we would’ve gotten through so much Ravener-spawn without a lot more blood being spilled if they hadn’t been here.”

      “Agreed,” Khalik jumped in. He was leaning back against the hill on Alex’s other side, looking at Cedric, Drestra and Hart. “Such power is humbling. The might shown by Cedric… that’s the dream of any warrior. Hart’s strength is something I would love to have.” He flexed his own thick arm. “Though I know I could never grow that much on my own. Not naturally. As for Drestra? I think the Sage’s spells could overpower those of most of our professors.”

      “You ain’t kidding,” Thundar polished one of his horns. “I wouldn’t want to fight ’em, let me tell you.”

      He threw Alex a meaningful look.

      Alex nodded, then glanced at Theresa.

      The huntress looked away. Rather quickly.

      “This is what I mean,” Alex whispered. “If I was an enemy of their enemies,” he made sure to use very general, hypothetical terms, “I’d make sure that anyone I knew got out of their way. No one should fight them. They’re too powerful.”

      “Mmm,” was all she said, with a little resentful nod of agreement.

      “Right then,” Cedric’s jovial voice called out.

      The group startled. The Chosen was sauntering over, leaving Drestra talking to Hart. “Good to be workin’ with all o’yous. All together, we’ll give this bloody dungeon core a right good thumpin’, then be back to camp in time for an’ early supper, by my reckonin’.”

      “You think so?” Prince Khalik asked, appraising the leader of the Heroes. “You will not have your usual… powerful reinforcements, though I do not mean to dismiss our own abilities. As you’ve seen, we hold our own, but we are not divinely selected instruments of destruction like you three.” He gave the Chosen a slight smile.

      “Aye, but we’ve worked with knights, rangers an’ the Thameish army,” Cedric said. “We know how to work with others. My partners’ll be nearby on other teams if’n things go wrong. And you all can handle yourselves, that’s a sure thing. Trust me: we cud only dream o’ havin’ this many wizards in one spot. Most o’ the few we’ve been workin’ with are academic fuddy duddies, not too big on battle magic.” He gave a wistful smile. “We wouldn’t say no ta havin’ this much battle magic with us every time we go divin’ into dungeons.”

      “Well, we’re academics too, don’t get us wrong,” Alex said. “It—”

      “The Wizard’s Eyes are now in the dungeons,” a wizard announced, cutting their conversation short. “We’ll be creating illusions so we can follow their progress in real-time.”

      There was a mad scramble to surround the illusions. Multiple ‘windows’ had been conjured, showing the point of view of each invisible Wizard’s Eye floating up the hills toward the entrances to the dungeon’s tunnels.

      In a few heartbeats, they sank into the darkness.

      “Adjusting for the light,” one of their controllers said.

      There was a flash as the illusions brightened to a blinding white, then dimmed until each provided a greyscale view of the dungeons’ tunnels. Seeing the Eyes floating through the dark brought Alex back to his family’s own experience in the Cave of the Traveller.

      ‘If only I’d had something like this back then,’ he thought. ‘We could’ve checked things out from a safe distance and maybe avoided spiders that wanted to eat us and statues that wanted to roast us… That’s if we didn’t step on tiles in the chamber with the statues. Then again, if I’d been able to cast fourth-tier spells back then, we could probably have just blasted our way to safety. Oh well, better late than never: that’ll be the fourth-tier spell I learn right after Planar Doorway… and a bunch of summoning spells.’

      As one of the Wizard’s Eyes turned a corner in the dungeon, it revealed Chitterer corpses clustered together. The fallen ones who’d succumbed to their wounds as they fled back into their lair.

      “Ach, I hate it when they do that,” Cedric said. “They use the dead ones as barricades. Sometimes—if some clever ones get spawned—they even set traps. They even regularly jus’ leave scraps from their feedings in the tunnels as a warnin’.”

      A memory came back to Alex. The image of Brutus picking up a dead delver’s skeletal hand from within the Cave of the Traveller. There hadn’t been any more of the skeleton lying in the dirt—probably completely devoured by silence-spiders. He remembered how terrifying seeing the hand of a dead person had been back then. They’d seen worse since, a lot worse, but now, they were far better equipped to deal with whatever came.

      The invisibility of the Wizard’s Eyes was letting them move through the massive tunnel complex freely, though they hadn’t spotted any living Chitterers yet. It truly was a massive space. The two dungeon cores were well-concealed, which allowed them plenty of time to not only remain undetected, but to also build up their lairs and forces. Beneath the hills, a dizzying network of chambers and shafts constructed to confuse and frustrate anyone trying to attack the cores had flourished. It’d be easy for someone to get lost down there, trapped in the dark with endless horrors surrounding them.

      Trapped to meet a gruesome fate… One that some had already suffered. An expedition member gasped as the answer to where the Chitterers’ equipment had come from was revealed.

      A Wizard’s Eye entered a space with the sinister look of an abandoned abattoir—a high ceilinged, smooth-walled cave piled with skeletons and discarded equipment. It looked like the dungeon had been busy catching prey for some time, long before the expedition had arrived in Greymoor. The bodies—for the most part—had been stripped down to the bone.

      Some were partially eaten.

      “I think I’m going to be sick…” One of the wizards walked away from the illusion, dry-heaving as he went.

      “It’s only going to get worse,” Hart grunted.

      “Look.” Thundar pointed at the illusion. “Some of those bodies ain’t human. There’s some beast-goblins… and… what the hell are those?”

      His finger levelled at smaller corpses. They’d been chewed up, but Alex caught sight of pointed ears and… wings, maybe? They’d been too torn apart for him to confirm what they were with any certainty.

      “They look like fae.” Drestra grimaced. “Though I can’t really tell what kind they were.”

      “I thought the fae were safe from the Ravener,” Khalik wondered.

      “Aye, mostly,” Cedric said. “But a few stragglers get caught up. They don’t get taken in the numbers we mortals do, though. Not all the time.”

      “Wolves,” Theresa said.

      “Sorry?” the Chosen asked.

      “The dungeons are wolf packs,” the huntress said. “We tell stories of people being killed by wolves all the time, but there’s really only a few folks that actually get taken by wolf packs. There’s wolves all over the Coille. I think only one person got taken in all my years growing up there.”

      She thumbed her knife. “Wolves are smart. They know that we’re tough prey. We hunt them more than they hunt us, so they know to fear and leave us alone, unless they’re starving or they can catch one of us alone, or injured. Leave a wolf pack to themselves, and they’ll be happy to fill up on deer, boar and the occasional sheep. I’d bet it’s the same for the dungeons. They target us as their preferred prey, but they only take the fae now and then. Likely when an opportunity presents itself.”

      “S’fair theory,” Cedric said.

      Regardless of theories and fae, the Wizard’s Eyes moved on. The deeper they probed, the more living Chitterers they found moving through the tunnels. It wasn’t unexpected that they’d find a small army of them lurking down there, but the Wizard’s Eyes scouting was giving the wizards a bigger advantage over them.

      “Hmmm,” Watcher Shaw noted. “There’s still a good few to be sure, but we withered their numbers down pretty good. We’ll have to get them in the tunnels—where they can’t surround us—and rip them apart. Send the Wizard’s Eyes down deeper.”

      “Careful,” one of the Watchers said to the wizards controlling the illusions. “When we dissected some of the dead ones, we found sensory organs. Experiments on live ones we caught showed they can sense things cloaked in invisibility. Wizard’s Eyes aren’t physical things, but we may be in for a scare if those monsters detect them, or if we use invisibility when we get down there.”

      “Speakin’ of scares, can your magic eyes find hidden things? Like secret tunnels?” Cedric asked. “Chitterers like to make ’em and spring out at’cha from the sides or the back if you’re not bein’ too careful. Their hiding places ain’t easy ta spot in dark places, unless you move real slow and careful-like.”

      “Hey, I think there’s one over there,” a wizard said, pointing. He drifted the spell closer to a wall. “I think that looks like a seal—”

      Something blurred in front of the Eye’s field of vision, filling the illusionary view and drawing gasps.

      “—Oh hells!” the controller swore, whirling the spell around.

      A group of Chitterers had cornered the invisible spell, trying to eliminate it. Hideous, snarling mouths snapped and chomped at it repeatedly. Sharp claws tore at the Eye.

      “Aaaan’ there’s the scare,” Cedric said.

      “We’ve got scares of our own,” Watcher Shaw said. “We’ll see how they deal with a fistful of demons shoved down their throats. Alright, keep scouting and take notice of all the concealed tunnels the Eyes find, then find those dungeon cores. They’re our end goal, people.”

      Though the Chitterers kept trying to attack the magical sensors, the controllers kept finding their hidden passages. Watcher Shaw had the mapmakers keep adding on to rough maps of the dungeons they were making for each strike team.

      They would continue updating the maps until the Wizard’s Eyes found the dungeon cores.

      And they finally did. Located at the very bottom of each lair, orbs as dark as midnight were pressed into walls guarded by monsters. Alex gulped when he saw them waiting there, forbidding anyone to come near. He’d be down there soon, looking to destroy them.

      “No sign of the Chitterer’s commander,” one of the wizards reported, a note of hope in her voice.

      “Oh, it’ll be there, don’t you worry about that,” Cedric said.

      “Well, the Chitterers know we’re watching them,” Watcher Shaw said. “Let’s get a move on. Start summoning.”
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      Alex focused his mind, pouring his mana into Summon Small Water Elemental spells while the expedition readied themselves at the bases of each dungeon hill.

      He’d already summoned Bubbles—conjuring the little creature by using the elemental’s name—then kept summoning until he’d called four in total. Next, he summoned a fire elemental beetle swarm, then took stock of the creatures before him, concluding that they’d be enough for the time being. He then began regenerating his mana—it might be a pretty mana-intensive day.

      His summoned monsters would be accompanying his team, but there were a host of summoned monsters that other wizards had conjured who’d be going into the dungeons ahead of the strike force. Wizards who’d chosen to stay outside but were capable of summoning had been tasked with calling a small army of demons, spirits and elementals. The creatures were assembled and all set to go, their summoners relaying last-minute instructions, showing them maps and illusions displaying the targets they were assigned to hit.

      “Remember,” Watcher Shaw said, “summons won’t last forever, so make sure they take the quickest routes to their targets. We don’t want them disappearing back to their home planes because time runs out. And for you sentries, keep watching those holes. We also don’t want any surprises while we’re waiting.”

      His sharp eyes scanned the hills, and so far, none of the enemy had appeared to attack them.

      “Likely they want us down in their lair. It’d be better for them if they can get us fighting on their terrain. But we’ve got surprises of our own for the bastards. Watch the illusions,” Watcher Shaw said. “As soon as all the summons start the attack, we go down. Our priority are those two dungeon cores. We’ve got to break ’em as soon as we can so they can’t warp the terrain or make reinforcements. If there’s a commander? Gut ’em like a fish, then clear out stragglers like we’re crushing monsters in the Barrens. After that, it’s clean up and time to divide the spoils. Everyone got that?”

      Murmurs of agreement went through the expedition.

      Alex took a quick look at his team.

      Grimloch had just finished cleaning Chitterer remains off the spikes on his maul and was slinging the weapon over his shoulder. Thundar had recast Lead Blows on his mace, and also cast several defensive, body-strengthening and agility-enhancing magics. Khalik was casting a higher tier version of the earth armour spell on himself. Isolde’s defensive spells had been recast, and Svenia and Hogarth were busy checking their weapons. Theresa had her blades drawn, having resettled her armour on her shoulders, and Brutus was busy sniffing the air ahead.

      Meikara checked her equipment, preparing for any healing she might be called to do. She looked strained from healing the injured earlier, but said she could handle whatever came. Cedric had shifted his weapon through various shapes before settling on his trusty spear.

      And Claygon?

      Claygon was always ready. No preparations necessary.

      As a second thought, Alex retrieved his lasso, cleaned and untied it, and had it ready to use in a few different ways he’d come up with.

      “Everyone ready?” he asked.

      His team nodded, giving each other supportive glances.

      “Send the summons in!” Watcher Shaw cried.

      The summoned monsters swarmed the tunnels, pouring into the passageways.

      Alex took a deep breath, watching the illusions displaying the interior of the tunnels. As the summoned monsters advanced, they appeared in the illusions. They were concentrated in dense groups, quickly making their way to the Chitterers and blood-draks huddled within tunnels.

      And they greeted the Ravener-spawn with violence.

      Extreme violence.

      Demons ripped into the enemy. Elementals blasted fire, lightning and stone. Blood-draks sprayed their diseased blood onto onrushing demons, but the immortal creatures just kept charging, shaking away hardening blood like rainwater off a dog’s fur.

      Soon, groups of the dungeon core’s hostile creatures were engaged throughout both dungeons. Wizards dispatched groups of summoned monsters to the barriers made of Chitterer bodies to break them down. Ravener-spawn attacked, sending some back to their home planes with vicious strikes, but the remaining summoned creatures did their work. Soon, the barriers were broken, clearing the way for the strike teams.

      Alex took a deep breath. “Here we go.”

      “Forward!” Watcher Shaw barked. “Get to those dungeon cores and break them into sand!”

      Alex’s group mounted the hill at speed, heading toward one of the largest Chitterer tunnels: they’d need the room to accommodate the hulking Grimloch, Brutus, Thundar and Claygon.

      “Best thing to do in a dungeon,” Cedric said as he marched, “is move as brisk as ya can, but not like you’re bein’ chased or anythin’ of the like. You move too fast and you’ll be blind ta anythin’ nasty waitin’ in the shadows for ya. But you don’t want to stay put either. Remember, dungeon cores take a while to make big changes to their lairs, but they can make thin walls an’ such pretty quick if they’re pressed. You stay too long in one spot, and they’ll box you up and leave you right there ta die. S’reason why Chosens and Champions get so much strength from their Marks: Hart can bust through thin stone by hisself, an’ I can do it too if I combine magic or divinity with good ol’ muscle power.”

      “We got that covered,” Grimloch said matter-of-factly, gripping his hammer. “I’ve broken stone before.”

      Crnch.

      Claygon’s foot crushed the body of a Chitterer as they ran up the hill, almost like he was punctuating the statement.

      “Aye, I suppose you’ve no problems with that,” Cedric said, not doubting the shark man’s words for a minute.

      Alex nodded. He remembered the dungeon core in the Cave of the Traveller raising walls and changing stone. Not for the first time, he thanked the Traveller that the dungeon core had been nearly drained of mana.

      If it hadn’t, he wouldn’t be here climbing this very hill.

      When they’d made it out of the Traveller’s Cave, he never thought he and Theresa would be willingly heading into another one. Yet, here they were again, like some crazy deja vu.

      He glanced at Theresa, who brandished her swords.

      “Here we go,” she mouthed, a look of confidence on her face.

      He nodded back. Things were different now than back then. In the Cave of the Traveller, Alex had only known one spell, he’d been as skinny as a rake and Selina had been with them. Their only real defences had been Brutus, Theresa, his forceball, and their wits.

      Now?

      Cedric—a temporary member to his team—was the first to enter the tunnel, his spear ready and with divinity blazing around his hands. The Chosen of Uldar was their vanguard, ready to face anything coming from the front. He was followed by the two experienced warriors, Svenia and Hogarth, with their halberds pointed forward, well-equipped to cut down anything trying to get past Cedric.

      The cabal was next.

      Looming Thundar, filled with physical and magical power. His enchanted mace was gripped in one hand and a forceshield hovered beside him. The formidable Prince Khalik, covered in earth armour, strode beside him. The armour sparkled like fine, polished quartz, complete with stone spikes on the arms and shoulders. Najyah flew above the prince, powerful and experienced in fighting any threat they’d ever encountered in Generasi. Isolde had her electric-blue forceshield hovering beside her, and her poniard in hand. She held no other weapons, though Alex could feel the mana coming from her, tinged with the electricity of her favourite spells.

      Brutus licked his chops while his master stalked beside him, silent as death. Between them, Alex strode—broad-shouldered and strong—surrounded by his Wizard’s Hands, elemental beetle swarm, and his water elementals following close behind like a small, watery army.

      Within each one floated a bubble of booby-trapped sleep potion, ready for use. Meikara came next, prepared to protect the wizards with her own magic and provide her healing as needed. Healing from Cedric at the front, and from her in the middle.

      And to guard the rear? Their heavy hitters.

      Claygon and Grimloch, their massive shadows melded with the darkness as the two giants entered the tunnel.

      Their team, with all its strengths, was something to be proud of.

      Alex took a deep breath, filling his chest with air and pride.

      Today was a lot different from the first time he and Theresa had entered a dungeon.

      A hell of a lot different.

      “Lights!” Isolde said.

      The forceballs and other light spells sprang to life. The caves ahead brightened from many-hued magics, replacing the dark with a rainbow of light. Alex placed sleep potions into a pair of his Wizard’s Hands, then sent them shooting forward to hover over walls, ceilings and floors, seeking any traps or secret tunnels hidden in the passageway.

      Soon, the sound of wind blowing outside faded, replaced by the echo of the team’s footsteps walking through the multi-coloured light of their magic, and that of battle coming from all around. Summoned monsters and other teams were fighting Ravener-spawn in other tunnels.

      “What’s the map say?” Thundar asked.

      Alex glanced at the map—in his Wizard’s Hands—while keeping an eye on the tunnel ahead. “Looks like forward for a hundred steps, then right at a fork, then we slope into a curving tunnel that goes straight down. Another hundred paces then left at a crossroads. There’ll be secret passages on either side of the next tunnel, about a hundred paces down. And then—”

      Rmmmmble.

      The stone shook, dislodging bits of rock and dust from the ceiling.

      “Ohohoho!” Cedric cried. “Looks like the little black ball’s gettin’ grouchy already!”

      “Then let us keep moving,” Khalik said. “I am eager to meet it.”

      Alex glanced back at Grimloch. “Hey, big guy, you think you can smash open those hidden passages when we get to them? I’ll have Claygon blast fire-beams down them when you crack them open. If anything’s waiting for us, they’ll be the ones getting the nasty surprise.”

      “Will do,” Grimloch said, brandishing his hammer.

      They stalked through the tunnel and reached the corner.

      “Power up those fire-gems, Claygon,” Alex said.

      Whooooooooom!

      Red light grew within the cave.

      Everyone went quiet as they reached the hidden passages. They passed them cautiously, until Grimloch and Claygon were between them.

      Grimloch lifted his weapon.

      Whish! Whish!

      He struck twice with his maul.

      Crash! Crash!

      The thin passage walls exploded. Unpleasant chittering noises filled the air. Hordes of monsters were packed into each secret passageway, freezing when suddenly revealed.

      Some rushed forward.

      Whoooooosh!

      Booom!

      Explosions filled the spaces as Claygon’s flame ripped through lines of Chitterers, turning hordes of Ravener-spawn into floating ash within heartbeats.

      Alex shuddered at the heat, imagining what that smell must have been like. Smoke billowed high in the air, monster cries died in an instant as the team’s Orbs of Air wicked the smoke cloud away.

      “Two down!” Alex cried. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They were even more alert than before, eyes raking all sides of the tunnels. Wizard’s Eyes had found a lot of secret passages down there, but probably not all. Tension moved with them like a cloak. They pressed on, stepping through a cleared barrier of dead Chitterers, then passed strewn corpses of a pack of newly mangled ones the summoned monsters had cleaned out. They’d been torn apart with extreme prejudice.

      Cedric stabbed each body he came to.

      “Watch yerselves,” the Chosen said, thrusting downward with his spear. “Sometimes they play dead, so we might wanna skewer ’em just in case.”

      If anyone was squeamish about doing so, no one said. They were too busy watching their flanks, stabbing Chitterer corpses, and keeping alert until they came to the crossroads.

      “Left here,” Alex said, and the team turned. “We go for another fifty paces ’til we come to another fork, take a right there, and then things—”

      Rmmmmble.

      The dungeon shook even harder.

      A horrific scream rang through the tunnels, seeming to echo from every stone.

      The team scanned the ceiling and every other direction.

      “Aye, that’d be the commander,” Cedric said. “Either we’re gettin’ close or maybe another team is.”

      “We should push harder,” Theresa said. “But cautiously.”

      “Slow is smooth,” Khalik said, quoting an expression often used in his Kingdom’s army. “And smooth is fast.”

      Slowly and smoothly, they kept pushing into the dungeon. Wreckage of dead Chitterers were piling up like debris. Alex remembered the silence-spiders Cedric had obliterated outside the Cave of the Traveller.

      “Stop!” Theresa shouted, cocking her head to one side. “I hear Chitterers… it sounds like there’s two groups of ’em. One’s coming from up ahead and the other’s behind us.”

      Seconds later, loud chittering confirmed Theresa’s warning. The monsters were coming at them from two sides. There was also a strange clanking and clashing, as if a smithy had sprouted legs and was coming for them too.

      “Whatever’s making that sound,” Alex said. “Focus all your spells on the front, Claygon’ll take care of anything behind.”

      “Agreed,” Isolde said.

      Cedric gave them a puzzled look. “Right, then.” He extended his spear to their front. “If you wanna wait, then let ’em come.”

      Alex heard a note of disapproval in the Chosen’s voice, but before he could say anything, Theresa swore.

      “Dammit, everyone, look alive,” she said, closely examining the wall to the right. She swore again then moved to the other wall. “No wonder they came at us now. There’s hidden passages on all sides. They’ve got us caged in.”

      Alex’s mind flashed back to the Cave of the Traveller and how the worker spider swarm had come up from tunnels hidden beneath the floor tiles.

      But that was then.

      Alex cracked his knuckles. “Maybe they think closing a hand around a piece of glass is a good idea… They’re going to regret that.”
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      Theresa put her ear to the wall on the right side of the tunnel. She swore.

      “It sounds like they’re massing,” the huntress warned, moving to the left side and pressing her ear to the wall’s surface. Frenzied voices were increasing behind the thin rock. “Here too!”

      “How many?” Alex asked, listening to the echo of monster voices coming from behind and in front of the team. They were growing louder, getting closer.

      “At least ten on the right! A dozen on the left! Maybe more. It’s chaos in there, so it’s hard to tell. If we move up, they’ll be behind us.”

      “Then I can bust the walls open and flush ’em out,” Grimloch said.

      Without another word, the group moved forward, surprising Cedric with their level of coordination. Ahead, chitters closed in, shrieking and clicking, growing louder.

      “Wait!” Theresa held up a hand, cocking her head, listening intently. Everyone stopped.

      “I hear it too,” Grimloch growled, his grip tightening on his maul, pausing mid-swing.

      Theresa put her ear to the stone again. “There’s another one here too!”

      Alex swore, glancing at the map. There weren’t supposed to be any secret passages in this area.

      “The rumbling!” he said. “The dungeon core must’ve been making hidden passages all this time! I bet there’s secret tunnels all along here.”

      Cedric—at the front of the group—moved to the right side of the tunnel. “Aye, there’s another one up here too… I can hear—”

      Rmmmmmmble!

      The dungeon shook again, drawing a growl from all three of Brutus’ heads. His fangs and eyes shone in the dark. Alex remembered the trapped temple floor in the Cave of the Traveller: the silence-spiders had used it to lure the unsuspecting to their deaths.

      “Then we will have to make a stand.” Khalik drew his short sword as a screech from Najyah echoed off the tunnel walls. “As you said, they’ll be a hand closing around glass, though they may think otherwise. They are thinking they’ll surprise us from the sides. So, we’ll make our flanks as hard to break as our head and tail.”

      “Damn right,” Alex said, digging into his pack. “I’ll send my swarm of beetles down the right tunnel.” He switched the potions in his Wizard’s Hands: changing sleep for booby-trapped flight.

      “I’ll take the right too.” Theresa made her stand beside Alex. “Brutus, you take the left!”

      With one bark, as if he were acknowledging Theresa’s instruction, the cerberus whirled toward the left, sniffing and growling.

      “I’m with you, big guy,” Thundar said, moving beside Brutus.

      “Take these!” Alex pulled out four potions of Haste, one each for the minotaur, huntress, and cerberus, then quickly drank the last one. The magic rushed through him, slowing the world to half-speed as Theresa gave Brutus his, then swallowed hers in one gulp, Thundar doing the same.

      “I will focus on clearing the enemies coming from our front,” Isolde said, nodding to Khalik.

      “Indeed,” Khalik said.

      “Oi, you lot talk a bunch,” Cedric said. “They’re comin’.”

      ‘Get ready, Claygon,’ Alex mentally communicated to his golem.

      Whoooom.

      The sounds of fire-gems powering up mixed with clicks and harsh cries echoing from the tunnel in front and behind, increasing in intensity.

      “They’re getting into position behind the walls,” Theresa said, her enhanced hearing catching movements through the stone. “They’ll attack us soon.”

      “Get ready,” Alex said.

      The group started casting spells, readying for the Chitterers to make their move. The spellcasting seemed to act like a catalyst.

      In a flash, frenzied Chitterers poured around the bends of both tunnels, screeching in a flurry of motion. They looked like elite warriors. Taller and huskier than those they’d fought outside and they carried better weapons—steel blades wrested from past victims.

      At the front of the line… were true monstrosities.

      If most Chitterers were twisted mirrors of humanity, then these creatures must have been the warped images of much larger races. A knot of giant Chitterers strode at the front of their groups, each nearly as tall as Claygon or Grimloch, with barrel chests and massive arms the size of Alex’s bulked-up thighs. Their legs were as thick as old oak trunks, and their wide shoulders more resembled rows of walking bricks six rows deep. Pieces of stolen armour were lashed to their bodies, adding to the image of walking fortresses of rusty metal, with hands that gripped giant bone clubs with sharpened blades forming brutal spikes that protruded from the tops.

      Despite their bulky frames, their skulls were strangely small, like a child’s head sitting atop the body of a giant. The smaller Chitterers swarmed behind them with spears and bows at the ready. Bow strings were already tensed, ready to fire.

      “Unleash our fury!” Isolde shouted.

      Crackle!

      She loosed her lightning at the same moment Khalik launched a spiked volley of rock, and Cedric shot a ball of flame at the creatures coming at their front. At the rear, Claygon let loose his fiery wrath.

      Whooooosh!

      Fire beams blasted through the tunnel behind and filled it with an explosion of flame. To the front, Isolde’s lightning raked an armoured Chitterer leading a line of monsters, and crackled through those piled in behind it. Khalik’s spikes slammed into a larger Chitterer, piercing it countless times through gaps in its rusty armour.

      Meanwhile, Cedric’s fireball soared past the armoured monsters and landed directly within the ranks of those behind them.

      Boom!

      If the armoured ones thought they’d been spared, they soon learned otherwise when the ball of flame detonated, turning their backs into an inferno and washing their allies with fire.

      Shrieks filled the tunnel, but the beasts weren’t done yet. Monsters were still coming from farther down the passageways.

      Whish! Whish! Whish!

      “Arrows!” Hogarth shouted a warning.

      Most of the Ravener-spawn’s arrows went wide, hitting walls, the ceiling or floor, but one headed right for Cedric. He raised his spear, shifting it into a shield, and caught the arrow in one fluid motion.

      “They’re coming from the sides!” Theresa shouted. “I hear the stone shifting!”

      “Get ready!” Alex called on his summoned creatures and fell into the first position of the Spear-and-Oar Dance. His Wizard’s Hands put away the map for later, then floated open-handed in front of him as the other pair held the potion bottles.

      Thundar conjured his illusionary duplicate and Brutus snarled.

      Crash!

      The stone walls on either side burst apart, revealing tunnels filled with screeching monsters who lunged at Alex’s team, giving cover to the ones behind, allowing them time to draw their bowstrings.

      With the potion of Haste running through him, Alex saw the monsters’ every movement in slow motion as he approached, using the Mark and the Cleansing Movements to guide his hands.

      His rope hung loosely between his fists like a garrotte.

      Whiiish!

      Arrows whizzed toward him and Theresa while spears thrust.

      His deflective force rectangles snapped them aside, swerving them into the surrounding stone. Theresa swept one with a blade, then turned away an oncoming spear.

      A spear thrust straight for Alex’s chest, but with the potion of Haste coursing through him and his heightened reflexes, it was almost like it was gently drifting. He willed his defensive spells aside, striking out with both hands and wrapping the rope around the spear-shaft before the Chitterer could withdraw.

      He gripped the rope tightly—avoiding direct contact with the spear in case the Mark reacted—and pulled hard.

      The Chitterer struggled, trying to break free, but Alex backed up, dragging it forward.

      Schwish!

      Theresa’s curved blade came down, slashing the top of its head. It stopped moving as her blade parried the thrusting spear of the next attacker. Her life-enforced reflexes and Haste magic made her a blur, even to Alex’s enhanced senses, allowing her to overcome the reach and speed of the spear.

      She cut it away, slashing at the enemy in a whirlwind of steel. In a heartbeat, and with three quick movements, the armoured Chitterer was slashed between the gaps in its armour three times—it tumbled to the ground.

      Alex uncoiled the rope from the spear it was wrapped around, and let the weapon clatter.

      Time for reinforcements. “Eat the bowstrings!” he barked at his elemental beetle swarm. They clustered together, buzzing around with what seemed like a leisurely momentum as another volley of arrows were loosed. Two force rectangles popped as the projectiles hit them while Alex danced away from Chitterer spears.

      He held the rope between his fists again, and moving with the speed gained from the Haste potion, rapidly dragged one Chitterer after the next to Theresa, who made quick work of them with her blades. They worked in tandem until the monsters realized they should let go of their spear handles as soon as his rope caught the weapons. But they’d been slow to figure that out.

      Alex looked around the cave floor where a mound of Chitterer dead had appeared at their feet from their teamwork. ‘I think I’ll be keeping the rope,’ he thought, smiling. Up ahead, bowstrings were snapping in two as the elemental beetles chewed them, turning the bows from deadly range weapons into nothing more dangerous than sticks. His team could easily handle sticks. His smile broadened.

      “Return!” Alex called the elemental beetles back, then willed his Wizard’s Hands into both tunnels: his and Theresa’s, and Brutus’ and Thundar’s. He didn’t dare risk a glance behind, but timed things so each Wizard’s Hand had enough time to travel deep into each passage.

      Then, when they were in position, they crushed the bottles.

      Crunch.

      Poooof!

      Booby-trapped potion gas filled the air.

      A breath later, Chitterer screams joined it.

      The sound of cracking bones, bangs, dull thuds, thumps, colliding bodies and terrified shouts echoed through the tunnels as the monsters were flung every-which-way thanks to the booby-trapped potions. In heartbeats, the rear of the ambushing Chitterer force collapsed, giving him and Theresa more time to crush the ones in front.

      With him disarming them, her cutting them down, and by utilizing the booby-trapped flight potion, the hordes of Ravener-spawn rapidly collapsed. As Theresa cut another Chitterer down, he took a glance behind.

      Thundar and Brutus had also pushed into the tunnel, trapping the Chitterers between them and the cloud of potion-mist behind them. So far, the front and back lines of each group were holding up well. Alex could feel their mana surging as they brought spells to bear against the monstrous forces. Stone ground as more hidden passages opened in front and behind their team, but the would-be ambushers were just more fodder for magic, weapons, cerberus jaws, eagle talons, and big, clay fists.

      Until suddenly, another mana surged.

      Alex gasped.

      He’d felt that sort of mana before: a dark mana tinged by something hungry. The dungeon core. Mana gathered right above him and Theresa.

      His eyes flew wide.

      “Get back!” he shouted, grabbing her and pulling her back.

      Thoooom!

      A wide stone barrier plunged from the ceiling above, forming a wall that nearly dropped on the two of them.

      “Everyone back!” Alex shouted. “The dungeon core’s making new walls! It’s trying to separate or crush us!”

      Thundar swore and sped toward the group with Brutus right behind.

      Alex felt dark mana surging again.

      Crash!

      More walls dropped.

      One hit the cave floor inches in front of Thundar and Brutus, separating them from the rest of the team, nearly crushing the cerberus. Another one slammed down behind Claygon and Grimloch, isolating the two giants from the others, while another confined Alex and Theresa.

      Stone scraped and grated through the passageways, but now Alex felt the mana retreating. The surge he’d felt that had altered so much stone had been immense. Hopefully, its mana wasn’t unlimited and it couldn’t do that too often.

      Dark mana flowed downward, building up below.

      For an instant, Alex felt something pass over the group… like a presence aiming its attention on them. The feeling was familiar: a similar yet distant one to what he’d felt from the dungeon core in the Cave of the Traveller. It was strange.

      The force seemed to lightly touch them, but if anyone else noticed, there were no sounds of alarm. Then, Alex felt it pause. Suddenly, that odd consciousness rested on him, focusing intently like a watchful eye. It seemed to be searching, examining him for a moment.

      Then it recoiled, as if scalded.

      For a breath, Alex felt something like emotion surrounding him before it broke contact.

      Something very sharp. Something unsettling. Something like…

      Recognition.
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      The Usurper was there. Right in its lair.

      Of all possible scenarios, the worst had arrived.

      Within its chamber, the dungeon core’s mana shuddered as its alien mind worked, gathering its thoughts, ordering them. This was not the time for disorganized thinking, but it was difficult to process all that had happened.

      Recent times brought too many unwelcome events its way.

      First came the new interlopers into these moor-filled lands. It had been certain the area would remain empty, save for the few wild beasts and other denizens lurking about. They were no threat, so they were ignored.

      There was a time when the dungeon cores abiding in these lands had been three. They’d worked in synergy, preparing to annihilate the mortals staining the Ravener’s land in a crushing, combined wave. Chitterers were to form the bulk of the army. Blood-draks controlling the skies, poisoning the land. And Skinned Ones, the siege engines that would shatter the walls and armour of the enemy and bring utter ruin to their cities.

      It was to be the highest expression of their purpose.

      But an impatient core acted too quickly.

      The Skinned Ones had ventured forth, tasked with one goal: spread terror across the land among the mortals, feed their fear, make it grow so the fuel from human terror could enrich the dungeon cores. The armies would grow stronger and the cores would build their armies of monsters faster. For a time, they had been filled with the mortal’s fear… but that attention had drawn the hated Heroes.

      And the dungeon of the Skinned Ones had been uncovered and destroyed by them.

      The remaining pair had waited, soaking in the mortals’ fear and building up fear-inducing armies. The plan was still sound, even without the Skinned Ones. The dungeon cores would simply be more cautious, less impatient. Then, they would strike together, and by the time the Heroes returned to hunt them, much terror would have spread far and wide among the mortals.

      But then they had come.

      Strangers with skill, strong magic—far stronger than that wielded by most wizards in these lands—and organization. Soon, it became clear these mortals were a growing threat.

      And so their plans had changed.

      The two dungeons worked in secret, building their forces to strike and clear the lands of the blight. They’d sent scouts out with care, mostly under cover of darkness, and kept their tunnels obscured during the daylight. Yet, they had been discovered by a small group of these intruders. It wasn’t the first time they had been found. Those other trespassers were of no significance and useful for fuel, food, and their equipment. They were easily dispatched.

      But these strangers proved to be an entirely different matter.

      And the Heroes presence was also of concern.

      Ultimate destruction was likely.

      Yet, resistance was a must.

      It had been mounting a broad defence against the intruders when a group had entered its main tunnel where it had been building ambush points.

      It had overrun that passage with its creations… only to find troop after troop destroyed by these invaders. It then tried to warp the stone within the passage—costing it much mana due to the urgent action needed, and the distance it had been working from—but these persistent pests endured. It had been forced to examine them more closely, to know the enemy.

      That was when it sensed it.

      That stink.

      The stench of a mortal who had overcome one of its siblings and controlled it. A Usurper. A Usurper brought a fate far worse than destruction to a dungeon core. It meant a grave shift: from being a tool for the Ravener, to being a tool for a mortal.

      And if more mortals were to learn of this ability…

      That had to be avoided.

      At all costs.

      Reaching deep within itself, it tapped some of the mana it had been building up over time. It mentally connected to the armoured Chitterer, who held it with the greatest care. The assistant had removed it from the rock shelf within its chamber—the only spawn in the dungeon that had been given intellect and mana to practice a crude form of magic.

      The dungeon core’s mana and consciousness joined with its creation’s own, and that joining allowed them to begin working in concert. There was much to do. The dungeon core understood that all of its mana reserves would be used up, and would have to create additional elite Chitterer-warriors to buy time. Then it would use that time to craft another commander. The chamber would have to be sealed and obstructions created if there was enough time.

      It had to resist.

      No matter the cost.

      Then it paused, feeling its attendant’s consciousness directing its mana to another purpose. When it understood what the creature was planning, the dungeon core eagerly offered up its power.

      There would be risk. If the plan failed, it would be left with just a fraction of its mana.

      But if it succeeded… the Usurper and at least one Hero would be destroyed.

      Its power reached through the stone above.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Brutus! Thundar!” Theresa hastened toward the other tunnel, the horror at what just happened marking her voice. She threw her weight against the stone wall, hitting it with her shoulder, kicking at it.

      But it was unyielding.

      Alex watched her, his mind overwhelmed. It had recognized him. By the Traveller, a dungeon core had recognized him!

      His mind began to race with questions, but there was no time to consider any of them. He had to get those walls down.

      ‘Claygon! Come to me! Break down the wall.’

      Thm.

      Colossal footsteps sounded from behind the wall separating him and Theresa from Claygon and Grimloch.

      Crash!

      A huge clay fist burst through the thin stone like it was cracking eggshells.

      Crash!

      Then another and another, pulverizing the rock.

      A heartbeat later, the dungeon core’s wall crumbled, spewing rock dust. Alex was glad to see Claygon step through the ragged hole. Behind him, flames roared through the passage, consuming monsters, while Grimloch—covered in a shield of dark water—smashed some of the bigger ones charging him.

      He was laughing with every swing. He didn’t need Claygon’s back-up anymore.

      So Alex put him to other uses.

      “Claygon, I need—”

      His breath caught.

      That dark mana streamed up from down below.

      And this time, there was even more of it.

      Alex looked at Theresa, fear coursing through him. “Theresa, there’s—”

      Crooom!

      The tunnel shuddered like a titan was violently shaking it. Stone dust and rock shards rained down from the ceiling, bouncing along the floor and kicking up fine grey clouds.

      “By Eku-Dari!” Grimloch cursed.

      “Alex, what’s happening?” Theresa cried.

      He looked up at the ceiling as the tunnel shook with increasing force. Then, the ceiling began to move. Downward. Mana flowed around them with such intensity, it was becoming overwhelming.

      “It’s trying to crush us!” Alex shouted. “We need to—”

      “Look out!” Theresa screamed.

      Alex looked up.

      Spikes.

      Stone spikes were focused on him, shooting straight down from above.

      He jumped away, propelled himself to the ground and out of the way before they could skewer him, then kipped back to his feet. They shattered where he’d been a breath before.

      Rmmmmble!

      As the ceiling slowly moved down, the sheer amount of mana being used made Alex shudder. His mind flashed back to that strange complex beneath the Barrens where he, Brutus, Rayne and Thundar fought off muupkara skeletons and had to save themselves from another ceiling rigged to crush anyone in its path.

      Only this time, there was no switch or mechanism to use to open an escape route.

      And no spell-marks to whisk them away to safety.

      “Claygon! Break the wall on the left! Hurry!”

      Schnk!

      More spikes.

      Alex twisted away, dodging the impaling tips. They hit the dirt, billowing a dust cloud.

      Crash!

      With fists flying, Claygon shattered the thin wall separating Thundar and Brutus from Alex, Theresa and Grimloch. The minotaur and cerberus were fighting hard against a tide of Chitterers. Many had died by them and booby-trapped flight potions, but there were more pouring in, determined to pull the hound and wizard down.

      In an instant, Theresa leapt through the hole and over Ravener-spawn heads.

      Her blades flashed, tearing through the monsters. “Go! Get back!” she shouted at Brutus and Thundar.

      The panting pair stumbled back, their chests heaving. The minotaur gaped at the descending ceiling. “By my ancestors, it’s coming down!”

      Grimloch roared and smashed another armoured Chitterer. “We gotta move!” His knees were beginning to bend as the ceiling was getting close to his armoured dorsal fin.

      Schnk!

      More spikes shot down, then—

      Shcnk!

      —more launched from the floor at Alex. He jumped aside, narrowly avoiding being skewered. A spike tip scraped along his force armour. Too close.

      The tunnel was rapidly filling with spikes. He was running out of room. Soon there’d be no place left for him to dodge.

      “Break that other wall!” he shouted at Claygon.

      The golem strode to the front wall—his head almost scraping the ceiling now—and smashed another barrier the dungeon core had erected. There were shouts of surprise from the other side.

      Meikara, Isolde and Khalik whirled around in shock, while Najyah fluttered around them, screeching. Ahead, another wall had been created, cutting them off from Cedric and Isolde’s entourage.

      Isolde was pale. “Hogarth and Svenia!” she cried. “They were fighting a new wave of monsters when the wall came down! I—”

      Rmmmble!

      The ceiling continued descending, grinding toward the ground and anything standing on it. The dark mana flowed.

      “What is that mana?” Meikara cried. “It’s horrible!”

      Then a muffled roar came from behind the wall.

      It was Cedric’s voice.

      Another mana flowed around them, filling the space and pushing back against the dungeon core’s power.

      Crack!

      Stone split from the strain, sending rock and dust cascading from the cracked ceiling. The ceiling’s descent had slowed almost to a crawl. The stone spikes stopped, buying them precious time.

      ‘Claygon, get all of us back together,’ Alex mentally commanded.

      Bending at the waist, the golem moved to the wall and smashed it with two powerful blows.

      On the other side, chaos greeted them.

      Cedric fought like a demigod, combining divinity with his whirling weapon. From his mouth poured the incantation of a spell, and from his being flowed the mana that was slowing the sinking ceiling. It was a testament to the Chosen’s abilities that he could cut down giant, menacing, armoured Chitterers, while maintaining his concentration on his spell.

      He also had very capable help, though.

      Hogarth and Svenia were beside him, smashing the spikes of their halberds through the giant Chitterers’ crooked armour. They fought with the skill of veterans who’d learned how to fight their way out of a corner. Dozens of monsters were dead at their feet, but more were streaming in.

      Rmmmmble!

      The dungeon shook. Dark mana began to gather. Cedric’s mana pushed against the mounting power of the dungeon core, but the core’s power increased, pushing hard against Cedric’s. Dust fell as the ceiling began to fall faster again.

      “That’s it!” Alex shouted. “We’re breaking through! Claygon, blast every one of those hells-spawn out front! Heads up!”

      Whooooom!

      Whooooosh!

      Cedric, Hogarth, and Svenia continued cutting through monsters while Claygon fired, aiming directly at the approaching targets.

      Booom!

      Flame filled the tunnel as the Chosen and the two warriors leapt back. The golem raked the enemy at the front of the horde with two fire-gems, while blasting any remaining behind them with his third.

      “Move up and keep low!” Alex shouted. “We’re pushing forward as soon as the flames die down!”

      Heat built around them, and Alex called the Small Water Elementals, directing Bubbles and the other three to douse the flames. Steam hissed in the air, revealing piles of smouldering Ravener-spawn. Up ahead, more tunnels had opened on either side of the passageway. Chitterers clicked and shrieked inside, but stayed put, probably panicked by the wall of fire Claygon had unleashed on their now roasted brethren.

      ‘Charge the fire-gems again!’ Alex thought.

      Whooooom!

      Light built in the gems.

      “Get ready!” the Fool said, pulling more booby-trapped sleep potions out of his pack, then coiling the rope over his shoulder. He tossed some of them into his Wizard’s Hands while holding another pair in each hand. “Follow me at the count of twenty!”

      He sprinted forward with the Small Water Elementals and beetle swarm behind, moving down the tunnel with supernatural speed. His hands and spells whipped out, tossing potions into hidden tunnels on either side as he ran past. The bottles exploded, releasing their mist.

      His team followed, passing tunnels with sleeping Chitterers collapsed atop one another inside.

      Claygon was the last to follow, waiting until everyone was clear and the fire-gems finished charging.

      Then, Alex gave his mental instruction. ‘Rake them all!’

      The golem’s upper arms snapped out sideways, almost as though he was forming a T. Fire-beams hit the sides of the passage, engulfing everything around him in flame, then he charged ahead with earth-shaking strides.

      Fire beams seared the walls, letting loose twin streams of flame on either side of Claygon, leaving trails of fire as he ran. Every hidden tunnel he passed was met by fire-beams scouring them, blasting any Chitterer hidden within. When his sprint through the passageway was done, every hidden tunnel on either side was raked by fire. There’d be no Ravener-spawn following their team and stopping their progress. Not for a while.

      Alex had his Wizard’s Hands pull up the map again. “C’mon, guys! We’re nearly at the dungeon core!”
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      Rmmmmble!

      The entire dungeon trembled as the group sped down the passageway.

      Stone dust rained from the ceiling, spreading through the air around them. The dungeon core’s dark mana ebbed and flowed, trying to concentrate the might of its raw power in one spot and bring the full weight of the rock down on them. But they were neither stationary nor slow, frustrating its plan. The team kept moving, united in one goal: the destruction of the dungeon core. Frightful Chitterer cries echoed throughout the tunnels, though the monsters remained out of sight and at a distance.

      Everyone could breathe a little easier for the moment.

      And Alex finally had time to think.

      Time to dread.

      He recalled that feeling of recognition and the spikes aimed directly at him… and him alone. The walls the core erected had actually helped him in one critical way: they’d kept Cedric from seeing that attack against him. Alex glanced around, catching the Chosen’s eye, then slowed so the team could return to their original formation with him in the middle.

      Cedric gave Alex a respectful nod as he passed, attention turning forward, watching for threats.

      Svenia and Hogarth passed next, and the muscular woman clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks for the save.”

      Alex nodded, still watching Cedric’s broad back.

      Recognition. Focused attacks. It was pretty clear the core had been fixated on him specifically. With killing him specifically. His eyes narrowed on the dark tunnel up ahead. What would happen when he got down there, right in the heart of the dungeon, where the core’s power would be its strongest? He visualized bigger spikes, traps, swarms of monsters and other hells it could be planning to throw at him.

      His jaw hardened with resolve.

      So what?

      Khalik, Thundar, Isolde and Meikara passed, then he jumped in beside Theresa, and Brutus.

      Bringing up the rear and towering over everyone like a pair of powerful guardians, were Grimloch and Claygon.

      His team. His friends. All wielding their own power. All united in purpose.

      He’d spent the last year forming friendships. Making bonds. Gathering magical power, skill, physical strength and magical allies. His eyes rested on his Small Water Elementals still moving beside him, then on his swarm, and briefly on Claygon striding behind him.

      There was no question in his mind that the dungeon core was targeting him—and it seemed to have a lot more mana reserves than the one they’d fought in the Cave of the Traveller—but he, Theresa and Brutus had stopped it with a blade, jaws, a smashed fire-gem, and some imagination.

      If this thing wanted him dead, he’d have to disappoint it.

      Still, there was one major issue to consider…

      His eyes narrowed on Cedric’s back.

      What would the Chosen think if it became obvious that the dungeon core was focused on him, on someone who was from Thameland? The secret Fool had his explanations ready, but made-up explanations weren’t fool proof. A dead dungeon core was.

      Especially one that died fast, well before it could bring attention to how much it was focusing on him.

      Alex was pulled from his thoughts when screeching erupted in the tunnel.

      “There’s no rest for the weary!” Cedric shouted from the front. “Here comes another wave!”

      Rmmmmmmble!

      The dungeon shook below.
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        * * *

      

      The strategy failed.

      The Usurper was still alive and on his way to its chamber.

      And it had already used much mana in the failed attempt.

      It grew agitated in the Chitterer’s hands.

      Layer upon layer of large cocoons pulsated and throbbed rhythmically on the floor and walls within the space, moving and sloshing, ready to burst. The mana-filled attendant poured some of the core’s mana into them until they ruptured with a wet sound.

      Squelch!

      Newly hatched Chitterers—full-sized, but slick with fluid—burst free of their cocoons, screeching out their first breaths, then skittered along the stone floor.

      The attendant shrieked its orders.

      Take weapons.

      Use bare claws. Use teeth.

      Stop the Usurper.

      The Chitterers screeched in acknowledgement of their task, bounding through the tunnel with several giant ones bringing up the rear. When the attendant knew the horde had entered the tunnel, more mana was poured into the remaining cocoons and then…

      Rrmmmmmble.

      Crash! Crash! Crash!

      Wall after wall appeared in the tunnels leading to the core’s chamber, sealing out invaders.

      More mana used, but time bought. Now was the moment for caution, but not inaction. If it drained its mana too low, then the Usurper would use that weakness to overwhelm its defences and seize control of it. So, it must do what it could to avoid that fate.

      The core focused on the space above the chamber: the commander it had spawned long ago remained concealed within a crevice above the entrance, ready to stop all intruders.

      It would craft another.

      The attendant holding the dungeon core reached deep within it, drawing out its mana. Within the core lay prototypes of scores of monsters it could create, and its attendant searched them, choosing a commander suitable for its needs.

      There was a depth within itself it could not search, though. It was the sole domain of the Ravener. The prototypes hidden there were buried within each core, and only the Ravener itself could approach them. Usurpers of the past had hunted for them, but had never uncovered where they’d been hidden. Those specially spawned monsters were so terrible, so fearsome, that a single one could make short work of all of these interlopers. Yet, to create them was forbidden; protocols ingrained in each core’s very being would not allow that, except in one dire circumstance.

      And it would not come to that.

      And so, it would use what it had free access to.

      The air shuddered as a cocoon swelled and thrashed, growing as the creature inside shifted, its form altering, becoming something far greater than a simple Chitterer.

      A gibbering noise slipped from its covering.

      The casing began shifting and splitting apart.
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        * * *

      

      Cedric split the Chitterers apart.

      More kept coming.

      The dungeon was rumbling like an angry beast trying to scare predators away.

      But the predators kept coming, pushing through the last layers of resistance.

      “We’re near the chamber!” Alex said, checking the map.

      Whoooosh!

      Claygon’s firebeams blasted Chitterers to dust as the creatures approached from the rear. Ahead, volleys of spells tore through monsters coming from the front. Alex watched the spells; they’d been casting a lot since they got down here.

      “How are we on mana?” Alex called to his team.

      “Down to less than half!” Isolde shouted back, sending multiple small lightning bolts cascading from her fingers.

      “A little more than half!” said Khalik, spraying a glob of acid over Chitterers charging Cedric.

      “I’ve still got about three-quarters!” Thundar fired force bolts through the tunnel. He’d been using less powerful spells since the assault on the dungeons began, choosing to do a lot more hitting than magicking things.

      “I’m at about three-quarters of mine right now!” Meikara chimed in.

      “I’m just fine!” Cedric called back. “Maybe half, but that’s still lots for me!”

      Schnk!

      He, Svenia and Hogarth ran a large Chitterer through as one, then watched it collapse to the earth before kicking it away.

      ‘There’s the Mark of the Chosen’s mana pool for you,’ Alex thought.

      “I’m just over half!” Alex shouted.

      Using so many summons earlier had taken a fair amount of his mana, but the elementals were still with him, right by his side. Hopefully, the summoning spells would hold until the core was dead.

      He steeled himself. They’d be on top of the core soon.

      The team rounded a corner, finding a straight corridor filled with a swelling tide of monsters. Alex froze, because the hall should lead them right to the dungeon core’s chamber, except it was a dead end—a dead end overrun with monsters.

      It hit him like a wall.

      “The dungeon’s tryin’ ta block us out!” Cedric cried. “It’s sealin’ itself up wit’ walls! We gotta bust ’em down if’n we want that core! This one’s mine!”

      Up ahead, the dungeon was roaring, flowing like a raging river, powering… a process Alex couldn’t see.

      “Traps!” Cedric shouted.

      The Chosen leapt back as spikes shot out of the ceiling, floor and walls, nearly impaling him. His weapon morphed into a shining hammer that shattered the spikes. He leapt over the rubble.

      Likely there’d be traps on the other side of the wall as well. And only one of their group was nearly invincible.

      “Cedric!” Alex shouted. “Switch with Claygon and Grimloch!”

      He glanced at Theresa. “Can you and Brutus guard our backs for a bit?”

      The huntress gave him a look like he’d just insulted her.

      “Yeah, stupid question,” he said, then to Grimloch, “You’re the best armoured of all of us. Mind going in after Claygon?”

      Smash!

      Grimloch’s toothy grin after sweeping his hammer through more Chitterers was all the answer he needed.

      Cedric gave Alex and Grimloch another puzzled look. Then he seemed to come to a conclusion. “Right, but I’m next one through!”

      “Good! The rest of us—” Alex said, feeling the dark mana building in the chamber ahead. “—shock and awe tactics! We follow Claygon, Grimloch and Cedric and just bury anything with magic that so much as twitches in there!”

      The group approved.

      “Alright! Charge the fire-beams and have them ready, but don’t fire yet!” Alex instructed Claygon.

      Whooooom.

      Three fire-beams charged, bathing the area in red light. Alex glanced behind him. So far, nothing unusual from Claygon. So far so good.

      ‘Stay with me, buddy,’ he thought.

      “Charge!” he shouted.

      The group parted in front of the golem, who pounded his foot into the stone—

      Boom!

      —and charged at full speed with all three fire-gems glowing. He smashed through the monsters ahead like a raging bull moose crashing through a dilapidated fence. Chitterers flew through the air before abruptly hitting the ground, where they were promptly trampled by Grimloch.

      As Claygon ran into a line of giant Chitterers, they tried to stop him by pushing back, but they may as well have been made of dried twigs. Anything trying to block the charging juggernaut was cracked and shattered.

      The golem continued gathering speed as the wall loomed near.

      Crash! Crash! Crash! Crash!

      He ploughed into wall after wall, slowing with each one… But Grimloch was there, lending a hand. With a roar, the shark man slammed into Claygon’s back, pushing him forward, crushing Chitterers between clay and stone and demolishing all obstructions.

      Cedric came right after them, followed by each team member as Theresa and Brutus cut down Chitterers in the rear, then joined the others, completing the team.

      Finally, the last wall fell. The chamber yawned open ahead of Claygon.

      Clack! Clack! Clack!

      A volley of arrows broke on Claygon’s form: a failed ambush.

      Crunch! Crunch! Crunch!

      Spikes rose from the floor to impale him, but they shattered on him: a failed trap.

      “That core likes trying to kill things with spikes a little too much for my liking,” Alex shouted.

      “Get ready to fire on anything that moves!”

      Three fire-beams blasted from Claygon, shooting into the room and rocking the tunnel with heat and the flaring light of explosions.

      Grimloch charged in after Claygon, followed by Cedric and the rest of the group.

      Alex blinked as light from the wizards’ magical lights spread through the chamber.

      The room was enormous, nearly as vast as the portal chamber in the Cave of the Traveller. Seeing it through the Wizard’s Eyes hadn’t done it justice. The ceiling must have been close to fifty or sixty feet high, and was supported by walls covered in swollen, dripping cocoons that were pulsating, leaking thick fluid over the floor.

      Much of the chamber was burning.

      Flame jumped from one smouldering cocoon to the next, belching smoke into the cavern. Chitterer archers clutching bows blazed on the floor as the fire rose, but unfortunately, not every monster had perished from Claygon’s fire-beams. More monsters were erupting from cocoons the flames hadn’t touched, scrambling over stone, rushing to join a large Chitterer wearing distinct armour with bright colours and decorations on the scavenged plating.

      And in its hands… the dungeon core they were after. The mana flowing from it was immense as the orb of darkness seemed to pulsate with hatred and malice. Alex’s demeanour hardened as its attention fell squarely on him.

      He watched it with a look of defiance, neither blinking nor speaking. The Alex Roth who’d escaped Thameland on his eighteenth birthday a little over a year ago would have been trembling at the sight and feel of its mana—far more abundant than the core in the Cave of the Traveller.

      Now he didn’t even flinch.

      “Oi!” Cedric said. “Why don’t ya be a good little ball of crud an’ just explode for us, will ya?”

      The Chitterer wielding it shrieked at him.

      Alex paused. Was it… laughing?

      “Above us!” Theresa shouted.

      Alex glanced up.

      His vision was filled with monsters.

      Two of them.

      Giant masses of flesh with gibbering mouths quivered on the ceiling like spiders setting a trap. Each must have been taller than Claygon and maybe twenty feet across. Dozens of twitching, fleshy arms protruded from all sides, clutching a shield or rusty spear in their grips. A cut from one of those rusted spear tips could prove fatal.

      The monsters’ undulating wails blasted through the cavern so loudly, the swelling sound made Alex’s ears ring.

      “Scatter!” Theresa shouted.

      And then—with a sound like wet paper peeling from a wall—both monsters dropped.
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      Whoooosh!

      The monsters plummeted from the high ceiling, aiming dozens of weapons at everyone below. It was as if the spectre of death was falling to either crush Alex’s team, cleave them apart, or both. He doubted that how they died really mattered to the plunging horrors, just so long as they died. With Theresa’s warning and the hideous cries coming closer, the team reacted.

      Wizard’s Hands grabbed Small Water Elementals.

      The whole group scattered and leapt for the sides of the chamber.

      But Meikara—inexperienced in combat—was a step too slow.

      The blood mage stumbled.

      The fleshy monsters plummeted, multiple weapons poised to stab through her defences and end her.

      “Shit!” Thundar cursed and pivoted.

      His form blurred, he leapt, grabbed the healer and jumped clear, all in one unbroken movement. He drove his body to the side of the chamber with the power of his enhanced strength, and soared from the path of the monsters’ bulk… but with Meikara in tow, he was now slower by a heartbeat.

      Just a heartbeat.

      Scchnnnk!

      “Aaaaargh!”

      A sword tip slashed along the back of his force armour as the monsters came to rest on the chamber floor.

      Crunch!

      His force spell shattered, the blade sheared cloth and thick hide, piercing the minotaur’s back. Thundar’s pained cry escaped his throat, but he stayed on his feet, his hooves skidding along stone, bringing him to an abrupt halt with Meikara tucked beneath one arm.

      “Hey!” he shouted, as the back of his shirt washed red. “Are you ok—”

      There was a sudden intake of breath from dozens of mouths.

      Alex recognized the creatures as gibbering legions. Flesh swelled as the monsters’ inhaled, taking in a massive breath.

      And then, they screamed. From a host of mouths shrieking as one, undulating sounds slammed Alex’s eardrums and stabbed into his thoughts. Sound, sight, taste, and touch collided in his senses, looking to disorient him, but through experience with the dazing cries of a shoggoth, the shrillness of demon voices, the clamouring from hosts of enraged monsters, and the Mark’s obstructions, he’d learned to acknowledge the interferences and let them go.

      His friends weren’t so fortunate.

      Most screamed at the mental assault. Hogarth fell to his knees, clawing frantically at his helmet through the Orb of Air like he was trying to rip his own ears off. Grimloch roared, shaking his head like he was gripped by a fit of some kind, snapping at the air like something only he could see was attacking him.

      Only Cedric was able to shake the auditory assault off, roaring out a prayer to Uldar: “Oh mighty Uldar, bless our minds! Protect us ’gainst these fiends!”

      A wave of light gathered around his spear.

      Alex reacted at the same time.

      “Claygon!” he shouted, his voice loud enough for both the dungeon core and Cedric to hear. “Stay with the team! Knock the wind out of that monster!”

      The golem turned on the gibbering legion and smashed a pair of his fists into the creature’s side. Gibbering screeches died against the force blasting its breath clean away.

      Then divine power from Cedric’s spear exploded outward in all directions like a wave, and a halo of holy light enveloped the team. Whoever it touched shook their head trying to clear it, working to recover from the monstrous screams as Alex moved past the interference that tried to steal their reason.

      Just in time.

      The other massive commander charged, twitching dozens of fleshy arms that encircled its dune-shaped body, flexing them, raising shields and rusty weapons.

      Heading directly for Alex.

      It slid along the stone—swords slashing and spears stabbing, driving its spongy body past recovering team members—focusing its rush on the secret Fool. Gritting his teeth, Alex positioned a deflective rectangle to catch a spear-thrust, then moved back from the incoming assault by using the Cleansing Movements and a blend of dance movements to keep clear of the monster’s blows.

      With horrendous screeching from scores of gibbering mouths, the second commander whirled, striking at his team from all directions. They flinched away from the sound of its voices, gritting their teeth, giving ground as the piercing noise stabbed at their minds. This time, however, they didn’t fall. This time, Uldar’s holy energy guarded them. Cedric roared, his cry reverberating off stone walls as he leapt straight for the creature, his spear shedding divine light.

      Crash!

      Claygon grabbed the gibbering legion, smashing his hands through its web of shields with a pair of enormous fists. The team attacked, more Chitterers burst from cocoons, flinging themselves into the melee.

      Alex’s attention was no longer focused on Chitterers. He suddenly had much more lethal problems to worry about.

      The world became a hail of steel and stone as the giant, gibbering monster repeatedly struck at him, trying to impale him from a half dozen different directions. Spears and shields clashed against stone in a frenzied attack, piercing empty air and scraping against his forceshield as he just barely dodged the blows. Even a half a year ago, he would’ve been skewered in under five heartbeats by the monster’s onslaught.

      Now, his reflexes were sharper and his movements more practiced. He pushed his body to its limits, guiding weapons away from vital organs and dancing out of reach of others.

      But he wasn’t entirely on the defensive.

      “Claygon!” he yelled, ensuring all heard his voice. “Charge your fire-beams!”

      Whooooom!

      As he ducked, a sword strike aimed for his head, and the fire-gems began charging. Alex returned his focus to the dome-shaped monster gibbering before him.

      “You call that an attack?” he said, leaping out of reach of three spear thrusts as it chased after him. “I’ve met beast-goblins that fight better than you!”

      Its screeching built in volume at his mocking. ‘Seems you didn’t like that.’ Alex grinned as it threw itself at him again and again, trying to body slam him into the chamber walls. If he could keep this one distracted, then the team could make short work of the Chitterers and the other one, then they could all deal with this one and the dungeon core. Divide and conquer.

      And, he had more in mind for this creature than a game of tag.

      With a mental command, Wizard’s Hands shot through the forest of shields, blades and spears—while he dodged the monster’s flailing assault—to drop precious cargo on its domed form: two Small Water Elementals filled with bubbles of sleeping potion.

      The liquid creatures slipped through gaps in raised shields.

      “Push the potions in!” he commanded, ducking below a spear thrust, weaving around another, then deflecting a sword-strike with his armoured arms. “Extract as much water as you like!”

      The water elementals bubbled in glee, then pushed two doses of sleeping potion into Alex’s attacker, filtering it through the creature’s skin.

      The effect was immediate.

      Within heartbeats, the monster’s actions slowed as sleeping potion coursed into its system. It fought in vain, flailing and shivering, its movements becoming sluggish. The two water elementals hadn’t finished the task they’d been given yet, and happily began draining the dungeon core’s commander.

      Whoooosh!

      The monster shuddered as the pair did what they did best, pulling bodily fluid out, purifying it, then spraying the water through the air. The creature’s flesh withered like tomatoes drying in the hot sun, and its arms spasmed and flailed in panic, even as its movements grew increasingly sluggish.

      Alex danced away and sent one of his Wizard’s Hands searching through his bag for a—

      Mana was gathering beneath his feet. Dark mana.

      He sprang to the side.

      Schnk!

      Razor-sharp stalagmites shot from the stone beneath him, scraping his force armour. He shot a glare toward the dungeon core.

      “I’m gonna get you for that,” he growled.

      The orb’s attendant held its master in one hand, pointing it at Alex, while the other hand gestured at Cedric. With a cry that could curdle blood, it unleashed a spear of lightning at Uldar’s Chosen. Cedric instantly conjured a divine shield and deflected the blast toward the ceiling.

      Crack!

      Stone ruptured as the magic struck, raining stone shards onto the chamber floor. His teammates dodged falling rocks, and lashed out at the other gibbering legion and the Chitterers surrounding them.

      Khalik sprayed the commander with acid. The corrosive substance burned flesh and melted weapons, while Isolde raked it with lightning. Fumes rose from the screeching monster. Blades and spears it gripped acted as lightning rods, conducting her wrath into its fleeing bulk.

      Splorcth!

      Grimloch struck it with his spiked lead maul, splintering shields and burying the hammer in the creature’s side. It flinched, screaming in agony and shrinking back as the weapon’s poison sank in. The shark man wasn’t finished. He charged with full force, body-slamming dead-centre with the weight of his full armour, then in a frenzy, he buried his teeth into one flailing arm after the next.

      The monstrous limbs were cast through the air like a stream of caught fish.

      As Grimloch ripped and tore limbs away, Theresa charged, launching her body up onto her friend’s powerful back. She leapt.

      Swwchhhwiiiing!

      Twin blades whirled, and she landed atop the gibbering legion—planting her feet on a pair of its raised shields—then severed more arms when it stabbed at her. The beast roared, shaking itself like a bucking horse, but Grimloch, joined by Claygon, held it in an iron grip.

      It was going nowhere, and nothing was coming to help it.

      Brutus joined with Thundar, Svenia and Hogarth, tearing through Chitterers trying to flank the rest of the team. Meikara stood at their backs, healing Thundar and her other teammates’ wounds with blood magic.

      Except they weren’t the only ones healing.

      A gurgling squelch came from the commander’s wounds as its flesh knitted back together almost as quickly as the team dealt damage. It wasn’t generating limbs like the blood-hydra, but its wounds healed faster than the nine-headed creature’s had… except for those dealt by Cedric.

      The Chosen’s divine-sheathed spear burned the creature’s flesh wherever it touched, and those gaping wounds lingered, fresh and raw. Uldar’s power rejected the Ravener-spawn, cursing its wounds and spurning its regeneration.

      Rmmmmble!

      Mana was gathering beneath Alex’s feet again.

      He glanced down and vaulted away as—

      Shcnk! Schnk! Schnk!

      More spikes burst from the stone and a profusion of spears shot into the air, seeking to impale him. Relentless, the commander—its movements sluggish, uncoordinated—lurched toward him, battling the sleeping potion coursing through it. Its flesh withered as the elementals sucked and purified the life fluids, turning some of its limbs into something resembling shrivelled fruit.

      It tried stabbing at the spirits, but its weapons were too long. It couldn’t angle the blades properly to reach the little creatures draining it. Desperately, the monster raised a half dozen weapons, and threw them straight at Alex.

      Spikes shot at him from all sides.

      “Oh, shi—”

      The Fool propelled himself into the air, tucking his arms and legs in, spinning to the side, using the Mark to guide the motion. He whirled above the creature’s spears, and dodged some of the weapons.

      But four kept shooting right for him.

      Alex clenched his teeth and trusted his defending spells, mentally guiding them in patterns from the Cleansing Movements.

      Clash!

      His forceshield shot up, knocking aside a pair of swords. His sole remaining deflective force rectangle shattered while guiding a spear away, leaving him grunting as the last sword scraped along his force armour.

      He landed, took a deep breath, then jumped away from the commander’s next lunge. His spells had saved him. If he’d had lesser force armour cast instead of force armour, the weapon would have sliced him. Breath flowed through him as he panted, listening for the sound of Claygon’s fire-gems charging.

      A lot had happened so fast—it felt like the gems were taking a lifetime to charge.

      ‘Come on…’ he thought, using his Haste-enhanced speed to dodge around the creature’s next lunge. ‘Come on!’

      Scrambling away, the commander reached with those freed six hands and grabbed at the water elementals, trying to tear them loose. The little spirits tried to slip away, but too many hands plucked them off, hoisting them between two of the many hands then—

      Splat!

      Clapped them between them.

      Poof!

      The pair of Small Water Elementals vanished, sent back to their home plane.

      “Damn you!” Alex cursed the creature. “Beetles! Attack the monster in front of me! Bite at it in a loop!”

      Schhhnk!

      Spikes rushed at him, spearing up from the floor and—

      Whiiish!

      —he just caught the whistle of more shooting from the ceiling like crossbow bolts. He dove to the side.

      Crack! Crack! Crack!

      They exploded against the stones where he’d been a heartbeat earlier.

      Alex rolled then kipped up to his feet in one fluid motion.

      His swarm wasn’t attacking.

      ‘Where are they?’

      He scanned the chamber and found them on the floor twitching, their minds likely overwhelmed by screeching from the pair of gibbering legions.

      Alex swore. No reinforcements for him… though the same wasn’t true for the commander.

      Chitterers were rushing the young wizard from behind, while another horde scrambled for him with outstretched claws.

      Leaping back, he yelped as more stone spears shot toward him from all sides and the commander lunged. He’d be overwhelmed in no time. His Wizard’s Hand finally drew a flight potion from his bag.

      Alex reached for it.

      Thwack!

      One of the Chitterers slapped the Hand, bursting the spell. The potion bottle shattered on the ground as the world around Alex suddenly sped up.

      His Haste potion was fading.

      Thoughts whirled.

      Spears and Chitterers coming at him from all angles.

      The gibbering legion barrelled down on him.

      Too many directions at once.

      Nowhere to run.

      Think. Adapt.

      His mind stopped.

      There was one place to run.

      With the last of his Haste-enhanced speed, he leapt, twisting through the air.

      Toward the commander.
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      Alex spun through the air toward the gibbering legion, harnessing the remnants of Haste potion burning through his body. The creature’s weapons clumsily stabbed at him—a thicket of jabbing spears, blades and spinning axes.

      They cut the air, but the Fool sailed higher as his forceshield rushed down, blocking them.

      Alex activated the Mark. Memories of past flight manoeuvres, Cleansing Movements, acrobatics and dance steps filled his mind, uniting to create a burst of graceful motion.

      In a heartbeat, he became a whirl of deflection.

      Legs kicked away spears.

      Force-armoured arms guided swords from his path.

      His forceshield deflected more weapons, until he’d stopped enough.

      Then one final mid-air flip landed him squarely on the monster’s shields.

      It let out a weak, gibbering cry and lurched, desperate to eject him. It swiped with many arms, but he was a blur on its back. Even with the Haste potion spent, his trained speed let him slip through gaps in the monster’s erratic attacks.

      Alex’s hands whipped about, guiding weapons away as he danced across the monster’s back with controlled balance. The Chitterers surrounding their commander shrieked in frustration. Some tried climbing up to reach Alex, but couldn’t find stable footing on its wriggling form.

      Dark mana, seething around Alex—the dungeon core’s displeasure burned his senses with its rage, but there was little it could do about him. It would skewer its own commander if it shot spears at him now.

      The Chitterer attendant screeched in outrage, gesturing at Alex and chanting. Three stone discs—thin and razor sharp—appeared, spinning, above its hand.

      With a flick of the wrist, it shot them toward Alex.

      Whiiish!

      They cut through the air.

      His hands shot up.

      Weaving out of the way of one, he deflected the other pair.

      Schnk!

      They slashed nearby Ravener-spawn, cutting them down.

      The attendant screeched louder, aiming the core at Alex. Dark mana surged… but it was weakening. Less rose than before.

      Stone shuddered where the Chitterers stood, a platform rose beneath them, catapulting the monsters toward Alex. The Fool rolled backward, hopping on two of the commander’s shields and somersaulting off the side of the beast.

      By the time the Chitterers hit the gibbering legion, Alex was already springing away.

      Then he finally heard the sweet noise of what sounded like a choir of engeli to his ears: Claygon’s gems were almost finished charging. With a quick thought, he shot Wizard’s Hands toward the attendant.

      Then he turned to the other gibbering legion and shouted a command at his golem: “Claygon! Punch through that bastard’s hide and blast it from the inside! Shoot the one near me and blow that thing holding the orb to bits!”

      He reinforced his words with a mental command.

      Claygon raised one of his fists—red light leaked from between his clay fingers—then he drove it home.

      Splortch!

      It collided with the monster’s side, burying itself up to the elbow, forcing the breath from it.

      “Oh, shit!” Theresa’s eyes went wide. She leapt off the other monster’s back. “Everyone, get clear! Now!”

      Grimloch took one look at Claygon, released the beast, tore his hammer free and jumped back. Cedric was confused for a moment, then his eyes went wide: red light was escaping from the gibbering legion around the golem’s arm. The Chosen sprang away as heat and sound built up, shimmering around the beast and the golem.

      Claygon raised another fire-gem toward the other commander while smoothly turning his head to face the dungeon core and its Chitterer attendant. The Ravener-spawn screeched in alarm, blasting an incoming pair of Wizard’s Hands with another volley of stone disks. Both hands shattered, and it turned its full attention on Claygon, using more of the dungeon core’s power to—

      Thooom!

      Raise a stone wall between it and fiery death.

      Thoooom!

      The fire-gems finished charging.

      Whooooosh!

      All three blasted out at the same time.

      The first beam fired directly into the legion Claygon had rammed his fist into, blasting it from the inside. There was a hiss like steam escaping as the monster swelled with heat and growing red light. Smoke billowed from a multitude of mouths.

      The wooden shields covering it began burning and popping like corks.

      Booom!

      A column of flame roared as burning bits of monster rained down throughout the chamber. Through the column of flame, two more fire-beams erupted.

      The first struck the second gibbering legion, blasting it and the Chitterers on its back with roaring flame. Fire danced over the monsters’ forms, consuming them while they shrieked and fell. The second beam hit the newly erected wall. For the space of a few heartbeats, the stone held. Under the heat, lines of cracks ran freely along its surface, and then, it exploded, flinging shards of rock and dust everywhere.

      But in those few heartbeats, the attendant saw an opportunity for escape. Its magic carried it through the fiery explosion—yelping as the heat scorched its hide—flying through the air, tightly clutching the dungeon core.

      It glanced behind as flames consumed where it had been standing…

      Just as Alex had planned.

      A secretive grin spread across his mouth.

      The thing was, he hadn’t sent two Wizard’s Hands toward the attendant earlier.

      He’d sent three.

      One carrying a water elemental.

      Another had been a decoy that only appeared to be holding something.

      And the third? That one had been holding Bubbles.

      He’d slipped it in behind the core and its attendant, weaving the Hand through cocoons while the attendant was distracted with the other two and Claygon.

      Now, the third Hand appeared as the airborne Chitterer grunted in surprise.

      Wizard’s Hand shot up behind it, and casually dropped Bubbles right on its head.

      Its grunt of surprise instantly died as the first Small Water Elemental Alex had ever conjured enveloped its skull. Bubbles injected the sleeping potion through the Ravener-spawn’s skin then slipped into the creature’s head through its mouth, nose and ears, drowning it, sucking liquid, spraying purified water through the air, all the while making little satisfied sounds. The attendant’s eyes flew wide then promptly went limp from either the sleeping potion, drowning, or desiccation. Maybe all three. Alex had no way of knowing.

      But he did know the dungeon core was rolling from its limp hand and dropping to the ground.

      He watched it arc through the air and, for an instant, he considered diving for it.

      Its mana was low, its power spent. This could be an opportunity to try and take control of another core… That is, if another Hero wasn’t standing right there.

      Then he heard Cedric’s roar.

      The Chosen charged straight for the falling dungeon core, chanting a spell of running enhancement. He shouted a prayer to Uldar: “Oh mighty Uldar, guide my hand so that my aim is true!”

      Light flared around his weapon, and Alex watched, only watched. And he was fine with that. There’d be other opportunities in more… private circumstances, without having to risk discovery. Now was the time to collect a sample of dungeon core remains. This time, he could research them in the open, not in secret. And if he could, claim enough of the spoils for himself.

      He did have a staff to make, after all.

      Yes, now was the time to celebrate victory for what it was.

      He smiled as the Chosen’s weapon slammed into the creature.

      There was a sound like screeching, shattering glass. Cracks snaked through the dark orb as Cedric’s strength and Uldar’s power overwhelmed it.

      And then it shattered.

      And Alex’s smile faded.

      A wave of dark mana blasted from the dungeon core, carrying a final emotion with it, touching his mind.

      Anger was what he might have expected from it. That or fear, even despair.

      But none of those were the emotion the dungeon core conveyed in death.

      It was…

      Relief.
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        * * *

      

      With the core destroyed, a gibbering legion blown to bits, and the other burning, it didn’t take the team long to clear the rest of the chamber. Most of the cocoons were aflame. The Chitterers had already been decimated. They couldn’t offer much resistance when the team’s melee fighters got to them.

      Cedric threw a few blasting spells into the cocoons and beasts, then charged the burning, gibbering legion. His weapon blurred as he struck, transforming from spear to sword, to mace and axe with each strike.

      Wounds piled onto the monster while it tried to defend itself. With each strike, it grew weaker, finally collapsing from Uldar’s retribution and becoming still. Soon it was nothing more than a mound of ash and sparks gently drifting through the air.

      At last, the chamber was cleared, but the battle wasn’t over.

      From sounds of conflict reaching the chamber, monsters were still putting up a fight in other tunnels.

      During the fight, the flow of creatures that reached the entrance to the dungeon core’s chamber had slowed to a trickle, and the team soon discovered why.

      The other strike teams had pushed deep into the dungeon from branching tunnels and hit back at any Chitterer horde they found, tying them up, stopping them from reinforcing the core or its commanders.

      Spells roaring from the distance shook the dungeon.

      “We’d better help ’em,” Cedric said as the team recovered their breath. “S’not like there’s much left to do here.”

      “Just one more thing,” Alex said. “I’ll gather the dungeon core remains, then we can finish this fight.”

      He felt the Chosen’s eyes following him as he scooped up the black dust and placed it in a sealed container. A slight smile had touched his lips as he bent down. They’d destroyed another dungeon core and collected another sample.

      Alex was elated. He couldn’t wait to see what the expedition’s senior wizards got up to with it. As he stood and re-joined the team, he and Theresa exchanged triumphant looks. They couldn’t talk about what the victory meant to them now, but they would celebrate it later.

      When the Chosen was gone.

      The team gathered, then pushed into the tunnels to finish off the dregs of the dungeon’s inhabitants. If needed, most of the heavy lifting would be done by the non-wizards: the cabal and Meikara were all but spent in terms of mana.

      Cedric—being the Chosen—had more than enough magic to spare.

      ‘There’s a proper divine-granted superpower for you,’ Alex thought without a hint of bitterness.

      His mana was low, but he was also tired. More tired than he’d been in a long time. Tossing potions from the back of the group would be good enough for him. His help probably wouldn’t be needed, anyway. When his team reached the others—and pinned resisting Chitterers between them—it didn’t take long to overpower the monsters.

      But there was still one final part of their task to complete.

      “Now, we sweep this place clean,” one of the Watchers said. “Make sure there’s no backways or hidey-holes for them to escape through. We don’t want to be wasting time hunting these nasty things through the moors for months to come. After, we head to the blood-drak dungeon and clear that one out if there’s anything left to do in there. Let’s move!”

      The strike forces hunted through the dungeon, cleaning up Chitterers they found hiding in dark corners. Lots of folks were tired. Apart from the most powerful and experienced wizards—like the Watchers and Cedric—most had used up the bulk of their mana.

      Once the dungeon had been thoroughly scrubbed of Ravener-spawn, the teams moved onto the blood-drak dungeon, but there was little left waiting for them.

      Hart, Drestra, Tyris, the Watchers and the other strike team members had already destroyed that dungeon core. The blood-draks had put up a hell of a fight, but the disease spewing monsters’ numbers had already been whittled in the battle atop the hill. Their chances of preventing the Sage and Champion from reaching the core had been slim. With the Generasians fighting beside them, the odds had dropped to zero.

      While the reunited expedition members finished clearing out the rest of the blood-draks, Vesuvius and the wizards outside killed every monster hoping to escape their allies’ fate.

      By early evening, the expedition’s first battle against the Ravener ended in crushing victory. Spirits were high and they celebrated with the Heroes of Thameland, looking forward to doing some serious feasting back at camp.

      Yet, all was not settled in Alex’s spirit.

      As their task wrapped up, he wondered about the dungeon core and the emotion he’d felt leaving it.

      Why would it have felt relief at its own destruction? Why relief?

      It had recognized, then tried to kill him, and desperately at that. Either it knew he’d controlled a dungeon core before or it sensed that he’d used the essence of a core to build Claygon. Considering it left his golem alone… he didn’t think it knew what Claygon’s core was made of. And speaking of noticing…

      He’d felt Cedric’s eyes on him a lot since the battle began.

      Grimloch’s and Meikara’s too.

      They would’ve had to have been asleep not to notice how much the dungeon core had focused on him. Like it was personal. Whatever questions came, he was ready with answers. There was a reason why he’d made sure to give Claygon his commands out loud.

      Hopefully, it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      As Alex and everyone who’d battled monsters underground left the blood-drak dungeon, the young wizard was deep in his own thoughts. He didn’t notice Claygon pause as he left the dungeon then look behind, back into the darkness.

      It was only for a heartbeat, and none of the others seemed to give it any thought.

      But Alex hadn’t given his golem a command to look back.

      A breath later, Claygon was walking along with the rest of the expedition.

      As if he’d never paused at all.
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            Sowing the Seeds

          

        

      

    

    
      Victory had the whole group itching for a blow-out party that would’ve left them in a pool of suffering the next morning. Unfortunately, reality hit hard after they’d cleared out the dungeons.

      Victory was theirs, but there was still a lot of work left to do.

      Professor Jules arrived shortly after word of their success made it back to the encampment, and she immediately took control of the situation in her very distinctive way. After a verbal report from Watcher Shaw, she organized one and all, setting them to a laundry list of tasks.

      First, they had to clear the field around the dungeons, still littered with mangled beast corpses. The blood-drak blood would’ve been an environmental nightmare if left on the land. If it wasn’t cleaned up soon, it would gradually seep into the ground and putrefy it for years to come. Fortunately, the wizards had ways to clean it up fast.

      The Chosen walked the battlefield, calling upon a divine miracle of Uldar: “Oh, holy Uldar, bless this earth and remove the corruption spread by our foul enemies.”

      Light shed from his hands, sprinkling like rain over the field. Wherever it touched, congealed blood-drak blood steamed away with a scent as sweet as burning incense. Khalik and a group of earth magic users also moved through the field, casting earth magics that filtered toxins and filth from soil, leaving the landscape lush and purified.

      In a little more than an hour, all traces of the diseased blood was gone, though an event during the clean up nearly caused Professor Jules to have an apoplexy.

      “We have extra protective equipment,” she said, her eyes like flint behind her mask. It was clear that her voice was coming through clenched teeth. “We have masks, gloves, aprons, boots and coats. It would be no trouble for you to wear one, young man.”

      “Oh, bah!” Cedric waved his hand, his muscles flexing across his shirtless torso. “I fight like this all the time! Blessin’ o’ Uldar keeps the disease away. Just a little prayer and I’m good to deal with all kinds o’ nasties.”

      Professor Jules’ eyes bugged out of her head within the lenses of her beaked mask. “It is always good protocol to have redundancies in protection. There are spells that hedge out gases, but a mask is very effective at ensuring your safety, as is a coat. Safety is no joke, young man!”

      Cedric laughed as though she had in fact made a joke. “I fight terrible beasts near every day, missus. I think I’ve been in worse spots than dealin’ with a bit o’ dried blood.”

      She threw up her hands, muttering to herself and leaving the Chosen to his ways. Cedric blinked. “Was it somethin’ I said?”

      The wizards nearby chose not to answer, busying themselves with sample collection.

      Professor Jules’ irritation didn’t subside, it actually spiked when she came across the commanders’ remains.

      “Look at this!” She threw her hands up again. “Just look. Pure samples immolated! Cremated! What are you, wizards or ravening barbarians? Who’s responsible for this?”

      Alex had to use all of his training in stealth to slip away.

      She’d calmed down eventually. Enough samples of gibbering legion that hadn’t been turned to coal were retrieved, which meant more alchemical knowledge from gibbering legion ash and other bits for the expedition to examine.

      There was no such problem obtaining samples from the blood-draks’ cadavers, since there were more than enough of them to go around. Jules personally supervised the sterilization and preparation of each specimen they’d be transporting back to the encampment for dissection. Her eyes seemed to glow with excitement as she examined a sealed container of blood-drak blood. The fluid had been carefully extracted from a gland in the centre of the chest of one of the specimens, then treated with an anticoagulant.

      “Most remarkable,” she said, then paused as her eye caught sight of Hart. “Young man!”

      “Eh?” Hart looked up. He’d been in the middle of carrying several blood-drak bodies he’d slung over his shoulders. He was working with Grimloch, Thundar and Claygon. “Yeah, ma’am?”

      “How many diseases would you say are carried in this vector?” she held out the container of blood.

      He blinked his large eyes. “Uh… lots?”

      “Such as?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Well, is it plague? Golden fever? The waking sickness? Dragon shingles? Hog warts? Walking livor mortis?” she asked.

      “Uh…” He glanced around as though he’d find the answer lying somewhere in the dirt nearby. “I think it gives you the shits?”

      “Aaaaah, Cholerus? Crone’s or Witch’s Disease, as it’s presently known?”

      A blank stare was Hart’s reply.

      “Oh, bah.” She waved a hand at him. “Never mind.”

      “Does… does it really matter?”

      “Oh no…” Isolde murmured from nearby. She’d been collecting samples and immediately went back to doing so with exaggerated enthusiasm.

      Professor Jules froze. “Does it matter? Of course it matters! Diseases have all manner of interesting applications!” She clutched the jar of dark red liquid, examining it with the eye of a merchant appraising rubies. “They are useful in older forms of ritual magic, their study often generates great medical breakthroughs. Many diseases have interesting alchemical applications if isolated and processed properly,” she went on enthusiastically. “Did you know that the original formula for potions of Stone to Flesh was created from a disease that causes calcification in shellfish?”

      Hart blinked.

      “And further—”

      It was a very long time before the mighty Champion of Thameland managed to escape.

      As the clean-up operation wrapped up, Professor Jules was handed a pair of sealed containers, one presented to her by Drestra, and the other by Alex.

      “From Thameland to you, a gift from kingdom to kingdom,” the Sage said.

      “Ah, yes.” The professor beamed, holding up the containers. “This is the true prize.”

      “Can you do much with that?” Drestra asked, her reptilian eyes following the containers sceptically. “We’ve been using them for many cycles. Past Heroes have gone to their graves with dozens of magical items made from this stuff sealed with them in their tombs for all eternity. I thought there’d be great worth in them, but there doesn’t seem to be much besides making our weapons.”

      Professor Jules gave an almost evil laugh. “I’m sure your wizards analysed it to the best of their ability. But Generasi has a thousand years of magical and alchemical development behind us, and that’s fuelled by the strongest mana vents in the world. We’ve also had one unique opportunity to study it, and now? Oh, we can now discover things that one can only dream of. I already have some… practical prototypes I’d like to test once the dungeon core substance is fully catalogued.”

      “Oh? Such as?” Drestra asked.

      “Ah, it wouldn’t be responsible to promise application when studies are in their infancy and hypotheses not even fully generated.” Jules’ eyes twinkled. “Besides, if I announce it now, it would ruin the surprise.” She grinned, tucked both samples away and left, humming to herself as she went.

      “Interesting,” Drestra said, turning to Alex. “Do you have any ideas on what you’ll be doing with the remains?”

      His eyes twinkled. “If I say, it might ruin the surprise.”

      He also walked away, humming to himself as he went.

      “What in the hells…” he heard Drestra say behind him.

      There was a buzz going around about what would be done with the dungeon core remains, but there hadn’t been much time for speculation since everyone was so busy.

      There were still monster bodies that needed to be burned and the ashes gathered. They got to work, keeping the finish line in mind.

      And finally, the last specimen was collected, the field looked healthy and green, and everyone teleported, flew, or was flown back to the encampment. Then, it was time to celebrate!

      …Is what most wanted.

      Reality, again, was cruel.

      The moment they got back—the sun setting in the evening sky—Jules, Shaw and other high-ranking members ushered them into tents. It was time for reports. Lots and lots of reports.

      There was paperwork to do about what had been found in the dungeons, including listing identifying features of everything they’d seen. There were reports on Ravener-spawn behaviour to be made. There were catalogues organizing every one of the samples collected to be created. There were injury reports.

      And more.

      Even Alex—with the writing speed he’d gained from practicing with the Mark, along with the help of several Wizard’s Hands—had so much writing to do, that the smell of ink began to turn his stomach.

      “Hah!” Grimloch grinned, showing all of his sharp teeth as he watched Alex, Khalik, Meikara and Isolde wrestling with the demons called ink and parchment. “Pays not to be a student. Hogarth, Svenia, Theresa! Let’s get something to eat. And dri—”

      “There you are.” Watcher Shaw seemed to appear out of nowhere, like a prophet about to speak doom. “All rested up?”

      Theresa glanced at Hogarth. “Uh—”

      “Good,” he said. “There’s work left to be done. No rest for the wicked, I’m afraid. We’re going to get the warriors and mercenaries into teams with some of the fresh wizards and send you back to the moors. The land surrounding those dungeons have to be scouted another time. Don’t want any blood-draks or Chitterers hiding in the hills, waiting to ambush us when we turn in. Just a simple scouting mission. It shouldn’t take too long. I expect you all at the gate in ten minutes.”

      He moved to step away, then paused. “And I do mean report. There’ll be some paperwork for you when you get back.”

      Grimloch—no longer grinning—Theresa, Hogarth and Svenia all stared at Watcher Shaw with something not too distantly related to hatred as he left.

      “I’m going to eat him,” Grimloch said.

      Even Brutus growled in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      After what seemed a lifetime, under the glow of magical light when day turned to night, everything was at last finished. The moors had been scouted. Reports filed and samples catalogued. All in all, it had been an incredible amount of work.

      Professor Jules called the tired group together, floating before the tent as she had been when news of the double dungeons had arrived earlier.

      “Well done, one and all. I applaud everyone’s effort. I recognize that you’ve put in some very long hours today, but such sacrifices are often necessary in battle, wizardry, alchemy and other forms of academics,” she said, glancing up at the moon.

      While the camp was lit up by a rainbow of magical lights, the moon was full and its light poured down on them. Crickets chirped in the camp and fields beyond its walls, and the sweet scent of campfires drifted through the air.

      There was a lot of nervous energy in the air as well. The kind that came from a mix of exhaustion, excitement and nerves. People looked like they wanted to either collapse on the spot, or fling off their clothes and start partying with wild abandon.

      Many could go either way.

      “Normally, I would say that now would be a good time to get some rest,” Professor Jules continued. “But you are all adults, and it would feel a little… stingy, to shuffle you off to bed like young children. For those to whom sleep is calling too loudly to ignore, I’ll bid you all a goodnight. For those who wish to celebrate—”

      A cheer started to rise from the expedition.

      “—sensibly,” she added. “I’ll have a couple of barrels of wi—”

      She glanced at Grimloch.

      “Perhaps four barrels of wine, teleported from the Brass Grapes through the circle, those who wish to stay awake can have a quiet celebration, while those who wish to turn in can do so.”

      She looked at the Heroes, who were standing a little off to the side. “You’re free to join us, of course! Sharing wine with us would be a much more appropriate celebration for our new partnership than battling in dungeons.”

      “Aye, I’ll take y’up on that,” Cedric called. “S’mighty kind o’ you to treat us!”

      “Yes,” Drestra said. “It’d be rude to refuse your hospitality.”

      “Yeah, thanks! Wine isn’t cheap!” Hart said.

      Professor Jules’ smile was cat-like. “We have a very large budget, so only the best. Let’s get some fires going, everyone. Some real fires!”

      A memory returned to Alex, of a laughing fairy tale witch who looked very much like Professor Jules riding a skeletal horse during the Festival of Ghosts. He had a feeling she wouldn’t be going to bed.

      Her smile broadened as a cheer went through the encampment.

      “Well, you all can celebrate,” Isolde said, stifling a yawn. “If I were to take one whiff of wine, I am fairly sure I would be unconscious in under five heartbeats.”

      “Awww, come on,” Thundar coaxed. “Don’t be like that, have a drink with us.”

      “Indeed!” Khalik spread his hands. “We fought together. Risked our lives together. Would it not be proper now to celebrate together? This is our first victory over this ancient menace after all, and the first step of our research. You cannot abandon us, Isolde.”

      She looked guilty for a moment.

      “Peeeer pressure, peeeeer pressure,” Alex chanted, pumping his fists like an excited child.

      She rolled her eyes then looked at Theresa. “Please talk some sense into your boyfriend and his friends.”

      Theresa shrugged, putting an arm around Isolde. “You’re drinking with us. That’s it.”

      The taller woman’s eyes flicked toward the Heroes. “Ah well, fine then. But if I cannot rise in the morning, you all will be to blame!”

      Thundar and Khalik cheered as Alex followed Isolde’s gaze.

      The Heroes were speaking to each other in hushed tones, and Cedric was looking their way. Alex’s eyes met those of the Chosen.

      There was something in Cedric’s gaze. An unspoken question.

      Alex had a feeling that question would be coming soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 38

          

          

      

    

    







            Enchantment and Dodging Questions

          

        

      

    

    
      The bonfire crackled.

      The expedition members were celebrating.

      And the Fool watched.

      Alex nursed his wine, sitting cross legged by the fire with Claygon nearby. Idly—out of affection and a need for support—he rubbed the golem’s leg, feeling the filigree against his palm. All around, quiet festivities were taking place.

      Five bonfires roared near the front gates of the encampment, with teams of expedition members surrounding them, sharing wine and laughter. Music drifted through the night air; folks had produced a set of pipes, a lyre, some drums and a sitar, joining together in a slow, improvised song.

      Sometimes they were good.

      Sometimes the notes were sour.

      But the mood couldn’t be brought down by a few missed notes. Victory was, in some ways, more intoxicating than any wine. It brought people together. It broke down barriers. And Alex could see it playing out with his friends.

      They were spread around the bonfire, broken up into little groups passing the night together.

      Hogarth and Svenia—let off-duty by Isolde—were more relaxed than Alex had ever seen them. They’d lured a surprisingly large group into a card game called Enchantment.

      “Two wastes for two, but Hale and Iron.” Hogarth laid down a set of five cards. “Makes the Journeycrafter of Iron Fortitude. What’ve you got, Svenia?”

      The blonde woman’s frown deepened and she tossed her cards away like they were blood-drak blood. “Five wastes.”

      “Hah, your luck’s always been shit.” He laughed. “What about you, big man?”

      Prince Khalik grinned and laid out a hand. “Two wastes, Hale and Silver. Journeycrafter of Silver Fortitude, which thoroughly crushes your hand.”

      Hogarth swore vilely. “Like you need more coin, never seen anyone spend like you. I hope you lose.”

      “Fate smiles upon me,” Khalik chuckled. “Unless beginner’s luck carries the day, what do you have?”

      He looked up at the towering Champion of Thameland.

      Hart Redfletcher’s large eyes stared at his cards. He looked like a student who’d walked into the wrong exam. “Uh… I don’t know what the hell any of these mean.”

      “Hah, I’ll help you, big man.” Tyris grinned, her golden tooth glinting in the firelight as she leaned toward the muscular Hero.

      Hart looked back at her. “It looks like a bunch of nothing to me.”

      “C’mon, show me. I’ll tell you if it’s nothing or not.”

      He turned his cards toward her.

      Her smile faded. “Yeah, that’s a whole lot of nothing, alright.”

      The Champion swore, tossing his cards on the table. “This game is dumb.”

      “Aaaaah, my friend.” Khalik smiled. “Only those who do not taste victory curse the game. You should not be so small-minded! Now, who’s next? Tyris! Show us what the mighty master of Vesuvius has to offer?”

      “Cold Iron, Dexterity—” she started.

      Khalik’s grin widened at the redundant cards.

      “—Tempest, Frost and Lightning!” Tyris cried, slamming the cards down in front of her. “Hah! Expert of the Sea Storm! Read ’em and weep! The saltier the tears, the better!”

      Khalik’s smile faded. Snorting with disgust, he tossed his cards away. “This game is dumb.”

      “You’re a hypocrite, Khalik. That’s why you lost.” Thundar cackled with glee.

      “Laugh now.” The prince gave him a flinty look. “I will enjoy watching you fall. Reveal your cards.”

      The minotaur’s grin was outright evil. He laid them down one by one: “Dexterity, Strength, Wisdom, Vitality, aaaaaand—”

      “No,” Khalik murmured.

      “—Presence! Paragon of Mind, Body and Soul! Hahahaha!”

      There was a round of cursing from everyone at the table, but one person hadn’t gone yet. Grimloch loomed above the rest, his cards tiny in his hands. Everyone turned to the shark man expectantly.

      In the stories, the one who went last always won.

      “…Flame, Frost, Lightning and Stone,” the shark man grunted. “Grandmaster of the War Elements. Still a losing hand.”

      More groans rose up as the laughing minotaur dragged a large pile of coins from within the circle of players toward himself.

      “Ugh,” Isolde grunted. “He will be unbearable for weeks, perhaps even years.”

      “Aye, same with Hart,” Cedric said. “Not a man that likes to lose. Though I’d be lyin’ if I said I liked losin’. What about you?”

      “Hm?” Isolde looked at the Chosen. “Pardon?”

      “Er, that’s to say, how do you take it?”

      “Take what? Losing?”

      ‘Not well,’ Alex wisely did not say out loud.

      “I more meant that fancy card game,” the Chosen said.

      “Oh, I do not care for gambling much,” she sniffed. “Risk is something to be managed, not to be used to cultivate a quick thrill.”

      “Well, sometimes thrills’re what keeps life from becomin’ a whole big ball o’ grey. Take what we did today. That thrill o’ doin’ somethin’ brutally hard an’ dangerous, but real bloody righteous… that’s a kind o’ thrill that don’t come too often.”

      “I… suppose not,” she said, sipping her wine and yawning.

      She glanced over at Drestra and Theresa, who were talking about their experiences in the Thameish wilds with Alex jumping in now and then.

      Cedric glanced over at Alex. Again. For much of the night, the Chosen’s eyes had been watching him.

      They’d followed him since the festivities had begun, and Alex was getting a little tired of it. He could feel the questions coming: the curiosity, the confusion, the interest all building up until it couldn’t be held back any longer. A glance at Cedric’s body language told of someone working himself up to ask an awkward question… and Alex just wanted it to be over with.

      His earlier nervousness was burning away and becoming full-on irritation as the night went on.

      ‘Come on, already,’ he thought. ‘Should I bring it up? No, don’t be too quick to volunteer anything. It’s one thing if he brings whatever he’s got on his mind up, but if you offer up information yourself, that’ll just make you look more suspicious. Give him time and—’

      “Oi, Alex,” Cedric spoke up, louder than expected.

      ‘And here it is,’ Alex thought. ‘Finally.’

      The group all turned to the Chosen at the same time.

      “I was wonderin’…” He ran his fingers through his long red hair, eyes fully fixed on the Fool. “Y’ever been in a dungeon before?”

      “This is the first one I’ve seen since we got here,” Alex said, telling half of the truth: he’d been prepared to say that for hours. He kept the conversation moving, not giving Cedric too much time to think. “Hell, it’s the first time I’ve seen so many Ravener-spawn. Are there usually that many in dungeons?”

      “Aye, in Chitterer dungeons, it’s always so. The blood things spawn like flies,” Cedric said. “But y’haven’t had any experience raiding a dungeon like that before?”

      “This was our first raid.” Alex shrugged, again answering the question without telling a lie. It was another truth that left out key details. The Mark helped him keep his face and body language in the perfect balance of curiosity and confusion. To sell it, he followed up with questions. “Why do you ask? Did we screw something up?”

      A guess that would change the topic slightly, reveal some of Alex’s ignorance about Cedric’s questions, and not give the Chosen any new information to chew on. The less he had to work with, the less he might figure out.

      “Oh, that? Naw,” Cedric said. “Y’all did well, o’ course. S’just, there was somethin’ strange about that dungeon core. It seemed real mad at ya. Never seen it focus on tryin’ ta tear someone apart like it did you. Not since our early days breakin’ cores.”

      “You and Hart didn’t protect Merzhin and me,” Drestra said matter-of-factly. “And it targeted us while we were trying to work spellcraft or divinity.”

      “Aye… an’ we learned a lesson right quick,” Cedric said, trying to laugh off her words.

      Drestra’s body language stiffened. There was no amusement in her gaze.

      “Anyways, surprised it focused on ya like that, is all,” the Chosen said. “So it lef’ me ta wonderin’ if you’d ever gone inta a dungeon before… Ya ever have that sorta thing happen before?”

      “Yeah, it came after me pretty hard, didn’t it?” Alex said. “I was actually thinking about that earlier, but the truth is, I’ve been kinda getting on the bad side of demons and monsters and all kinds of nasty shit, lately. Barely makes me blink anymore… I was thinking maybe it wanted me dead so Claygon would stop getting orders from me. I mean, since he uses his fire-beams and all.”

      “Eh?” Cedric looked up at the golem. “This big fella stops moving if’n ya stop givin’ him commands?”

      “Well, he’d kinda just keep trying to do the last thing I told him to do,” Alex said. “But I dunno… What do you think? You’re a hell of a lot more of an expert on dungeons than I am.”

      There.

      He’d thrown Cedric an opportunity. People were a lot more likely to believe things they’d thought of themselves than they were to buy excuses that others had given them.

      Cedric blew his breath out. “I dunno… T’be honest, we know a helluva lot more about breakin’ ’em and what their monsters can do, than we do the whys an’ hows of the little black balls.”

      His brow furrowed.

      ‘Come on…’ Alex thought. ‘I laid out the trail… just follow it.’

      “Y’know, y’were givin’ out yer commands pretty loud durin’ the fightin’,” the Chosen said. “S’lot like when Drestra an’ Merzhin’re casting spells an’ prayin’. An’ that golem was causin’ a whole big fiery mess down there. Aye, you’re probably right there.”

      ‘Got him,’ Alex thought.

      “Well, I’ll be more careful with that, I guess. Gonna have to be a lot more careful in general anyway.” He glanced from the Chosen to the Sage, bringing her into the conversation and shifting focus a bit. “It’s gonna be a lot tougher raiding dungeons without you three with us.”

      “Yeah,” Theresa said, picking up on what Alex had tossed out. “It’s too bad we won’t always have you in the vanguard.”

      “Indeed,” Isolde said, her blue eyes falling on the symbol of the Chosen above Cedric’s heart. “Uldar has clearly granted you much power when it comes to destroying this menace. The legend of the Heroes of Thameland seemed to come to life before my eyes as you fought with us.”

      ‘Yes, that’s it, Isolde,’ Alex thought. ‘Pull his attention.’

      “Oh, aye?” Cedric’s face flushed in the firelight as he faced her. “Well, one jus’ tries their best, right?”

      “I can see that,” Alex said, looking at Drestra next.

      The Sage still had some of that earlier stiffness to her body language.

      Alex’s eyes flicked down.

      Her wine cup was nearly empty—her second of the night. Enough to make most folk relax. Meanwhile, Isolde was doing a great job at drawing the Chosen’s attention. The young man’s eyes watched her every move, Alex long forgotten.

      Theresa followed Alex’s gaze. Her eyes flicked to Drestra’s wine cup. “Refill?” she asked. “I’m going to get another one.”

      “Oh, uh, yes, please,” the Sage said.

      The huntress took both cups, then went to the barrels. She threw Alex a quick glance over her shoulder.

      ‘Thank you,’ he directed his thought at his girlfriend as he and the Sage turned to face each other.

      The Chosen was occupied; the Fool and the Sage were alone. Now was the perfect time for a little push.

      “Must be hard, Drestra,” he said, making sure to use her name. People tended to react better if someone used their name.

      She actually seemed to jump when he used it. “Hm? What do you mean?”

      “Oh, all this,” Alex said. “I don’t mean like… the celebration. I mean dealing with the Ravener. Listen, I think I nearly died ten times today, and that was with a small army trying to smash that dungeon core to bits. I can’t imagine what it’s been like, doing this with just the four of you.”

      “We have had some help,” Drestra said, her eyes turning away slightly. There was a catch in her voice.

      “That’s good,” Alex said. “Some of the knights and priests… and some Thameish wizards, right? That must be comforting. Better than going in by yourself.”

      He thought back to the earlier phase of the battle: Drestra had seemed pretty frustrated.

      “Well… Uldar gives us the tools we need,” she said. “We… just have to use them as we can.”

      “Yeah, it’s all about tools and allies,” Alex said. “I—”

      There was a shift nearby.

      Isolde and Cedric had stood up.

      “I do believe I will get myself a little snack,” the young noblewoman said. “I will be back shortly.”

      “Aye, an’ I was feelin’ a little peckish myself,” Cedric said. “You comin’, Drestra?”

      There was something in his tone that subtly said, ‘please say no.’

      “No, I’m not really hungry. And… Theresa went to get us some more wine,” the Sage said.

      “Suit yourself,” he said, a slight flash of relief crossing his face. “Be back, then.”

      He and Isolde stepped out of the firelight, leaving Drestra and Alex alone.

      There was a bit of a pause.

      “You were saying something?” the Sage asked.

      “Oh, yeah, tools. Uldar gave you tools to fight the Ravener… but this is what this whole expedition is about to me. Making more tools. Tools for a permanent solution.”

      The Sage’s reptilian eyes widened. “Permanent solution?”

      “You know: an end to all of this. All of it. No more dungeons. No more Ravener. No more any of it. No more cycles. If I have my way, none of this happens ever again, and we get a victory once and for all.”

      The Sage’s veil drew against her face as she took in a long breath. “But I’m sure many have tried that for cycles. What would you be willing to do? For this… permanent solution?”

      “Honestly,” Alex said. “Almost anything.”

      The Sage quickly looked around to see if anyone else was listening.

      Then she leaned in.

      The dam broke. “That’s the most sensible thing I’ve heard anyone say since this madness began. And that’s what it is. Madness.”
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      Confiding in strangers was a surprisingly common thing.

      He’d experienced it a lot back in Alric, especially working behind the counter at McHarris’, and on a few occasions since he’d been in Generasi. A bad day. A hard time in school. A tough relationship, or a lost job. All of that boiled up inside a person, pressing down on them, sapping their peace of mind with the weight of a thousand stones.

      Pressure would build until… whether it was during a moment of stress or a chance encounter with a non-judgmental ear, everything would come tumbling out like the rushing rapids in a river. He’d confided in someone he’d never met before one afternoon when he was sitting in the waiting room of the magistrate’s office, nervously waiting for information about his and Selina’s finances. It was during a rough patch in his life. McHarris’ bullying had been escalating and he’d been feeling trapped. He couldn’t just walk out of the bakery since he was trying to build up his savings. So, he’d been sitting there fidgeting and feeling overwhelmed when this kindly older man sitting beside him said, “You look like you’ve got the weight of the world on your back.”

      That was all it took for Alex to open up to a complete stranger. Someone, no matter what he said to them, he’d probably never see again.

      If he did, it’d likely be in passing.

      He also remembered a schoolmate of his and Theresa’s who’d unloaded all of her worries onto Theresa just before she left Alric. It happened. Probably a lot. Sometimes people just needed an ear to listen to them.

      And now Drestra had found that ear.

      It wasn’t like she’d never see Alex again, but he wasn’t exactly in her inner circle either.

      And that sometimes made it easier to talk to someone.

      “I need you to keep this between us, okay?” Drestra’s crackling voice was low behind her veil.

      “I won’t tell a soul,” he said, leaning forward and cocking his head.

      In the firelight, their nearness made them look like lovers whispering to each other.

      “Do you know much about the Witches of Crymlyn Swamp?” she asked.

      “No, not really,” he admitted. “I know the witches—I mean, your kin—have been in the Crymlyn for a long time—” There was a little twitch in her body language when he said your kin. He noted that as he continued. “—and I know you’re probably the biggest group of magic users in Thameland? Then there’s some fairy tales… but most of those aren’t very kind.”

      “Then you know what most know,” she said. “We are adaptable. We’ve needed to be if we wished to survive.”

      Adaptable. Alex could relate.

      “It’s not easy to live as we do. From enduring the persecutions of the Church of Thameland generations ago, to surviving the Ravener, to crafting our own paths through magic. None of it is easy and we’ve had to change ourselves over and over again.”

      Her golden reptilian eyes seemed to flare in the firelight. “‘Change is the Wonder of Life,’ we say in the Crymlyn. Even animals change… but all this. You have no idea what it’s like.”

      “What what’s like?” Alex asked.

      “The fighting. The Heroes. The Ravener. We were told that these cycles and battles have persisted for centuries… millennia even. No one can say for sure. And they tell you this with a smile on their face.”

      “What?” Alex said. “Who told you that?”

      “Some of the priests… some of the nobles and knights…” She snorted, and Alex swore he felt heat rise through the air. “They called it the Cycle of Victory and Horror. The pride of the Kingdom of Thameland, as if there’s something to be proud of in any of that.”

      “Yeah, they used to teach us some of the same things at the church school when I was young,” Alex said. “I think I’ve heard that expression before. Most people want the Ravener defeated forever, though, right?”

      “Do they truly? I wonder about that,” Drestra said, a hint of bitterness in her voice. “There are things we could be doing. Hard decisions we could make or even different paths to look at, but everyone just wants to do the same thing that Thameland’s always done: throw us at monsters like we’re nothing more than clubs to bludgeon them with. Like we’re no more than blunt weapons for them to use. What about us? We have this duty, but…”

      She paused, and before he stopped to think, Alex’s mouth went renegade. “But Uldar never asked.”

      Drestra’s breath caught in her throat as if someone had thrown ice water over her. Her eyes grew as large as saucers above her veil.

      “Wha—” she stammered.

      “Uh, well, sorry,” Alex apologized, mentally kicking himself. Now he was the one unburdening himself. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Don’t apologize,” she said. “Outside of my family, no one has ever said that to me before. It’s true. Uldar did not ask. It doesn’t matter who you are, whether you’re a warrior, a priest, or you were born here or not, he just brands you like cattle and then off you go to fight. I certainly did not ask for this.”

      Empathy for Drestra spiked in Alex.

      And a degree of shame.

      He used to imagine getting the Mark of the Sage instead of the Fool and enjoying the power that came from it. He’d imagined himself pouring spells down on Ravener-spawn with glee and celebrating his growth. But now that he’d met the Sage, and knew she felt the same way he did about being Marked…

      “Ugh… I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “It’s like you have this plan for your life, right, then something just decides your plans don’t matter. You. Your family. Your hopes and dreams. Suddenly, you’re supposed to just throw that all away. And on top of that, people tell you to just get over it, then say something dismissive like, oh well, that’s life.”

      “Yes!” her crackling voice hissed. “You see! You understand! Most talk about this great honour and such… or the wondrous power the Mark grants me and the other Heroes—”

      Alex fought the urge to wince.

      “—but I don’t need such power. What I need is to live, and grow and age in my own time. I’d get my own power that way. But this? What good is power when you’re only made to fight for your life with it, and they tie your hands so you can’t even do it properly.”

      “What about the other Heroes?” Alex asked. “You talk to them about this?”

      Drestra let out a quiet, ugly laugh that sounded like a chimney trying to cough. “The other Heroes? They are some of the worst ones.”

      She subtly nodded toward Hart. “He’s a brute. A strong brute. A brave brute. But… mad. Completely mad. Suicidal. He just goes into fights happy to swing his big blade with every bit of strength he has. I’m not sure if he even cares about dying. Cedric…”

      The Sage’s eyes narrowed. “He means well, he truly does. But… he’s not much of a leader. I saw how you people conducted yourselves when we were fighting. The Watchers, the surveyors… you all moved together like one body. Like wolves in a pack.”

      “That’s a lot of training and experience working together that was playing out,” Alex said. “It took a long time to get there.”

      “We’ve had a full year,” Drestra said. “And… it still doesn’t work. And then there’s Merzhin…”

      “Merzhin… the Saint, right?”

      “Yes,” the Sage said. “He is very focused on sticking to Uldar’s ways. He and Cedric don’t make the choices you need to… how did you put it? Bring a permanent solution.”

      “I can understand how that’d be frustrating,” the Fool said. “You end up just throwing yourself against the same threat over and over, risking your life, like you said. And then no one’s trying to find a way to stop it and make sure it never happens again.”

      “And that’s why I used the word madness. It’s madness to do that, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t have a lot of experience with that,” Alex admitted.

      ‘Though some might say Baelin’s mad… but in a different way,’ he thought.

      “In some ways, I envy the Fool,” she said.

      It took Alex everything he had not to give himself away. “Really? They get the short end of the stick. When kids play ‘Heroes and Monsters,’ nobody wants to be the Fool.”

      She shrugged. “Either they’re dead, and none of this matters to them, or they’ve escaped and are far, far away from here. Probably making a new life for themselves somewhere. Either way, they’re the only Hero who’s escaped this madness, whether by death or by design.”

      “…That’s one way to put it. Well, like I said. If I get my way, we’ll investigate the cores, the monsters and the dungeons, then see if we can find a way to put all of this to bed forever. We’ve got the minds and the equipment to do it. At least, I think we do.”

      “I hope so… I truly do,” she said.

      A thought began brewing in Alex’s mind. One that could bear fruit later. Drestra was unhappy. She seemed to be already in the mindset of questioning things.

      What if… she were to see something that would shake up her understanding of the dungeon cores, the Ravener, and the whole cycle?

      What if she learned that people could control dungeon cores?

      What other questions would knowing that stir in her?

      “I tell you what,” Alex said, nodding toward the tent they’d placed the samples in. “The moment we find something conclusive. Anything big. I’ll make sure we get word to you as quick as we can. And the other Heroes too. You talk about having tools to fight the Ravener. Well, knowledge is power, y’know? And we’ll see to it that you have that knowledge in your hands to make use of.”

      She looked at him. “Thank you. I mean that. Thank you.”

      “Hey, it’s what we’re here for, and remember, I’m Thameish too. It’s also what I want.”

      “Mmmmm.” She made a clicking noise with her tongue, slipping deep into thought. “Say… might I ask you something?”

      Alex fought a spike of nerves.

      ‘Calm down,’ he thought. ‘Why would she ask you if you’re the Fool. She just mentioned the missing Fool and talked about them being either dead or long gone. You’re still good, man, just don’t panic and give yourself away.’

      “I was wondering… you said you would do almost anything to end these cycles forever,” she said slowly. “What if there was something you could do that could help that cause. But some might find it… unsavoury. What would you do?”

      “What do you mean unsavoury?” he asked.

      “I mean… it could involve a sacrifice.”

      “Can you tell me anything more specific?”

      “No,” she said bluntly. “Only that some agree it should be done and some think it shouldn’t. The rest must remain private. Would you take the distasteful path?”

      Alex gathered his thoughts. He didn’t like giving advice about vague situations. It also wasn’t clear if she’d take any of his advice seriously. After all, he was dealing with the flood of a year’s worth of her frustrations fuelled by a couple cups of wine, and they weren’t exactly best friends. But he’d heard enough tragic tales of someone giving someone else advice about some vaguely laid out problem where the advice seemed reasonable at the time, but quickly turned into a disaster when the recipient used it.

      Drestra sounded like she was in a tough situation, with a good bit of desperation sprinkled on top. He didn’t want to unintentionally push her in a direction that she—and maybe lots of other folks—might end up regretting.

      “I dunno,” he said. “I like the idea of ‘everybody wins,’ if you can get that. Except monsters or assholes trying to kill you, of course. They can all go straight to every hell in all the planes for all I care. In tiny pieces would be best. But for everyone else? I like to think that if there’s another way, pick the other way. Like a third way. One of my mentors—Chancellor Baelin, who you’ll be meeting soon—always tries to get us to think our way out of problems. You’re the Sage, right? Maybe you’ll come up with another way that’s best for everybody. Beyond that…”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. I’m not in your shoes, so I’d feel kinda bad just throwing a bunch of advice at you.”

      “Hmmm… wisely spoken,” she said. “Ah, you know, I’ve gone on long enough. But um… thank you for listening. Ah! Your partner is coming back with our wine.”

      Drestra moved away from Alex, turning to greet Theresa. As Alex welcomed her back, he considered everything he and the Sage shared.

      He had a feeling he might’ve found a potential ally in the young woman.

      They had a lot in common. More than she knew.

      Questions.

      Discontent at the situation in Thameland.

      The need to try something different.

      Baelin had said necessity generated innovation, and the Sage obviously had a big need.

      As the celebration wound down, he found himself satisfied with how things had turned out. He’d learned quite a bit from the Heroes, deflected suspicion, and begun building a relationship with the Sage.

      If things worked out the way he wanted…

      He might have more allies than enemies in the future.

      And he knew he needed all the allies he could get when it came to cracking the mysteries of Thameland, Uldar and the Ravener.
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      The night passed like a fleeting shadow.

      Everyone was relaxed, enjoying each other’s company as Theresa returned with two cups of wine in hand. Drestra seemed lost in thought for the rest of the night. Cedric and Isolde returned a little—well, actually, a lot—later with a couple of trays of meat and vegetable skewers to pass around. With his and the Sage’s conversation over, the tone of things lightened and Alex gave Isolde a slight nod, promising he’d thank his friend later for distracting Cedric. He definitely owed her one.

      But, as with all celebrations, the wine eventually ran dry and Professor Jules ushered everyone off to bed like a farmer herding her cows home.

      Sleep was brief and the next morning was tough.

      As good as the wine had been the night before, was as evil as its aftereffects were the morning after.

      The late-night celebration after a long day had been fun, but did not make for a fun morning. A surprisingly refreshed Professor Jules had been understanding enough to put everyone on light duties, which still felt like torture, as most were trying to work with little sleep and different degrees of residual wine in their systems.

      Alex had to drag himself around the whole day.

      ‘The faster I learn Rejuvenating Slumber, the better,’ he thought, his head feeling like his brain was plodding through mud as he patrolled—more like stumbled—around the outer perimeter of the encampment. ‘I need something… since some people are obviously cheating.’

      Most of the group was stumbling around as exhausted as he was, but Grimloch and Theresa looked as refreshed as if they’d slept for a week. Back inside the camp’s walls, Cedric and Hart had shown an annoying over-abundance of energy. Professor Jules and some of the other alchemists had looked no worse for wear, even though they’d also had their fill of wine and very little sleep the night before.

      Alex had squinted at Jules, suspecting alchemical help, but not being able to prove it. His alchemy professor had simply smiled at him with the most serene look he’d ever seen on anyone’s face—even on images of Uldar. And all he could do was glare at her, which really wasn’t too satisfying. It just made his head hurt.

      Meikara had finally used Cleanse Flesh on the team, wiping away most of the effects of their hangovers, but unfortunately, fatigue lingered like an unwelcome guest. As for her own friends who’d come pleading with the blood-mage for help, Alex watched as she’d gleefully extracted favours before providing them with any magical help, all the while glorifying the virtues of a clean life, lots of sleep, and no toxic alcoholic drinks.

      The evil grin on the small woman’s face would haunt his nightmares for a long time to come.

      ‘Cheating,’ Alex thought as they miserably trudged through the moors. ‘Life Enforcement, blood magic, alchemy and divine powers are cheating.’

      His own blood magic, alchemy and divine powers didn’t count.

      The day seemed to crawl by on a snail’s back, but finally, sundown came. There was no celebrating that night. Folks almost elbowed each other out of the way in their rush to get to bed.

      And that was a good thing, since they had to be up bright and early the next morning.

      At the crack of dawn, everyone rose in preparation for an official ceremony. Today, the Heroes were to present the dungeon core remains to the Chancellor of the University of Generasi in a ceremonial ritual that marked the formal beginning of a relationship between Generasi and the Heroes of Thameland.

      Alex was looking forward to not having any role in any of it whatsoever.

      Today, all he had to do was stand back, relax, and watch the Heroes’ reaction to Baelin.
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      The three Heroes stood in a line, waiting for the chancellor’s arrival. Across from them, the tent with the teleportation circle to Generasi rose. It glowed through the entrance. The Sage—her eyes fixed on the glow—had been curious about what teleportation would be like since she’d seen Professor Jules bring the wine barrels through. As she waited beside Cedric, a container of dungeon core remains held tightly in her hands while the Chosen bore the other, curiosity and a bit of envy was running through her as she imagined what it might be like to teleport somewhere.

      Somewhere far away from monsters and duty.

      Her attention shifted to the ring of wizards surrounding them. The entire expedition had come out to watch as the substance was officially presented to the head of the university before the three of them departed on horseback. Near the gates, the horses waited; groomed, fed, watered, and rested in preparation for the ride back to the ongoing battle against the Ravener.

      Drestra had a touch of melancholy as she watched them patiently waiting. Despite the battles in the dungeons, the entire trip had felt like a small vacation. Going back to the thick of things wasn’t exactly… something she was yearning for.

      “I’m going to miss this place,” she said quietly.

      “Yeah,” Hart said. “There’s all kinds of sights here. A real nice place too. Lots to see… lots to do.”

      The Champion’s large eyes drifted to a certain redheaded wizard. Tyris Goldtooth watched him back from a crowd surrounding the centre of camp. A sort of… challenge seemed to pass between them, and Drestra would pay a lot of coin to not know anything about what that challenge might entail.

      “Aye, ’tis a good place,” Cedric said. “Good food, good people. Glad to have ’em here.”

      ‘Wish they’d been here earlier,’ Drestra added mentally. ‘How quickly could we have obliterated the Ravener with a whole army of wizards fighting beside us? Look at how much knowledge, research, pow—’

      The Sage froze.

      Mana. Immense amounts of mana stung her senses.

      Something had just entered the world inside the tent: a glimpse of a power that defied imagining.

      And then it was gone.

      “Holy Uldar,” Cedric swore. “Drestra, you feel that?”

      “All the way in the roots of my back teeth,” the Sage said.

      The Mark of the Sage had granted her an immense mana pool. But this? Whatever this was dwarfed her magic by an order of magnitude. Maybe more. It was like something had reached from on high and tweaked a spell of earth-shattering power.

      “Who… what?” she murmured.

      “What’re you two talking about?” Hart whispered.

      Before she could answer, a horned figure emerged from the tent.

      Chancellor Baelin had arrived.

      “Huh,” Hart murmured. “Sure as hell thought he’d be smaller.”

      Flanked by Watchers of Roal—who Drestra was sure he didn’t need, not with that kind of mana—the chancellor strode toward the Heroes, his hands clasped behind his back.

      Bronze beard clasps clinked as they blew in the wind. He looked like someone had dressed a barbarian in a robe and called him a wizard.

      “Greetings, young Heroes, it is truly a pleasure to meet you,” he said, his goat-like eyes twinkling. “I am Chancellor Baelin. Forgive the delay just now. I was just refreshing the teleportation circle.”

      ‘That’s what that mana was?’ Drestra thought.

      “And you must be the Chosen, Cedric of Clan Duncan, which would make you the Champion, Hart Redfletcher, and you the Sage, Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp.” Baelin nodded to each of them. “I trust my colleagues have not treated you too poorly?”

      “No, s’been a fine time, ’cept for our regular monster fightin’, but yer people even made that better.”

      Baelin chuckled. “I am glad we were of service.” There was an ironic tone in his voice.

      “So ’tis a fine thing ta be meetin’ ya as well, Chancellor,” Cedric said. “We’ve a donation for the wizards of Generasi. A partin’ gift, as it were.”

      He and Drestra offered the dungeon core remains to the ancient wizard.

      “And what a kind donation this is, and it isn’t even my birthday,” Chancellor Baelin said with amusement. “You are all aware that you are entitled to a share of the spoils for your aid in the destruction of the dungeon cores. Are you absolutely certain you still wish to forgo all claims to them?”

      “Aye, trust me, there’s plenty more where that came from and we’ll soon have more ov ’em no doubt. S’not like we don’t spend most of our time bashin’ dungeon cores to dust.” Cedric laughed. “We’re happy to leave it all in your capable hands.”

      “Ah, to think some say that the young have lost all semblance of manners,” Baelin said. “I can see that your kingdom is also in… capable hands.” His eyes drifted to the glowing Heroes’ Marks on Cedric, Drestra and Hart. “And you have been such… fine tools for those hands to wield.”

      His gaze paused on Drestra’s Mark, rising to meet the Sage’s reptilian eyes. Baelin’s lips curved up slightly.

      A shudder went through her.

      His goat-like eyes seemed to burrow through her, seeing past flesh and into what lay inside. Even Aenflynn—for all his ancient wisdom and power—didn’t have a gaze so piercing.

      “My,” the chancellor said. “What wondrous eyes. How… nostalgic.”

      “Pardon?” the Sage asked, puzzled.

      “Oh nothing. Forgive the prattling, idle thoughts of an old man.” He smiled. “It is just that I’ve met a few who bore eyes such as yours in my time. When you live long enough, you see many things. One young woman was even a student of mine, a very long time ago. Please forgive my presumptions, but you very much remind me of her.”

      His eyes twinkled like a grandfather sharing a secret with a beloved grandchild. “In all sorts of ways.”

      Drestra’s heart felt like it had stopped.

      He knew.

      Somehow, he knew.

      Her eyes, her veil, her voice… most dismissed them as nothing more than curious features. Some thought they were the characteristics of someone with both nonhuman and human blood. Others thought they were an accident of wizardry. Others had asked if all the Witches of Crymlyn swamp had eyes and veils like she did.

      Most simply didn’t voice their questions, even if their stares were obvious.

      But this Baelin knew what they truly meant. She was sure of it. Her nerves frayed. That was one secret she wasn’t prepared to have come to light.

      “We should have a chat, you and I,” Baelin said. “At length. I am sure your experiences with the power of the Sage are most fascinating. I extend that invitation to all three of you, really.”

      To her relief, his eyes finally moved away from her.

      “I would be vastly curious about your experiences with your Marks of Uldar. They are true wonders, and I’d be intrigued to learn how they’ve aided in your quest and… augmented your abilities.”

      “Surprised you’d care about me,” Hart said. “I’ve got no magic.”

      “Oho, but I beg to differ,” the ancient wizard said. “A Proper Wizard ignores no sources of power, whether they come from mana, muscle, skill or intellect. And from the stories your king has told of your martial deeds, I’d reckon that to most mortals, your skill and physical abilities would be akin to high sorcery.”

      Hart shrugged. “I try.”

      “I am sure you do. But here I am, prattling on again. My point is, you are more than welcome to stop by our little encampment any time you wish,” Baelin said. “After all, we are kin in a sense. Wedded together by blood spilled in battle, a united purpose, and a will of iron. In short, the next time you are passing near Greymoor, do visit. You will be welcome here, whether it be to exchange knowledge, rest yourselves or seek resources. Together, we will usher in an age of cooperation, understanding… and profit.” He looked at the three Heroes, his eyes briefly resting on each. “I know you have many miles of travel ahead, so I shan’t detain you any longer. In closing, I wish you a safe journey, my young friends.”

      Drestra’s eyes flicked to Alex Roth as their horses were brought to them. The young Thameish man who she’d—a little embarrassingly—opened up to a couple of nights ago, smiled at her. Shortly after the ceremony was done, he and his teammates were to leave for Generasi through the teleportation circle that Baelin had just come through.

      She found herself a little jealous. They’d be on their way back to magic and wonder, while she’d be on her way back to more fighting. There were going to be some hard decisions ahead. They’d asked Aenflynn for more time to consider his offer. Another couple of moons to wrestle with their decision.

      …And his price had risen each time they’d delayed.

      Meanwhile, the four of them were no closer to reaching a decision or even a compromise. If they decided to do what the fae lord wanted—they’d have to speak to the king, which would cause the debate to start all over again.

      The Sage fought the urge to grind her teeth. The last time she’d done that, she’d punctured her tongue. As much as she’d unburdened herself—possibly spilling national secrets in the process—she’d come no closer to finding a solution to their dilemma. It was troubling.

      And how were they supposed to defeat the Ravener for all time if they couldn’t even agree on how to resolve this one thing?

      Cedric hadn’t budged, neither had Merzhin, while Hart—

      “Oh, hey,” the Champion said, interrupting her thoughts, much to her annoyance. “Bloody hells, I almost forgot. You mentioned exchanging knowledge and you folks seem to know a lot of stuff.”

      Baelin looked on curiously as Hart dug into his pack.

      Drestra jumped a little. She realised what the mercenary was about to show the ancient wizard. With all that had happened in the past few days, she’d actually forgotten.

      “We found this symbol the other day.” The Champion pulled out a piece of parchment with an emblem drawn on it. “It came from these foreign raiders we tracked to a campsite near the ocean.” He shook his head. “They were doing some pretty nasty stuff down there. You ever seen anything like this before?”

      Baelin chuckled. “I am afraid even I am not aware of every symbol petty pirate bands, bandit clans and…”

      His words trailed off, his eyes focused on the symbol.

      “Oh… oh dear. Leopold, you filthy wretch, still striking out even in death.”

      Murmuring went through the gathered wizards.

      “What is it?” Hart asked.

      Baelin sighed. “It seems… you have a cult problem. And quite possibly, a demon problem as well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 41

          

          

      

    

    







            The Sage Contemplates a Third Option

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, by all the bloody Ravener-spawn! Tell me if I got any o’ this wrong.” Cedric said, his face flushed and his jaw tight. “There was… this bloody demon conjurer, or summoner or somethin’ o’ that sort in yer city. An’ he went on a bloody rampage before you caught him. But the strongest, rotting bastard of a demon he summoned got clean away? An’ these pirates follow that bloody demon?”

      An agitated group stood in one of the administration tents: the Heroes, Baelin, and the higher-ranked members of the expedition. Professor Jules watched with arms crossed, tensely chewing her bottom lip. Tightly clustered around the entrance, the other expedition members listened, murmuring to each other. Their low tones reached Drestra’s ears.

      The chancellor was leaning over a large, solidly built table with life-like images of demons spread across it. Above the table, Baelin had cast illusions of a host of demons in motion, floating through the air. Some were engaged in fierce battles, some flapped outstretched wings like birds of prey, some marched within hordes, and others seemed to watch the others with malice.

      Drestra was examining the drawings, tracing their shapes with her fingers. She paused, studying a particular draconic-looking creature, and another that looked insectile. In some ways, they reminded her of Ravener-spawn… with a lot of the same horrible features the creatures they’d been battling for more than a year had.

      Her reptilian eyes kept moving from one monster to the next, until one caught her attention and held it.

      It was dazzling, one might even call it beautiful, floating there among the illusions high above the table. Could demons actually radiate light? This one was more like a perfectly cut jewel with dozens of rhombic faces that displayed otherworldly lights swimming deep inside a jewel-like structure, than any demon she’d ever seen or heard of. It was inviting and perfectly harmless, yet Baelin watched it with an expression as dark as a gathering storm.

      “Ezaliel is the name of that one. It is one of the Abyssal knights, to be precise. Leopold was the rogue who summoned him, and this summer past, his fondness for summoning this foul creature met its end at the hands of a deleo in Generasi. The scope of his crimes was vast, but mercifully, his bargain of terror and slaughter ended when he was apprehended, but the demon escaped his fate when it fled back to its home plane. It seems its stench still lingers on the material one.” Baelin bristled with anger before continuing. “Abyssal knights often have cults on the material plane. The execution of its summoner would not end the demon’s influence… and the symbol you found matches that of Ezaliel. I fear the incidents are related.”

      Cedric swore. “Well, that’s bloody great. Bloody demons now.” He turned to Drestra. “You know anything about demons?”

      She paused on a drawing of a three-eyed, muscular demon, carefully studying the image. “This is a Tiashiva.”

      Baelin looked at her with interest. “Why yes, you know of them?”

      “They were a part of our past. Some of the witches of Crymlyn were once practiced in summoning them because their strength makes for good warriors, and their senses make them good hunting companions.”

      “Indeed. But why in the past? Is there a reason you cast the practice aside?”

      She touched the image. “It’s an ugly story.”

      “The world can be an ugly place at times,” the chancellor said. “If we only told the pretty stories, then we would be no better than liars. Please continue, if it doesn’t pain you.”

      Drawing herself up, Drestra began, “The witches of Crymlyn once rejected Uldar in favour of our ancestors, spirits from the natural world, and certain fae guardians. These were the old ways. The church tolerated what they called unacceptable views, until some of our number left the Crymlyn, travelling throughout Thameland, actively discouraging Uldar’s worship. That, they weren’t so tolerant of.”

      Her gaze went to the back wall of the tent where a large map of Thameland hung. “In our kingdom, there are too many fairy tales to count of witches stealing children, and many believed those ugly tales were true back then. It was said we were no better than blue annis hags, and some of our number were butchered by mobs after being falsely accused of some of the worst crimes imaginable. The church encouraged their lords to not seek justice for our fallen. So, in retaliation, a priest who’d come to our lands to convert the Crymlyn to Uldar’s worship was killed, and her body left in a nearby village as a warning. That was the final straw that snapped the back of the draft horse, so to speak.”

      Her adoptive mother’s stories came back to her, told by candlelight inside a hut with inner walls painted with their history. “That’s when they censured the witches. The priests refused to intervene on the witches’ behalf during Ravener cycles; so, we learned to strike our assailants through forest-craft and magic. Then, they herded the monsters toward our homes so surrounding communities could be spared. Some of our elders were enraged and attacked the church… but it triumphed, and those elders were wiped from history. Eventually, it became too much for us to bear, so we sought peace with the priests. A treaty was drafted and signed. Now, there’s justice for the witches if we’re attacked, and we have full support when the Ravener rises every hundred years.”

      She remembered the holy place in the centre of her village, in the middle of a set of standing stones. “Now, we have a small shrine to honour Uldar beside the statues of our ancestors, nature’s spirits and fae guardians, and we no longer summon demons… or anything that could form an army. As the Sage in this cycle, I’m the one exception.”

      “Aye, I heard tales o’ that,” Cedric said. “The clans follow Uldar an’ the old ways too, an’ some of my ancestors came to us from the Crymlyn. Settled down wit’ my people while war was tearin’ through the swamp. My clan’s magic comes from those journeying witches. We all have ta do what’s necessary ta survive.”

      A low sound—almost like growl—emerged from deep within Baelin’s chest. “Demons and other summoned monsters and spirits are incredibly useful. Your church—”

      Jules cleared her throat.

      He paused, seeming to think better of something. “Well, leaving that aside, demons are useful tools for any wizard. And your people have my empathy. I too have lived through such censure. Different deities. Different priests. Same blood spilled. But my point stands, demons are useful.”

      “And dangerous,” Hart said, looking over the illusions and diagrams. “Lone wolf wizards have a nasty way of setting demons to guard their towers like watchdogs. We fought a few in the Ash Ravens, and I’ll never forget this one big bastard. Looked like an ogre or something, at least at first. Then he changed shape… turned into a lion with bull’s horns and bat’s wings. We lost a lot of the band in that fight.”

      He lifted the piece of parchment with the symbol scrawled across it. “Been looking for a chance for a reckoning with demons ever since I got the Champion’s Mark. This might be it. Now, what in all hell’s an Abyssal knight?”

      “I suppose one can describe it as being much like a knight of Thameland. A warrior who rules a fief and is a leader among the people. Except these knights rule fiefs in the endless abyss and are leaders among demons… Though sometimes, they gain worship on the material plane as well.”

      “We might be dealin’ wit’ this bloody thing, all its followers, an’ demons?” Cedric scowled. “Well, that’s jus’ bloody great. It’s not like Thameland’s free o’ problems right now. We had ta deal with bloody interlopers in past cycles. But demons? Ach.”

      “That’s why we’re the Heroes, I guess,” Hart said. “We fight monsters. Guess it’s just one more monster to fight. But why’re these cultists and demons coming here now?”

      Hart threw the piece of parchment down.

      “If I had to guess,” Baelin said, “Leopold’s contact on our team likely divulged the potential value of dungeon cores, betraying both our mission and our trust. I have to wonder if these cultists are after the cores.”

      “Aaaah, that bloody well figures,” Cedric grunted. “Well, it seems like we got ourselves a mix o’ blessin’ an’ curse, right here. On the one side, we’ll get more people muckin’ about, tryin’ ta grab dungeon cores n’ bein’ a menace. On the other side, that’s one more group ta be givin’ them spawn some trouble. Like I said, s’not like this is the first time interlopers came ta Thameland. It’s jus’ another bloody nuisance, is all.”

      “Indeed, and these wretches cannot be allowed to freely move about with the goal of laying their hands on valuable research material for their own foolish ends,” the chancellor said. “Rest assured, my young friends, we will join with you in hunting these demonic servants. Even if that means having to eventually break them at the source. But for now… Professor Jules, would you mind instructing one of your graduate students to gather some literature about these demons? Documents detailing the demonic servants most often summoned by those associated with Ezaliel would be most helpful. Our young allies should be provided with intelligence they could find useful.”

      “I’ll have someone put together what we have, though it will take time.” Her voice was subdued, like there was emotion there she was trying to bury.

      “Not a problem,” Baelin said, looking at the Heroes. “If you wouldn’t mind telling us where your next few destinations are going to be over the next week? I’ll see to it that the literature makes its way to you.”

      “Thanks,” Hart said. “Well, more monsters to fight anyway, and that’s always a good thing as far as I see it. I’m not one to complain about that. You’ve all done a hell of a lot of good for us already, so unless these bastards get real nasty, I say it’s no problem. We’ll keep our focus on the Ravener. That’s the biggest threat, so we gotta take it out first. If those cultist snakes get to be a problem, we’ll just beat them down when we need to.”

      “Indeed, spoken like a true tactician,” Baelin said. “A Proper Wizard or warrior destroys their most dangerous foe first. That way, they can both mitigate damage and ease the rest of the battle against lesser threats.”

      “Aye…” Cedric narrowed his eyes. They unfocused for a moment, as if he was looking at something else. A memory, perhaps. “Aye, that’s the smart way, ain’t it?”

      “Mhm,” Baelin said, looking at Drestra. “Did you have a question, my young friend?”

      “Hm?” the Sage looked at him in surprise. “Er, yes. How did you know?”

      “I have taught for more years than most current kingdoms have existed,” Baelin said. “If I cannot tell when someone has a question burning away at the depths of their mind, then I must say that I do not deserve my considerable wages.”

      “Hmmm.” She looked down at the illustrations spread out on the table. “You said this summoner… he conjured whole armies of demons?”

      “Indeed,” the chancellor said. “Through a back route, as it were. He was a powerful wizard, but not powerful enough to summon and bind an entire army on his own. He was powerful enough to conjure the Abyssal knight through a pact he forged with the entity, then—on the material plane—that knight was powerful enough to summon its armies. Does that answer your question?”

      “Yes…” Drestra said, falling deep into thought. “Yes, it does.”

      An army. An army conjured from nothing.

      That was what they were trying to have Lord Aenflynn grant them. In return, he wanted children, enough children to one day replace any losses his army took. He also wanted human parents to take care of changelings as their own.

      She frowned.

      The fae lord had offered them two solutions, but were there really only two ways to decide? Did it really come down to only yes or no? Alex had suggested finding a third path. Baelin mentioned ignoring no sources.

      And she’d just learned that interlopers who could summon entire armies had come to Thameland.

      She wondered if she was looking at the problem with the fae lord in the wrong way. Aenflynn never said anything about forbidding a counter offer.

      What if there was a way to get him what he wanted without using children awaiting adoption. Wouldn’t that satisfy everyone?

      Drestra’s reptilian eyes narrowed, almost with shame.

      All this time, she’d been judging others for not trying to find new solutions while she’d been blindly trying to just choose between two hard choices without exploring more… creative options.

      Well, no more.

      There could be another way.

      And she would find it.
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      “Well, there’s no sense in us standin’ about now that we know what’s goin’ on.” Cedric picked up one of the drawings. “Can we keep some o’ these ’til we get the ones with more details from ya?”

      “By all means, copies are available for that very reason,” Baelin said.

      “Thanks.” Hart grabbed loads of drawings like he was preparing a stash for the winter. “When we meet up with Merzhin, we’ll have to tell him about these demon worshippers.”

      “Ah, yes, the Saint,” Baelin mused as Drestra selected some of the drawings. “Pray tell, is he still healing injured members of your forces?”

      “Aye,” Cedric said, seeming a little distracted. “We’re ta meet up with him at his last stop, which means we best be gettin’ down the road. We’ll have ta push the horses since we’re likely ta be late now.”

      “Hmmmm.” Baelin stroked his beard-braids. “Do tell, where will you be meeting with your young companion?”

      “Northeast, ’bout twenty miles from here.” Cedric said. “There’s a town there called Ryeford.”

      Baelin’s eyes flicked over empty space, like he was reading something invisible there. Then he looked toward the map on the back wall. “It seems Ryeford is quite close to Rurik’s Stand. I’m familiar with the area since it’s one I briefly explored to get the lay of the land after negotiations with your king were concluded. Which means you and your horses are in luck.”

      “Uh…” Hart said. “I’m more used to fighting wizards than talking to them. How does that make us lucky?”

      “Are you meaning teleportation magic?” Drestra asked excitedly.

      “Hah, a fine guess indeed,” Baelin rounded the table. “Since I have been in that area before, I can teleport myself—and your little party—there. Pfah, today, I will take on the role of a simple ferryman.” He laughed. “One of my less challenging roles, I must admit. But such is life. Come, walk with me.”

      The towering wizard escorted the Heroes from the tent and out into the open air. The press of folks gathered outside parted as he led the guests toward their waiting horses.

      “Might I cast a spell on all of you?” Baelin asked. “It will be quite harmless.”

      The three Heroes looked at each other.

      “Don’t know as ta why not, s’long as y’won’t be turning us into toads or somethin’,” Cedric said.

      “Oh my, no,” Baelin snorted, seeming to take delight in the suggestion. “That would just be plain rude. It will only be for teleportation to save you hours on horseback.” He paused and looked directly at Cedric with a slight smile. “But, if you did wish to make the journey as a toad, we could easily accommodate that wish.”

      Cedric suddenly looked shaken.

      From nearby, the sound of Professor Jules loudly clearing her throat could be heard.

      “You must forgive an old man his humour,” the ancient wizard apologized, looking slightly amused. “Wizardly jests sometimes miss the mark… so to speak. But enough jokes.” His attention turned to the gathered expedition members. “Our new allies are leaving our camp to journey back into the thick of it, as it were. Come, let us send them off properly.”

      Waves of cheering erupted from all over the encampment, with those who’d fought beside the Heroes cheering loudest. When the three Heroes had first arrived, they were allies. Now, they were comrades forged in battle.

      A bit of irritation went through Drestra. The cheering was familiar. They’d been celebrated in the same way when they’d ventured from the capital of Ussex over a year ago. The cheering had been louder then, and Drestra heard it with mixed feelings. She’d had little interest in being the Sage back then—only an academic curiosity for her new, Mark-granted powers—and her greatest wish had been to get the cycle over with as quickly as possible.

      Back then, priests, nobles and knights pronounced full confidence that it would all be over with quickly.

      But the days turned to weeks, the weeks to months, and the months stretched to beyond a year with no end in sight.

      The Ravener and its armies of spawn fought like cornered beasts, and every bit of ground the Heroes and Thameish fighters gained when they destroyed a dungeon was lost mere months later. Yet the cheering continued. Whenever they left a town, city or garrison, soldiers would still gather and cheer them as they headed back to the wilderness. But… those cheers sounded more hollow to her now than they used to. The soldiers’ smiles were forced. In their eyes, where optimism once shone, a grim resolve now replaced it.

      The hollow cheers had only stoked her bitterness.

      But now? The cheers filling the air around them seemed sincere, hopeful, and even enthusiastic.

      And the people here weren’t interested in playing out another endless march of cycles. Like all the death and destruction was a national pride, like there was no other way. These people were intent on trying to solve it.

      Maybe she could allow herself a little hope in that.

      She gave the crowd a wave alongside Hart, Cedric and their steeds as Baelin spread his hands behind them, chanting words of power. Again, Drestra felt that enormous surge of mana, nearly buckling her at the knees.

      And then the world shifted.
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      “And there they go,” Prince Khalik said. “Off to seek out dungeons and now demons.”

      Alex swore. A lot.

      “Not this shit again,” he said. “Gods, I swear if I could bring Leopold back to life and beat him unconscious, I’d be halfway back to Generasi by now.”

      “Same.” Thundar crossed his arms. “Maybe we could break Amir out of jail and clobber him a few times.”

      “Shhh,” Isolde whispered, nodding toward the edge of the crowd.

      Professor Jules was walking to one of the other tents, looking like someone had just desecrated her father’s tomb. Alex wouldn’t have needed to study body language to know that every single move she made emanated rage.

      “I think we should perhaps not speak of Amir,” Isolde said softly. “Out of… sensitivity for our professor.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Thundar agreed, taking a deep breath like he often did when practicing the Cleansing Movements. “It’s done. Getting rage-y about it isn’t gonna help.”

      “Best to acknowledge it and just let it pass,” Theresa agreed. “What’s done is done. We can’t deal with what’s already happened, but we can hunt down these cultists.”

      “Mmmm,” Grimloch said, thumbing the haft of his maul. “Good chance for payback.”

      Alex inhaled deeply, acknowledging his anger and letting it pass. “Yeah, you guys are right. This is kind of a later problem anyway. We’ll be on the lookout for cultists, and so will the Heroes… but the Ravener’s really the biggest threat.”

      And besides, having Ezaliel’s cult members show up might not exactly be a bad thing. Burn-Saw served in the demon’s forces, and if his and Baelin’s summoning investigation didn’t work out, then the cultists would be the next best chance at finding out more about Hannar-Cim.

      “Right,” Thundar said. “Our shift’s up anyway. Let’s get back home. Been a helluva long three days.”

      Alex nodded.

      He’d be back at school soon. Time to learn some more summoning spells.
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      “By Uldar and the clan heads!” Cedric swore as he and the other Heroes materialized back into the world. Their horses bucked and whinnied with fear, but Hart grabbed their reins and began calming them. He whispered, gently stroking their flanks.

      The Heroes, horses and Baelin were all in the same positions they’d been in a heartbeat earlier, but their surroundings were completely different. The encampment was gone. Instead, they were at a crossroads west of Ryeford. They’d passed this very spot on the way to Greymoor.

      “And here we are,” Baelin said. “I do believe you will reach your destination in about three hours on foot. Of course, it will take far less time on horseback.”

      “Holy Uldar!” Hart swore. “I’ve heard of wizards doing this in tales, but… holy Uldar!”

      The chancellor let out a booming laugh that rocked through the trees. “I am afraid that holy Uldar has nothing to do with this.” He grinned. “It is simply the work of the will of mortals, mana and good, reliable spellcraft.”

      “Hell yeah, then,” Hart whooped. “Drestra, when the hell are you gonna learn this kinda stuff?”

      “As soon as I can,” the Sage said, admiration and awe in her voice. “Once I break through to fifth-tier spells, this’ll be the first one I learn.”

      Baelin turned his twinkling gaze to Drestra and then Cedric. “Should you crave instruction, perhaps I—or another professor—could set you on the path to such advanced magics. It would be a shame to see those with such promising… affinities for magic, left without proper guidance.”

      “The Witches of Crymlyn Swamp are masters of magic in their own right,” Drestra’s crackling voice said, with a slightly defensive note in it.

      “Indeed, they are.” The chancellor rose to his full height. “I meant no offence, but it is a simple fact that we in Generasi have access to resources that wizards the world over do not. Still, it is best that we learn from each other if we can. Perhaps one of your elders would enjoy a sojourn to our encampment one day, Drestra. They could teach your ways to our students just as we could teach you and Cedric. In any case, I shall leave you to your journey. Your time has been taken up enough, I would say. Farewell until we meet again, young Heroes.”

      With another immense roar of mana, the beastman vanished into thin air.

      “Bloody hell,” Cedric swore. “What a monster he was.”

      “Heh, most of those bastards over there were,” Hart said. “The Ash Ravens killed some wizards in our day, but I’m glad I didn’t go up against that lot before I got the Mark.”

      “Before ya got the Mark? You think you could take ’em now?” Cedric asked.

      “Some of them? No problem,” Hart said, nodding.

      “Oh?” Drestra asked, a note of steel entering her voice. “I think they would blast you with so much magic, you’d be nothing but smoking boots.”

      Hart snorted. “Maybe if there was enough of ’em, and they had me cornered. But all the magic in the world’s not gonna help if your head’s taken clean off before you can finish one of your fancy spells. That’s key when fighting wizards.”

      “Oh?” Some amusement entered her voice. “And what about the chancellor?”

      “Oh, he’d be a problem. A big one.” The Champion’s humour dropped. “He’s got power, sure, but he knows how to move too. Perfect balance on those hooves. He’s a warrior, I can tell you that much. The rest, though? They’d be dogmeat against me. Most of ’em, at least. The Watchers’d give me trouble, and I think the big shark, Grimloch, would too if he’s got someone backing him up. Same with that quick one, Theresa.”

      He paused, scratching the stubble on his chin. “But the real big problem besides the chancellor? It’s that bloody golem. That thing’s a monster through and through. I could break it, but it’s got way too much power, and it hits hard. It’d be a tough fight.”

      “Aye,” Cedric said. “I’d give a lot to have that big bastard with us all the time… yeah…”

      The Chosen’s mind drifted back to the battle in the dungeon, remembering how the golem had crashed through just about anything the dungeon threw at it. Hart was right, it truly was a monster. He figured he might be faster, but even if he was, he wouldn’t fancy fighting that thing.

      He’d likely win, by his reckoning: it wasn’t like he hadn’t busted up hulking-big monsters that dungeons had thrown at them before. But with those fire-beams and Alex Roth’s dirty fighting? Cedric remembered the attendant’s corpse, sucked dry by one of Roth’s summoned monsters. One thing was sure, a fight against him would be ugly.

      A fight he’d win, he reassured himself again, but probably not without some nasty wounds. He was a lot faster than Roth or his golem, he could heal from a lot of hurt with Uldar’s divinity, and his spells had more power behind them.

      Maybe not as much power as those damned fire-beams, but still more than anything that the wizard had shown.

      Some of Baelin’s words came back about targeting the greatest threat first. Dungeon cores tended to work that way… except the one in the Chitterer dungeon hadn’t paid anywhere near as much attention to him as it had to Alex. His golem was tough, no doubt about that, but he’d used a blessing on his weapon so it dealt cursed, lethal cuts to the Ravener’s spawn. Yet, it had gone after Roth—and not him—with a vengeance.

      He was one of the Heroes. Cores knew to try and kill them first because they were their biggest threat. It should have focused on him since he was the only one in that dungeon who could’ve reliably stopped the gibbering legions.

      Yet it had almost ignored him in favour of Alex, not even giving him or the rest of their team anywhere near as much attention. Cedric felt like he was missing something.

      “Oi.” He turned to the other Heroes. “What did you think of that Roth guy and his friends?”

      Hart shrugged. “They’re stout, I guess. Good to fight and drink with. Tyris has a hell of a lot of energy. Good-looking too. Real good-looking.”

      Blue eyes flashed in Cedric’s mind.

      “Aye…” He shook the thought away. “But I dunno… What about you, Drestra?”

      “Why do you ask?” The Sage threw a question back at him. “You’ve known them longer than I have.”

      “Well… lemme ask something else. When you fought the dungeon core in the blood-drak dungeon, did it focus on you or the other wizards you were with?”

      “Why?” Drestra asked again.

      “I dunno…” Cedric said. “I get the feelin’ we’re not seein’ somethin’ here. I’m wonderin’ if there’s somethin’ up with Alex Roth.”
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      “Could you be any more vague, man?” Hart raked his fingers through his long brown hair. “Come on, this isn’t some bard’s tale where everything’s gotta be all mysterious and told by candle and campfire, Cedric.”

      “Well—” the Chosen began.

      “Can we talk while we ride?” Drestra interrupted, scanning the surrounding trees. “We lost time back at the encampment and gained most back thanks to Baelin. Let’s not lose it again.”

      “Yeah, let’s ride. Don’t feel like standing here all day anyway,” Hart agreed.

      Cedric remembered the harmony he’d seen between the expedition teams, both during the battle and after. The Heroes never worked like that, not even in the beginning. ‘How much better would things be if we did?’ he wondered.

      “Right, then. We’ll talk an’ ride. An’ I’ll try not ta be too vague for ya, Hart.” Cedric climbed up on his horse, his irritation plain. Within seconds, the trio was mounted and on their way down the road. A gust of wind rustled the changing leaves. Each Hero scanned the trees lining the road.

      Things seemed peaceful enough, but they’d been ambushed on peaceful roads before. That comfortable feeling from being in the encampment began to fade. Far too quickly for Cedric’s liking.

      Once the horses got up to a good trot, he continued talking.

      “Right, so. Here’s what I’m talkin’ about. Remember when I said the dungeon core really went after Alex?”

      “Yes, I remember, and I remember you asking him about it too,” Drestra said, her reptilian eyes tracking from one side of the road to the other. “You all said that it was similar to how the cores focus on Merzhin and me when we’re left undefended. What about it?”

      “Well, somethin’ about that don’t seem quite right ta me. Hart’s right, that golem’s nasty, but I’m nasty too. The resta their team weren’t no slouch either: lots o’ wizards and that big’un Grimloch an’ all the rest of ’em. Seems a might strange that it’d just needle-focus on one wizard. I could see it, if—”

      “You feeling neglected?” Hart interrupted, laughing. “You’re acting like someone’s lover that ain’t getting enough attention.”

      Cedric grunted. “Look, I’m bein’ serious here. You heard what the big goat wizard was sayin’: in battle, you focus on the biggest threat and break it down.”

      “Well, sometimes that’s true,” Drestra said. “But sometimes it’s better to cull the weak. They’re more easily hunted and they fall faster.”

      “Not the point I’m tryna make. the Ravener focuses on us. We’re always the biggest threat to it. S’half the reason why we even matter in this whole fight. We break cores and smash dungeons, so they focus on us first instead o’ tryin’ ta kill everyone in Thameland an’ raze it.”

      “True,” Hart said. “But the spawn went after everyone pretty equally out on the hills.”

      “That’s true,” Drestra said. “It even seemed like they went after the Generasians more than they go for our knights and priests.”

      “That’s what I’m sayin’. They focused on individuals down in the dungeon, but not outside. So, what happened down in the blood-drak dungeon? Who’d the core focus on when you all were tryin’ ta break it?”

      “Me,” Drestra said. “Then it split its attention between me and Hart when he got there.

      “A lot of the monsters were concentrating on me too,” Hart said. “I got there a little after Drestra, so she was already good and stuck in.”

      “And it didn’t go after any of them wizards with ya?” Cedric asked. “Didn’t focus on any o’ them?”

      “No, it focused on me,” Drestra said, after a moment’s thought. “But Hart and I were the main targets. Ah, no wait, I’m lying. Now that I think about it, it targeted some of the Watchers more than the other Generasians.”

      “Yeah, I remember now,” Hart said. “It took some of the heat off me.”

      “Aye, so it spread its focus around, but with that wizard Alex… it was mostly bent on killin’ him.” Cedric’s forehead creased between red eyebrows. “Even ta where it was ignorin’ me.”

      “Why are you going on about this?” Drestra asked, with a surprising amount of firmness in her voice. “Alex and all the Generasians have been nothing but good to us. You sound like an inquisitor on a bad day.”

      “Yeah, why does it matter if it was hunting him?” Hart asked. “Maybe he stinks or something.”

      Both Heroes stared at Hart. Only the sound of horse hooves drumming along the path, the rustling of leaves, and distant birdsong broke the judging silence.

      “Well, I don’t mean literally!” Hart tried to explain himself. “I dunno, like… maybe he’s got some kinda stink that only Ravener-spawn can smell?”

      They continued staring at him.

      “Fine! It’s just a theory. I’m not the one being crazy here. Cedric is!”

      “I’m not being crazy!” the Chosen snapped. “I’m jus’ curious, is all.”

      “And Alex gave you an explanation. One that makes sense,” Drestra reminded him. “Does it even matter why he was attacked? Everyone was. Come on, Cedric, we actually have allies now. Powerful ones who’re more than willing to help.”

      “Well, let’s be honest,” Hart cut in. “They’re helping because they’re getting something out of it. Not complaining here—I know better than most what it’s like to fight for pay—but I’m just saying that’s the way it is. They’re not exactly here out of the goodness of their hearts.”

      “Oh, so now you’re on Cedric’s side?” Drestra glared at him.

      “I don’t have a side. I’m just askin’ a bloody question!” Cedric’s voice rose.

      “And I’m not on anyone’s side either,” Hart said. “Look, they’re wizards; they’ve probably got their own secrets. Never fought or heard of a wizard who didn’t have a list of secrets at least as long as my arm. As long as those secrets don’t end with me getting demons all over my ass, they can have all the secrets they want. Let it lie, man,” he said to Cedric. “We’re Heroes, not church inquisitors.”

      “Aye… look, it’s jus’ that what the chancellor said got me ta thinkin’ is all. I didn’t mean no harm by it. S’just had me curious, but I’ll let it be. Last thing we need is for Heroes to be at each other’s…”

      He paused.

      At each other’s throats.

      Heroes.

      Who was supposed to help keep the Heroes together? The Fool. All that ungrateful talk about the Fool being useless aside, they were supposed to serve Uldar by helping to knit everyone together, both in life… and in death.

      A thought seeped into the back of his mind. Who did dungeon cores mostly focus on trying to kill? Heroes.

      Which Hero was missing?

      And who’d been the friendly fellow who’d helped ease the Chosen, Champion and Sage’s spirit when they’d arrived at the wizard’s camp? Who happened to be there—a friendly face that he already knew—and made getting along with all those strangers a hell of a lot easier?

      Alex.

      Alex from Thameland.

      The same fellow he’d met a day after he’d woken up with the balanced scales of the Chosen burning bright on his chest. The image of an ugly jester’s statue—one he’d seen in town squares and fountains all over Thameland—came to mind.

      Would Alex Roth have a golden symbol of a jester glowing somewhere on his body? The Chosen rode along, his hands gripping the reins so tightly, he could feel the tension in them through the metallic glove that was his morphic weapon.

      Then… he caught himself.

      ‘Hold on now, Cedric. Pa always said not ta get so heated ya stop makin’ proper use of yer head.’ He remembered how his father had pulled him aside after a few bloody-nosed fights with the other boys in Clan Duncan. ‘Don’t be rushin’ ta judgement. Think.’

      The more he thought about his suspicions, the more holes he found in them.

      ‘What am I, mad?’ He shook his head. ‘The Fool’s the least dangerous o’ the lot of us, so why would the bloody core be after him instead o’ me? Fools can’t use spellcraft or fight, an’ I’ve seen ’im do both more than once. Plus, he built that bloody war-machine ov a golem ov his. An’ it’s got them firing stones in its hands and head. An’ if they ain’t bloody weapons, then I don’t know what is, an’ Fools can’t even use weapons.’

      Cedric doubted he could’ve ever made that golem, even with Uldar’s magic and divinity. He didn’t have the kind of knowledge to know where to even begin.

      ‘Ach, forget it,’ he thought. ‘Probably just chasin’ my tail like a dog that’s got a damn burr in its backside. B’sides, he wasn’t the only one ya got along with at their camp, aye? There’s someone else ya got along wit’ pretty damn well. Is she a Fool too? Course not, what wit’ all her smarts an’ that whole fancy way about her.’

      He smiled, remembering the walk he and Isolde took the night of the celebration.

      If he could have slowed their walk down to a crawl, he would’ve done just that to get the chance to learn more about the attractive young woman and her life at that fancy university. He couldn’t even picture some of things she’d talked about. They’d sounded like something old Mad Kelda dreamed up after one of her special mushroom soups. The stuff had sailed way over his head, and he’d kept gaping at her in silence like an idiot, feeling more and more like a bumpkin with every word she’d spoken.

      At least when the conversation had turned to spellcasting, he could jump in a little. Old Gran’s wizardry lessons gave him a bit of knowledge, and he’d learned a bit more in the early days of the cycle. The court wizards had crammed as many battle spells into his, Drestra and Merzhin’s heads as they’d had time for back in the capital. So, he’d finally stopped gaping and actually contributed to the conversation… even though gaping at Isolde was something he wouldn’t mind getting used to.

      It was too bad things were cut short. She’d been asking about his morphic weapon when they’d circled back to the bonfire and the walk ended.

      ‘Next time,’ he thought. ‘Just have somethin’ ready ta talk about next time.’

      Squaring his shoulders, he let go of questions and troubled thoughts in favour of nice thoughts about a fetching blue-eyed wizard from Generasi.
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        * * *

      

      Trouble had a way of coming for people when they weren’t expecting it.

      And the three Heroes weren’t expecting the trouble waiting for them in Ryeford.

      “Hold on,” Hart said, stringing his bow and peering down the road. His sharp eyes picked out the town through the trees ahead, while Cedric and Drestra were left squinting. “Something’s wrong.”

      “What is it?” Cedric asked.

      “The road’s blocked about… I’d say maybe a dozen or so paces in front of the town. There’s priests around and a bunch of soldiers are standing guard… outside, not at the gates. And… yep, those are Merzhin’s people. I don’t see anyone else, though…” He squinted. “There’s something else too. The gates are wide open, but there’s not much movement past them. Don’t see any regular folks, just Merzhin’s soldiers and priests.”

      Cedric frowned, turning his weapon into a lance. “Let’s pick up the pace an’ get over there. Any sign of Merzhin?”

      “If he’s in there, he’s deep inside,” Hart said.

      “Prepare for battle, then,” Drestra’s crackling voice said. “Just in case… just in case.”

      The horses cantered down the road with their riders prepared for a fight, but as they got closer, no sounds of conflict reached them. If anything, it was the opposite. Everything was quiet. Too quiet. Then the stink hit them.

      “Blood,” Hart growled. “Old blood. Just starting to rot.”

      As the town grew closer, Cedric saw soldiers raise their weapons then quickly lower them and scramble to remove the barricade, realizing who was approaching.

      “Hail!” Cedric called, waving at the soldiers and priests. “What’s goin’ on? Where’s Merzhin?”

      The faces of those guarding the way were as pale as sheets.

      A young woman replied with a tremor in her voice, “Welcome, Heroes… it might be better if you go in and see for yourselves. I hope you haven’t had a meal lately.” A visible shudder went through her. “The Saint is in the town square.”

      “Why aren’t you using the gate?” Hart asked.

      “It’s been sabotaged from inside. There’s been a massacre… You’ll see.”

      The three Heroes glanced around, then rode through the damaged gates—which looked like they’d been sawed off at the hinges. Inside the town of Ryeford, the ugly evidence of a massacre greeted them. Rust-coloured stains painted the streets and spattered the buildings. Maggots wriggled along the ground. Flies feasted on bits of rot, buzzing through the air like smoke clouds.

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Cedric swore.

      The Heroes slowed, riding through a cloud of stench: rot, decaying blood and… something else. Something fouler.

      “Poison?” Drestra sniffed the air. “Venom walkers, I think.”

      “Silence-spiders too,” Hart said. “Look at those big claw marks in the wood on those houses. But where the hell are the bodies?”

      “Merzhin probably had them collected,” the Sage said.

      Yet, when they reached the centre of town, there were… very few bodies on the ground. A few of the town’s residents along with a small number of the fifty warriors who’d been stationed in Ryeford were laid out in rows with bedsheets partly covering them like shrouds. The customary Heroes fountain loomed above the bodies, and the Saint and a group of priests knelt in prayer beside it.

      Merzhin looked up—grim-faced—when the trotting horses entered the square. “I was too late,” he said with sadness. “All were departed to Uldar’s side for at least a day or so before we arrived. There is nothing I could do except guide their souls to him. Most of the townspeople’s and soldiers’ bodies are missing.”

      “Bloody hell,” Cedric said, making the sign of Uldar. “What did this? Is there a dungeon around here? A double-dungeon?”

      “No,” Merzhin said. “None that we could find.”

      “Where’s the horde, then?” Hart asked, looking around as though monsters would suddenly leap out from behind the empty buildings.

      “That’s the thing,” Merzhin said. “Our rangers couldn’t pick up a trail. There’s silence-spider and venom walker tracks all through the woods… they’re everywhere. It was like they purposely made a web of tracks to hide their actual trail. Which shows a level of intelligence that’s worrying. We have no idea where they came from… or where they’re going, or where they went.”
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        * * *

      

      The Hunter slipped from the trees, peering at the landscape ahead. Rough hills. Grasses. Swamps.

      Moors.

      And somewhere within this landscape, it could feel the strong pulse of mana.

      There were wizards ahead.

      And there were a lot of them.

      It snorted with distaste… and discomfort.
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      The monster crouched at the edge of a copse of trees as something stirred in the distant landscape.

      Something that gave the Ravener’s Hunter concern.

      There were few mortals in this land who could call upon mana to wield like a weapon. Yet the ones it was sensing, blazing so brightly with magic, were far from few. This was troubling. The threat was thick in the air, and the Hunter could feel it deep in its core. Where were the two dungeons? They should be near, building armies for their master. It sent its senses out again, searching for the dungeons. Nothing answered. Were they destroyed by the Heroes or these wizards? Were they eliminated by these hostiles now dwelling here?

      A growl escaped its throat.

      Where had these magic wielders come from and why were they here? Wizards amassing was not natural, and unnatural elements were unpredictable. They must be managed. They must be eliminated. Like the Usurper. And there was no trace of them near or far. At least none that it could sense. Troubling. The words of that priest in Ryeford might be worthless.

      The Hunter would have to learn more.

      Yet, it was impossible to scout the area ahead with the sun so bright and little cover to hide in. No overgrown places to conceal itself.

      Daylight was restrictive. It would be best to wait until darkness fell. With a low growl, the Hunter called a pair of silence-spiders down to it. The soundless creatures crept through the trees on their blade-like legs. Deeper in the wood, the rest of the horde waited, far from prying eyes.

      “When dark falls, go, see who invades these lands. Find out who these strangers are,” it commanded. “The poisoned priest said they were foreign wizards, but I want to know more.”

      The silence-spiders noiselessly brought their scythe-like front claws together in acknowledgement, then crawled back into the trees to wait, hidden until time for their mission. The Hunter sent out a ping with its senses, and detected mana nearby.

      It flinched.

      Two new sources of mana reached it.

      The first blazed from the wizard’s camp with a crushing brilliance like the sun’s rays. It hadn’t been there earlier, but had simply materialized from thin air like a vengeful ghost. The Hunter clicked its teeth together. It was an awful power. Was it the Usurper? No… no, it didn’t have a Usurper’s stink.

      But still, whatever it was could be a great threat. Its master should be told.

      The Hunter called ten worker spiders to it, sending them to inform the Ravener of what it had sensed.

      “Go to our master with word of this new threat. Move swiftly. It is more powerful in magic than the Sage and the Chosen combined. Go, so that our master can prepare.”

      The ten dipped low in response, then scurried away between the tree trunks, hurrying to their master’s lair. There. Now if anything stopped the Hunter, its master would know of the coming threat.

      For now, though…

      What was that second source of mana?

      It was close. Very close. Three together, perhaps only a brief march away. Scouts of these foreign wizards perhaps? They could be a valuable source of information if captured.

      With a quick bark, it brought several silence-spiders and venom walkers to its side.

      “Come. We hunt.”

      The party of monsters moved through the trees, keeping to the shadows between trunks, creeping closer to their prey. As always, it relished the thought of the coming capture and kill. It did not gain power from mortal fear like the Ravener or its dungeon cores did, but it did enjoy seeing fear consume its prey.

      A screech from above brought it from its thoughts.

      Its head snapped up with teeth bared.

      A crow. A simple crow, taking flight from a branch.

      Nothing to concern itself with.

      As it slipped between trees, low voices reached it from ahead. The air was filled with the tang of magic. Spellcraft was present, but of what sort, the Hunter could not tell. Cautiously, it moved toward the magic wielders.

      Then a voice cut through the woods.

      One screaming words of power.

      Mana blazed in the Hunter’s senses. Mana that crackled.

      It leapt aside, shouting a warning to its forces.

      Crack!

      A blue tongue of lightning flicked through the trees, catching both a silence-spider and venom walker in its path. A searing flash, and the stink of boiling venom filled the air. The dull thud of two bodies hitting the forest floor followed.

      But the Hunter didn’t spare its dead a single glance. It charged through the trees—as agile and swift as sudden death—weaving between trunks and toward the magic casters.

      “Our servants see you, Ravener-spawn!” a withered, inhuman voice croaked. “Begone! Begone from our lands!”

      “My land!” another voice shrieked. “My land, sister!”

      Crack!

      Bolts of lightning struck.

      More silence-spiders dropped. The Hunter burst from the woods and into a clearing. Three humanoids, having the appearances of aged female mortals, confronted him. They resembled humanity at first glance.

      But their nature was more monster than human. Each stood taller than any human—maybe close to eight feet, and their blue skin had the grey cast of burnished iron. Long, scraggly hair fell to their hips in a tangle, hanging atop robes made of a patchwork of animal skins and coverings.

      Long, iron talons capped each twisted finger, while blackened fangs jutted from slavering misshapen lips shrieking spells. Around the trio, a pack of monsters milled about—mounds of vegetation with whirling tentacles, and beast goblins with vines growing freely from their bodies.

      The Hunter snarled.

      Blue annis hags, local monsters. Were they bound to the wizards?

      It would find out.

      “Kill them!” one of the hags in a robe of bird feathers snapped. “Kill the interlopers!”

      Beast-goblins and plant monsters surged toward the Hunter with flailing tentacles and gnashing jaws.

      It answered with a roar.

      Silence-spiders poured from the woods, soon followed by venom walkers. Spells roared from all three hags: lightning, wind, and dark curses aimed at the Hunter, but the Ravener-spawn’s reflexes had been honed by experience.

      It weaved past lightning.

      Slid beneath wind blasts.

      And used the hags’ own servants for cover against the curses. Vegetable-matter boiled and withered where dark magic struck the shambling plants. The Hunter waited for a pause in their spells then struck the witches. With a quick twitch of finely-tuned muscle, it soared over the hags’ horde and onto a giant, tentacled creature.

      Another twitch shot it toward the hag in the feather robe.

      Claws swept out.

      She snarled, slashing back.

      Schnk!

      A high-pitched shriek replaced spellcasting. Part of a blue arm spiralled through the air, then dropped, tumbling along yellowed grass. With a single sweep of its claws, the Hunter had slashed through the hag’s tough hide, relieving her of a forearm.

      She reeled back, clutching the severed limb in disbelief. Then, it struck again, raking its claws deep into her face.

      She slumped lifeless to the ground.

      Her shocked sisters turned, looking to escape.

      There! There was the terror. Now to use it.

      “You!” the Hunter roared at them. “How do you serve these wizards? Who are they?”

      The surviving hags looked back at the Ravener-spawn.

      “Wait, wait, no!” one answered in terror, her eyes drifting to her dead sister. “We do not serve the outsiders! Interlopers, they are! To be killed or driven from my land!”

      The Hunter snarled. “You do not serve them? Lies will not save you, witch!”

      “No, Ravener-spawn!” the other hag cried, backing away. “We are enemies to them, not allies, no! Wait, wait!” She waved her hands, halting the attack of their horde of plant monsters and beast-goblins. “Stop! Stop attacking us! We have no quarrel with you if your enemy is our enemy. We are only protecting our land!”

      “My land!” the first hag snapped at her remaining sister.

      The Hunter considered what the hags said. Enemies of the outsiders?

      A barking cry to its own forces called off their attack.

      Silence-spiders and venom walkers abruptly fell back. Relief washed the hags’ faces.

      “Yes, good!” one growled. Her robes were made from the skins of reptiles and amphibians. Her sister’s were of deerskin. “Good, good! Why fight each other when we can help each other!”

      She talked fast. Fear… and something else was apparent in her voice. The Hunter thought about what it had learned while watching humans. Was that excitement? Hope?

      “Help, how?” it asked the hag.

      “You are enemies to these wizards?” the deer-robed one asked.

      “Yes, to all wizards,” the Hunter said, omitting mention of the Usurper. It had not confirmed whether the Usurper was with those wizards, but it would. Information would be needed, and the interlopers would have to be dealt with. They were dangerous enough without a Usurper among them.

      “Good, good!” the reptilian-robed one said. “Why waste lives killing each other? Will you move into these lands and drive me away?”

      “No,” the Hunter said. “You kill mortals. I have no reason to kill you.”

      “Good, then better we unite our claws and use them on our enemies’ flesh, than on each other! Yeees!” she said, her face relaxing. “We will tell you what we know of these interlopers! My sisters and I use spells to observe them through the eyes of birds. We can watch and listen to them.”

      So that was how they saw him and his forces.

      “We can tell you all that we’ve learned. And then, we can join forces and kill every one of them! Yes?”

      The Hunter thought about her proposal. It had been made by the Ravener for assassination. To this purpose, it was given the power to subjugate creatures not spawned by its master and twist any local monster into shield or fodder.

      But these blue annis hags had intelligence.

      And offered an alliance out of fear, but also of their own will.

      It considered what to do. When it was first created, it lacked understanding and experience and would not have hesitated to attack these witches and kill, or bring them under its control. But now…?

      It had learned how mortals gained strength through cooperation.

      Why not adapt and try this alliance? It could easily kill these two if betrayal was their goal. Its chest swelled with pride.

      Experience had made it wiser.

      That was why it was one of the greatest of the Ravener’s living servants. Perhaps even the greatest.

      “Yes,” the Hunter growled. “We will fight together, as long as we get what we want. Betray me, and I will kill you.”

      “No, no! We won’t!” the hag in amphibian robes said. To the Hunter’s surprise, she spat on her sister’s corpse. “I didn’t like her anyway! So, no hard feelings. And more help for each of us!”

      She paused. “But we must take great care. Two dungeons tried to kill these interlopers, but they destroyed them! These wizards are very dangerous.”

      The Hunter clicked his teeth together. “Tell me more about them. How did they fight? Who destroyed the dungeons?”

      The hag dressed in reptile skins growled. “The wizards were with three of the Heroes. They had vast amounts of power. Some could fly. There was a big minotaur and an even bigger fishman. The fishman didn’t seem to have mana, but he did have unnatural strength. The minotaur used magic. A mortal female wizard rode on the head of a giant tortoise that sprayed a thick flaming liquid on Ravener-spawn, and not only that, but it could fly. It was as big as a young dragon. There was another one who controlled a large clay man that shot fire from its head and hands. He and all of his companions are very dangerous!”

      A growl slipped from the Hunter’s throat. “Tell me more about these wizards, especially the ones that controlled the tortoise and the man made of clay.”

      Its new allies and its army of monsters would need to prepare.
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        * * *

      

      Far across land and sea, the wizard who controlled the man made of clay was in the middle of building an army of monsters. A pile of books with second- and first-tier summoning spells were spread out in front of him, all borrowed from the library as soon as he’d returned to Generasi.

      Summon Viper-Devil.

      Summon Ice Elemental.

      Summon Taranea: a type of celestial spider.

      Summon Hellhound.

      And more.

      Monsters for combat, for help, for scouting and other things. They’d each help him increase in strength and power, and also provide more helpers for other tasks.

      Although, these weren’t the spells he was focused on at the moment.

      The spell-guide in his hands was for Summon Elemental Sprite. And he wasn’t the only one looking at it.

      “This spell is going to be a little advanced for you,” Alex explained while Selina leaned against one of his muscular arms, peering at the book. “But spell arrays are broken into different parts, and if you look at enough of them, you start to figure out which parts do what before you even cast a spell.”

      He cleared his throat, putting on his best Baelin impression. “A Proper Wizard can tell what a spell does just by seeing the spell array alone. But that’s not always the case. Most wizards just learn enough about spell arrays to cast the spell, they don’t really break down all of the details if they don’t have to.”

      “Cooool.” Selina reached down, tracing the spell array with her finger. “And you’re going to summon a sprite?”

      “Oh yeah,” Alex said. “Once I learn the spell at least, which hopefully will be fast.”

      Selina looked at him sharply. “How’re you going to do it so fast? Miss Sutton said it takes a long time to learn spells.”

      “Yeah, well…” Alex smiled. “I’ve got a lot of confidence in this one. Trust me. Let’s just say I have a trick or two up my sleeve.”

      Today would be the first time he’d be testing the Traveller’s power with a new spell since the day he’d first summoned Bubbles. If things went well, he could probably learn the new spells on his list in under a week. And that was only one step in his plan to advance to third-tier spells and progress in other ways, including physically and financially. Fighting alongside the Heroes had motivated him. Hard. If he wanted to take on dungeons and get dungeon core remains without needing a massive force with him, he’d need to get even stronger.

      He cracked his knuckles, looking down at a detailed plan with the title circled at the top of the page.

      Operation: Grand Summoning Ascension was about to begin.
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      “Why do you do that?” Selina frowned, looking down at the heading circled in Alex’s notebook.

      “Do what?”

      “Give everything big, dramatic names?”

      “Because I’m also big—” He flexed a muscular arm. “—and dramatic.”

      “Ugh,” she groaned, much to his amusement.

      He fought the urge to grin.

      His little sister was now at the stage where a lot of his clowning made her cringe since she was trying to be more serious and grown up. Which only made him want to clown her even more. Alex remembered going through the same “extra serious” stage—as his father used to call it when he teased him. He could picture their dad at the dinner table, with that mischievous look his face got when he was fighting a grin from making Alex cringe. And now, here he was with a, I’m fighting a grin from making my growing sister cringe look on his own face.

      ‘This could turn into a family tradition. Maybe if Theresa and I have kids one day… or Selina does…’ A smile like a grinning cat spread across his face as he shot a glance her way.

      His sister was watching him. He quickly looked down, dismissing the delightful idea and returning to his spell.

      “Speaking of growing up—”

      “You never said anything about growing up,” she pointed out.

      “Details, details,” he countered, ignoring facts. “Which is exactly what you’re going to have to worry about. I want you to really pay attention to what I’m about to say: you wanted to watch me learn and practice spells, right?”

      She nodded vigorously.

      After he’d returned from Thameland, Selina had questioned him and Theresa about every detail of their trip: the fights, the Ravener, how things were going in Greymoor, and especially about the Heroes.

      When they’d relayed all the news—including that the demons they’d fought on Oreca’s Fall beach would soon be plaguing their homeland—she’d gone quiet. And not too much later, she’d begged him to let her watch his spell practice.

      She’d been near him before—more times than he could count—when he’d been practicing, but she’d never shown much interest in what he was doing. Though he didn’t need the Mark to tell him what was going on with her. Everything that happened back home bothered her, and she wanted to learn whatever she could to protect herself and their family.

      Alex’s eyes fell on her birthday gift from the Lus. Carrying the knife had become a habit.

      She’d seen a lot, and he understood why she kept it close, but he didn’t want her to lose sight of just being a kid for now.

      “That’s great, but I’m going to warn you—you won’t understand a lot of what you see right now. It’ll make a lot more sense later.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oh, and when you start learning spells, you’ll get faster the more you practice. Your first spell’s going to take you a long, long time to get.”

      He’d struggled with the spell for forceball for years before he finally got it. A chuckle slipped out. Now here he was, learning summoning spells in a day. A lot had changed.

      Looking at Selina, absorbed in studying the spell guide, a warm feeling touched him.

      ‘You’ll have a hell of a lot easier time than I had,’ he thought. ‘You won’t have to flail around like I did, trying to put it all together by yourself. You’ll have proper teachers and your big brother to help you. And since you have that affinity for fire magic, you’ll probably advance even faster, especially if you learn fire spells first… but I’m not sure if that’ll be happening.’

      “Hmmm.” She frowned. “How long do you think it’ll take me?”

      “Ooooh,” he considered. “You’ll have to train your mana, and they probably won’t let you even try a spell until you’ve learned a lot of magic theory.”

      “Aw,” she muttered.

      “What’s up?” he asked. “Something wrong?”

      “…I was thinking that if I learned magic fast, then I could come and help you, and Theresa and everyone else in Thameland,” she said.

      Just as he’d suspected, then.

      “Oh no, that’s out of the question,” he said. “Completely. You’re not coming to Thameland to fight monsters at eleven years old.”

      “Why?” she asked. “I’ve seen monsters, lots of times. Demons too. I’m not afraid. I want to fight back.”

      Her hand had fallen on the knife handle. Alex watched her fingers tighten on the hilt.

      “Trust me, you don’t want to go there. Not yet,” he said. “Remember what I told you we saw? What we fought with the Heroes? It wasn’t pretty, Selina. You shouldn’t be there until you’re a lot older, and have a lot of experience with battle magic.”

      “You don’t use battle magic,” she said.

      “Yeah, well.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at Claygon, who was standing beside the siblings as they sat in the shade of a flowering tree. “I kinda got a really big, smashy bodyguard. And I’ve also taken Baelin’s class.”

      “You could teach me what Baelin taught you,” she suggested.

      Her hand closed around the knife hilt, becoming a fist.

      “No way.” Alex waved his hand. “I mean… yeah, sure, of course I’ll teach you what Baelin taught me, but you can’t go into a war zone right now. Not until you’re older and you’ve learned how to fight. Hopefully, you won’t have to do any fighting back home because the Ravener’ll be long dead by then. That’ll be the best thing for all of us. But… look…”

      He turned back to his spell book. “If you really want to learn magic fast, then pay close attention to me. I’m about to go through this spell a lot, and it’ll give you a head start. So, just watch, okay? Summoning’s a really useful kind of magic, and you can apply it to all kinds of different things.”

      “…Okay,” she said.

      He glanced at Claygon. “Hey, buddy, ya mind raising a fist there? If the sprite does anything hostile, I want you to smash the hell out of it. And if I accidentally summon anything that’s not a sprite, I want you to smash that too.”

      Claygon shifted, adjusting his body weight, then curled his upper-right hand into a fist, raising it in preparation to strike.

      “Did you just tell Claygon to smush a sprite?” Selina asked, looking at Alex dubiously.

      “Listen, sprites aren’t very dangerous, but if they get out of control, they can still hurt us with their magic. I’m not taking any chances.”

      He would have preferred to conjure the sprite in the Cells, but Selina wasn’t exactly supposed to be in there. He’d come up with a compromise: Claygon would smash any nasty monsters that appeared, and he was also practicing his summoning outside, so running was a strong option if anything went wrong.

      At this point in his training, he was pretty confident he wouldn’t screw the spell up anyway.

      Not catastrophically, at least.

      Probably.

      Alex took a deep breath, looked over the incantation and spell-array one more time, then jumped right in. The Mark’s interference appeared without fail, trying to break his concentration, but he guided himself through until he made a mistake. He promptly cut the spell.

      “What happened?” Selina asked.

      “I made a mistake,” he told her. “What I’m doing now is writing down exactly what I did wrong, which part of the spell-array I made the mistake on, and how to avoid it next time. I had to learn to do things this way because of you know what,” he whispered.

      “That’s a lot of stuff to write,” she said. “No wonder you have so many notebooks.”

      “Exactly, but it’s worth it.” He now had so many stacks of notebooks in his room, they formed a small wall on one side of his bed. “It takes a lot of time doing it this way, but what that’ll mean for you is you’ll be learning your spells in a lot of detail. Which’ll mean you’ll be able to learn them a lot faster if you put in the work, and you might even be able to design your own spell arrays. Wouldn’t that be cool? You could even modify or make up spells with enough practice.”

      She looked at the spell array. “Because… you learn more about the spell array from all the detail?”

      “Exactly!” he said. “Now juuust watch me quietly for a bit. Need to concentrate.”

      He threw himself into the spell again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Each time, he recorded what happened to make him stop the spell.

      Five. Ten. Twenty tries. With each casting, he crept a little closer to the part of the spell array responsible for contacting an elemental plane… and then…

      There it was, and the Traveller’s power smoothly took over.

      With a sigh, Alex felt it wash over him, touching the elemental plane of earth.

      And suddenly, in the air before him, a little creature materialized, hovering on tiny wings and shedding a green light from its small body. It blinked large black eyes as they adjusted to the sunlight of its summoner’s world. Selina gasped, clapping her hands at the sight of it.

      “Hello there,” Alex greeted the sprite and took a deep breath.

      Its eyes briefly moved from him to Selina, before spotting something far more interesting on the ground below. After all, the two siblings had no affinity for earth magic. Its tiny face brightened, then it fluttered to the grass, sliding its hands through the green blades brushing its waist.

      Alex observed the earth elemental while sweat beaded on his brow from both exertion and nerves.

      He quickly made a note to remind himself:

      Make sure to get enough rest.

      You can learn spells fast, but you’ll screw things up if you’re exhausted.

      “So, what do you think?” he asked a beaming Selina.

      She tore her eyes away from the little sprite and read his notes detailing his observations. “It’s like when I’m building,” she said. “When I make towers or other buildings and they fall over, I have to find the reason they fell or they’ll keep falling.”

      “Exactly,” Alex said. “And if you apply everything you learn from your mistakes, you can make adjustments to your spell array. Each mistake gives you a clue about how a spell can be changed.”

      “Got it,” she said. “What kind of changes can you make to spells?”

      “Oh, all kinds of things,” he said. “Imagine a spell as being similar to… a building. No wait, better example. Imagine a spell is a golem, like Claygon. You need a body and a golem core, but other than that, you can build a golem in just about any shape you want, within a limit. You can add more arms, you can add magical items, you can make it any size, you can add anything you want, but in the end, the golem core has to be able to power everything you put on the body.”

      He tapped the spell array. “It’s the same with spell arrays and the magic circuits they create. You can’t turn a forceball spell into a summoning spell, just like you can’t turn a golem into a cerberus. But you can change it to use more mana and make a stronger forceball; change how much light a forceball gives off, or just about anything like that. In the end, a forceball is still a forceball no matter how much you change it, just like a golem is a golem or—”

      “—a tower is a tower,” Selina supplied. “You can make it tall and thin, you can make it short, fat and round, but if you make it like a long rectangle, then it’s a house, not a tower.”

      “Precisely. That’s basically the limit, as far as I know. You can’t change what a spell is by changing parts of its spell array, but you can change what it does a bit, and you can really change how it does it.”

      “That’s so cool. I can’t wait to learn more of this stuff,” his sister said eagerly, reaching toward the sprite. Before she could pat it, it glared at her and darted away.

      With the magic of subjugation style summoning, Alex could technically have ordered the sprite to let his sister pat it… but doing so felt wrong.

      “It’s not part of our family like Brutus is, Selina,” he said.

      “I know that,” she said, turning red. “So, what next?”

      “Well, I’m gonna take a break for a bit, and then I’ll try summoning sprites from the elemental plane of air. Then we’ll call it a day.”

      “Awwww,” Selina said. “I wanted to watch how you worked through more spells.”

      “Well, that’s the thing, even if I interrupt a spell, casting one over and over and over again, uses mana. Less mana than if I’d completed the spell every time I cast it, but it all adds up,” he explained. “There’re techniques I can use to help regenerate my mana, but they take time to use. And I can’t regenerate mana forever. You’ll be learning regeneration techniques if I have anything to say about it. They’re tough, but they’re really valuable, and really important to know. And the more advanced the mana regeneration technique, the faster you can regenerate your mana.”

      “Are you going to learn a better technique soon?” Selina asked.

      “Funny you should ask that,” he said, glancing at his notebook.

      There was a time schedule written on a page: Professor Val’Rok’s office hours. His former Mana Manipulation teacher should be able to show him a new technique or two.

      It’d be another step in his plan to catapult himself to third-tier magic.
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      Sir Alexander Roth, first of his name, quested up the tower to meet the evil sorcerer, Val’Rok. Well, actually, he simply climbed the stairs to go see his former professor.

      Who, to be truthful, was probably at least a little evil.

      And come to think of it, a vague memory of a great uncle also named Ale—

      “Aaaaaargh!”

      A scream echoed from above followed by the rapid thudding of feet taking stairs two and three at a time. Alex tensed, reaching into his bag for a booby-trapped potion.

      Claygon raised all four arms, levelling them up the stairs.

      Was it a demon? Had something escaped a summoning circle?

      Did—

      “Waaaaargh!” an orcish student appeared on the steps, wailing like a frightened child, sprinting past Alex and Claygon like they were invisible.

      “Come back!” Val’Rok’s voice cried from above. “You’re not going to get very far in wizardry with such thin skin! Come now, when I was learning wizardry we used the Illusionary Hell Box on each other for pranks, not just learning!”

      A high-pitched laugh echoed through the tower, mixing with the retreating student’s fading screams.

      Okay, maybe more than a little evil.

      “Ugh, let’s keep going, Claygon,” Alex said, taking the stairs two at a time.

      Professor Val’Rok’s voice echoed through the upper halls of the tower as the young wizard and golem made their way to his office.

      “Well, I trust the rest of you won’t be so cowardly,” the lizardman was saying to someone.

      Alex was sure he heard a whimper as he rounded the corner nearest the office. The door was open, and flickering light spilled into the hallway along with the surprising scent of woodsmoke.

      Through the doorway, he could see Professor Val’Rok lecturing three students standing in a row before him. They were as still as statues, the kind that didn’t shoot horrible fire-beams of death, he noted.

      “Professor, you have to let us do something different for the assignment. That device… it’s cruel!” one of the trio said. “It’s unnatural!”

      “No, it’s quite natural, actually,” their professor said, conspicuously leaving out any mention of the cruel part. “If you have no spine for thi—Aha! Here’s someone with some spine!”

      A reptilian hand pointed at Alex just as he knocked on the doorframe. “Alex, you didn’t take my class this year, you traitor!”

      “Uh…” Alex started. “I have a pretty full course load, sir.”

      “Hmph!” the professor sniffed. “Well, don’t just stand there, come in, come in.”

      He hurried inside.

      A fire blazed in a hearth, filling the room with flickering light, pleasant heat, and the reason for the feeling of surprise he’d felt earlier. He was sure the fireplace hadn’t been there the last time he’d visited Val’Rok’s office, and the shadows it was casting made the room feel even eerier than before.

      Dozens of devices lined the space—big, small and in-between—each with one purpose: to train mana manipulation. No two were alike. Rows of glass tubes, brass spiders, and even some Alex recognized from first-year mana manipulation and Challenging the Exam for Credit.

      He might’ve felt a bit nostalgic returning to Val’Rok’s office, but with the air of creepiness permeating the chamber, all sentimental feelings were squashed like an awakening pest. Firelight cascading over the mana manipulation devices cast long, flickering shadows on the walls like giant, quivering insects.

      The lizardman’s reptilian eyes glowed red in the firelight, adding to the unnerving atmosphere. It was no wonder the students were trembling.

      “Is, uh, this a bad time?” Alex asked.

      “Nonsense!” Val’Rok’s voice cracked like a whip, making the line of students flinch. “If anything, your timing couldn’t be more perfect. Alex, do you know what an Illusionary Hell Box is?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Alex answered slowly, looking at the strange device in the professor’s hands.

      It was a cross between an iron helmet and a monstrous spider; an iron cap with ten arachnoid legs, curled and ready to snap around someone’s head like a cage. Alex had only seen them diagrammed in books… which had been enough to make him never want to see one used in real life. Yet here he was.

      “Well?” Val’Rok waved his hand expectantly.

      “Eh? Oh, you want me to say what it is! Sorry, Professor. It’s an illusionary device that trains someone’s ability to sense mana, but about a hundred years ago, a committee at Generasi banned them, concluding that it was too cruel of a training tool—”

      “A ruling that was overturned,” Val’Rok added, his students seemingly shrinking like they were willing themselves to disappear from sight.

      The tallest of the trio had opened his mouth, preparing to say something, but went quiet instead.

      “Yes… it was overturned about twenty years ago,” Alex continued, making sure to watch the glint growing in Val’Rok’s eyes. “But it hasn’t really gotten popular because of its horrific—”

      “Details, details,” the wizard waved his hand dismissively. “Just get on with what it does, my boy!”

      “Okay, okay. So, it trains the mana senses by forcing you to rely on them. The cap sits on the crown of your head, then the spidery legs wrap around your entire head. When the device gets turned on, it does its best to drown you in a horrible nightmare of illusions that trick the senses… Except for the ability to sense mana, that is. Then, to get it off your head: either someone has to release you or you have to guide your mana—while the illusions are trying to scare you to death—through a bunch of magical pathways that unlock the cage and stop the illusions.”

      “Exactly!” Val’Rok laughed, waving around the Illusionary Hell Box. All three students took a step back like he was waving a burning torch. “It’s a fun little activity that’ll really make sure you know what you’re doing. You’ll learn quite quickly if it feels like your life’s on the line, trust me! Observe!”

      ‘Uh oh,’ Alex thought as the Illusionary Hell Box was shoved into his hands.

      “Alex here is one of the best mana manipulators from all the first-year students I’ve taught in the last half-decade.” Val’Rok clapped him on the shoulder. “In the cause of advancing young minds, would you mind showing our friends here just how this device can be mastered?”

      The young wizard gave it a brief examination. “Well, I’m always up for a challenge.”

      Without hesitating, Alex took the device and placed it on the crown of his head like a watch cap.

      Click.

      The arachnoid legs came down on all sides, forming a cage.

      “Here it comes,” Val’Rok announced, placing a hand on the device and running his mana through it.

      And then the world vanished.

      In a heartbeat, Alex found himself in a nightmare realm. Frothing monsters crawled through living shadows that twisted through the room. The scent of blood, fire, and rot stung his nostrils. Screams and the wet sound of ripping meat contorted his hearing. The taste of ash filled his mouth, while the sensation of scores of insectile legs crawled along his skin.

      Terror… did not consume him.

      At all.

      All the alien images and sounds just reminded him of a particularly nasty session with the Mark. And he knew well how to handle those. With a deep breath, he felt out the mana pathways in the device, steadily guiding his mana through them.

      One after another, little mana locks popped open and—as they did—the illusions became more intense, attempting to overwhelm his senses. The Fool smiled, then called on the Mark.

      Images of all of his past successes with mana manipulation, including assisting Lagor in Shale’s Workshop, rose in his mind, guiding him effortlessly through the mana pathways. The task became so easy, that he actually startled when the arachnoid legs surrounding his head snapped open.

      The room immediately returned to its normal eeriness as every illusion faded away. All three students were silent. Val’Rok grinned and licked his right eye.

      “And it’s as simple as that,” the lizardman wizard stressed. “See, nothing to worry about when it comes to our little Illusionary Hell Box! It’s harmless.”

      The trio were staring at Alex with a mixture of bewilderment, resentment… and maybe even a little hatred.

      Why were—

      “And that’s why your request to have the device removed from the course syllabus is denied!” Val’Rok grinned. “If a young man with only a single year of mana manipulation training can handle it so easily, so can you! Now, off you go. You’ll need every minute of practice you can get if you’re going to master it in time for the midterm.”

      Alex paled, looking at the trio apologetically as they slunk off, glaring daggers at him.

      “Now that that’s out of the way,” the lizardman wizard said. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well, I was wondering if you could help me out with something, Professor. I’m trying to break through to third-tier spells—”

      “Already? Most don’t reach third-tier until close to the end of second year.”

      “Yeah, well, I think I’m getting close to some kind of breakthrough,” Alex said. “I’m just trying to practice as many second-tier spells as I can right now.”

      Val’Rok made a clicking sound, like he was running his tongue back and forth along the back of his fangs. “I hear a but.”

      “Well, the problem is that I run out of mana too quickly. I could get way more practice in if I could regenerate mana quicker.”

      “I see…” Val’Rok’s nostrils flared. “So, you’re looking for a short-cut. Alex… more advanced techniques are gated off for a reason. For someone who only knows second-tier spells, what I taught last year should be good enough…”

      Alex winced. Was he stuck now?

      “I guess you’re ri—” he started to say.

      “…Good enough for most second-year students, I mean.” Val’Rok grinned. “I’ve been keeping tabs on your progress through Toraka Shale and Professor Jules. They tell me you’ve been advancing nicely in alchemy and mana manipulation on your own. It seems your skill in mana manipulation far exceeds your spellcasting ability. Which isn’t… typical for most, I have to say. Usually, it’s one’s skill in mana manipulation that lags behind. Judging by how quickly you unlocked the Illusionary Hell Box, I’d say you’re probably equal to an advanced third-year student when it comes to mana manipulation. A very advanced one at that.”

      “Oh, why, thanks,” Alex said.

      “Mhmmm, so I could see why you’d need a technique with a little more… oomph,” Val’Rok said. “It seems you’ve outgrown the last one I taught you, so maybe I can give you a little bit of a pointer. A preview, if you will, for your next class with me.”

      Professor Val’Rok linked his fingers together, cracking his knuckles. “Let’s see how quickly I can cram something into your brain.” Looking around his office, he was struck by sudden inspiration when he scooped up a hunk of meat sitting on a plate on his desk. “Tell me, what is this?”

      “Your lunch,” Alex said.

      “…and?”

      “Raw meat.”

      “More specifically.”

      Alex leaned over, smelling the meat. “Venison, probably. With some spices. There’s salt… peppercorn—”

      “Keep things straightforward, Alex. What we have here is muscle tissue. A big hunk of muscle tissue.”

      “Oh, yeah, right, that makes sense.”

      “How does muscle work?”

      “It contracts, using our bones as levers and exerting force.”

      “Perfect,” Val’Rok said. “And have you ever looked at muscle tissue through a picoscope?”

      “No, can’t say I have,” Alex said, scrutinizing the venison.

      “Well, if you do, you’ll see that it’s made up of multiple tiny fibres that work in unison like threads tied together to make a rope. The fibres are the building blocks of muscle, like stone bricks are the building blocks of well… buildings.”

      Val’Rok let out a high-pitched laugh at his own observation and pun.

      “Right.” Alex pictured what the professor had said. “That makes sense. Like how grains of flour plus other ingredients become bread dough when you add water. Or how ropes attached to other ropes come together to make a net…” He thought back to his recent confrontation with the two dungeons. “Or how individual members of a team make the team stronger by working together.”

      “Nicely said. Now, the funny thing about the edges of our mana pools—” Val’Rok tapped his belly. “Is that they’re also composed of tiny fibres. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be flexible enough to stretch and grow as we expand our mana. And if the edges of mana pools were rigid, they’d just shatter as our mana grew. Now—relatedly—do you know what happens when a creature… let’s say a toad, is struck by lightning?”

      “Same thing that happens to anything else? It dies?” Alex said.

      Val’Rok gave him a look.

      “Okay, okay, they spasm and stiffen, then die.”

      “That’s right. By running an electrical current through the muscle fibres of the body, lightning causes muscle to contract, including the heart, which can cause it to stop. Utterly. Conversely, electricity can be used to stimulate the muscle fibres of the heart to start beating again if it does stop.”

      “Right…” Alex said. “So… magical fibres make up the edges of our mana pools, which generate more mana.”

      “Correct,” Val’Rok said.

      “And we can use mana to stimulate certain nodes in our pools—kinda like milking a cow—to make them produce more mana.”

      “Correct.”

      “But…” Alex paused, thinking his way through. “What if we stimulated the individual fibres that form the edges of our mana pools without magic, making all of them regenerate mana at once.”

      The lizardman grinned, revealing rows of sharp fangs. “And you’ve just uncovered the basic foundation of advanced mana regeneration techniques.”
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      “Normally, this would take months to teach.” Val’Rok gestured to a chair by the fire for Alex to sit in, then scuttled over to some shelves and began rifling through various devices. “But with your level of experience in mana manipulation and alchemy, let’s see if we can’t crash you through the basics. If you do well enough, I’ll get you access to the more advanced mana technique guides from the library’s lower floors.”

      “Alright!” Alex rubbed his hands together in anticipation, then startled when a particularly loud pop exploded from the fireplace. He shifted his chair. “Uh, Professor?”

      “Yes?” Val’Rok continued his search through the shelves of sinister-looking devices. Alex shuddered when the professor picked up what looked like a fan made of knife blades.

      “Why the fireplace?” he asked. “I mean, forceballs, light spells and magic items would be more efficient as a light source, and more suitable for a mana manipulation professor, right?”

      “Ah, you might be right on that account,” Val’Rok said. “But all the talk of the expedition has me feeling a little… rustic. And longing for the smell and pop of fire in the office. When I get tired of it, I’ll have it remov—Aha!”

      The lizardman turned, holding a device that looked part funnel and part corkscrew, which grew narrower and narrower from the funnel-shaped top, down to the tip of its spiralling tube. “This device is designed to test and train your mana senses’ sensitivity, and your mana manipulation’s precision. If you want to run a mana current through the individual fibres that surround your mana pool, you have to be able to sense them with the strictest precision so you can then run the exact amount of mana through each fibre.”

      “What happens if I pour too much current in?”

      “The fibres will break under the strain and your mana pool goes pop like a paper balloon!” Val’Rok grinned.

      Alex wasn’t all that surprised by his reaction.

      “What? There’re reasons why two out of every three mana manipulation students quit before they even get to second year. By third year, the attrition rate is even steeper. Luckily, you’ll have me right here for guidance, so there won’t be any… unhappy little accidents, as it were. Now here—” the lizardman extended a copper wire from the bottom of the funnel’s spiralling tube “—hold this wire.”

      Alex eyed the wire with mistrust.

      ‘I really need to stop taking suspicious things from suspicious wizards,’ he said. ‘Actually, if I stop doing that, I’ll probably have to drop out of school…’

      He took the wire and felt a small jolt from it.

      Mana current was already running through it, which quickly faded.

      “Hah!” Val’Rok laughed that high-pitched laugh of his. “Forgive the prank. I was just running a little electrical magic through the wire. You really ought to stop taking suspicious things from suspicious wizards.”

      Alex looked past Val’Rok at a small window that led to a drop hundreds of feet below. For a few heartbeats, he calculated whether he could pick up the professor fast enough to throw him through the window before the Mark stopped him.

      “Now, I want you to run your mana through the wire and into the spiral, then into the funnel. If you can do that, then I’ll lend it to you. And by using this little device, you’ll be able to practice sensitivity and precision with mana.”

      Alex examined the wide end of the funnel. “Shouldn’t I start there, Professor?”

      Val’Rok grinned. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Just try it.”

      Frowning, Alex poured his mana into the wire… and immediately found a problem. He couldn’t find an… entry point. Nowhere for his mana to enter the device. It was like trying to thread a needle without knowing where the eye was. He tried sensing for it and felt nothing but metal.

      “Okay, here we go.” Closing his eyes, Alex inhaled deeply, shutting out his other senses to only focus on mana. He felt around slowly, incrementally, searching for the beginning of the pathway.

      ‘Slower, Alex,’ he thought. ‘Slower now… remember in the Cave of the Traveller, you used the Mark to find those pathways in the dungeon core. This time, try finding this device’s pathway without the Mark’s help.’

      ‘Slower… slower… slower…’

      In the Cave, the Mark helped uncover hidden patches and discolouration along the walls. So, finding the pathway in the device would be a similar task, but now, he wanted to test himself and see what he could do on his own.

      ‘Slowly… slowly… wait.’ He stopped.

      His mana caught a snag around the edge of the wire. Gently probing the area, examining it for…

      “Yes,” he whispered.

      There it was. The entrance to the device. Alex had not only found it, but he’d done it on his own, with no help from the Mark. Satisfaction grew in him as he eagerly sent his mana into the wire, searching ahead. Slowly, cautiously moving forward until he bumped the side of the pathway within the wire, and was ejected. Seemed that any contact with the sides immediately broke the connection.

      He started again, resisting the urge to swear.

      Moving as slow as honey in winter, he eased forward, finding the task easier the second time around… but still very finicky. The pathway in Val’Rok’s device was narrower than in any magical device he’d ever connected to before. Trying to guide his mana through it felt like he was trying to thread a thick rope through a needle’s eye.

      Concentrating intently, Alex manipulated his mana, thinning it to a narrower and narrower stream. It called for precision and a large measure of patience if he wanted to successfully thread that symbolic rope—so to speak—through the needle’s eye again.

      He really needed to stop thinking about needles.

      Gradually, his mana thinned enough from twisting and stretching it over and over like clay, until it formed a thin, narrow point like a sharpened arrow tip, ready to find its target. He shot his mana straight for the entrance, it found the pathway again. ‘Yes!’

      He’d done it, he’d gotten through the first part all on his own—with zero help from the Mark two times now. A moment for a little mental congratulations, then it was Mark activation time. Past successes flowed into his mind to guide him through the path. The first memory it brought up was the success he’d just achieved. Alex smiled. There was no doubt in his mind he was more than just a man with a magic Mark.

      He continued smiling as his mana passed through the small end of the spirally part of the funnel. Basic pattern recognition dictated that the pathway should widen when he reached the funnel… but he had a feeling it wouldn’t be so easy. There was no way Val’Rok would give him a tool that became easier the farther he went. After all, where would the fun be in that for the wizard?

      Cautiously, Alex manoeuvred his mana to the edge of the funnel’s spiral.

      ‘And there it is.’

      The pathway didn’t widen. At all.

      Quite the opposite.

      Instead of widening when it reached the funnel, the minute mana pathway split into a multitude of narrower paths, each fanning out in different directions. To move his mana through the next part of the device, he’d need to sharpen it, break it up, then try sending the pieces through the web of pathways all at the same time…

      Unless… maybe he could travel one pathway at a time?

      He carefully probed the device with his mana.

      No.

      There was a lock on every path. If he sent mana into only one or two, the device would break the connection and eject him. Then he’d have to start all over again.

      He looked up at the professor of mana manipulation, who was watching him with a broad, self-satisfied grin plastered on his face. It seemed he was quite proud of the tricky little device.

      With a grunt, Alex tried splitting his mana into smaller streams.

      He creased his brow in concentration, twisting his mana into narrower and narrower points. The sensation of passing his mana through a device that was full of twisting pathways that could lock him out without notice was familiar. He remembered well how the dungeon core had fought him back in the Cave of the Traveller.

      And that was when it was almost emptied of mana.

      ‘If I can’t do even this much, how the hell am I going to deal with a fully powered dungeon core?’ he thought.

      He was reaching his limit, but he kept going, shaping his mana into a finer point, trying to keep the thread of power from snapping. It was a strain. Like spinning a strand of wool into thinner and thinner filaments while keeping each one intact.

      He called too late on the Mark again. It wasn’t quite enough to help him.

      And… the thread snapped.

      “That’s enough,” Val’Rok said. “You look like you’re going to give yourself a stroke.”

      Alex opened his eyes, feeling a pounding headache beginning.

      “I can give it another shot, Professor.”

      “Oh no, that’s enough for today. You accomplished more than I thought you would. My third-year students typically take a good week or two to get through the wire and make it to the entrance of the spiral. You did very well, Alex. You just need more practice time. So, I’ll let you hold on to the device for now. Once you’ve mastered it, come see me and I can recommend some books on more advanced mana manipulation techniques for you to get from the library.”

      “Right…” Alex said, turning the device over in his hands. “What’s it called anyway?”

      “Ito’s Spiral,” Val’Rok said. “It’s a device so frustrating, that it might drive you a little mad… but if you master it, you won’t regret it.”
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        * * *

      

      Val’Rok was right about one thing.

      Ito’s Spiral was absolutely maddening.

      At first, it started out as just a device to practice his mana manipulation between learning summoning spells. Now, it had become an obsession. He brought it with him when he was spell-practicing, he brought it to use between classes, he brought it to the encampment to practice with during lunch breaks.

      He’d even brought it to Shale’s Workshop.

      Lagor didn’t even try to hide his disgust for Ito’s Spiral the first time Alex brought it to work.

      “Ugh, get that awful thing away from me,” the orc crafter said, glaring at it from across the breakroom. “That thing led me to more nightmares during third-year mana manipulation than the damned Illusionary Hell Box did, which I didn’t believe was possible, until it happened.”

      He snorted, his short tusks chewing on his upper lip. “Even just laying eyes on it makes me want to smash it into a thousand pieces… and besides, aren’t you in your second year? How the hell did you get that?”

      “Professor Val’Rok lent it to me,” Alex said, already pouring his mana into the wire. The initial part of Ito’s Spiral had become a lot easier to negotiate after days of practice, but he was still having problems breaking his mana into multiple threads. Thanks to the Mark, he’d gotten to the point where he would split his streams of mana into two without breaking them, but his control fell apart once the streams narrowed.

      They’d either sputter out or crash into the walls of the pathways.

      Alex told himself he was still making good progress, but he really couldn’t help but feel his progress was at a crawl. He’d been learning a new summoning spell almost every day, but his mana manipulation training felt slower than an iced-over snail.

      “How far are you with it?” Lagor peered at the device, his face like a thundercloud.

      “At the beginning of the spiral,” Alex said. “Then when I break my mana into two smaller threads, that’s where I lose control.”

      Lagor blinked. “Wait… you can split your mana into threads? Already?”

      “Yeah, but I can’t control them yet. They go crazy.”

      “Go crazy? Not… just fall apart?”

      “Yeah, that’s what’s been happening for days now, and it still happens,” he growled. “When I try splitting them into three, I feel like my head’s gonna split in two.”

      “I remember that feeling well… Still, already able to split your mana into two when the pathway’s so narrow. That’s… huh.” Lagor seemed deep in thought. “Alright, I’m done, I can’t even look at that thing anymore.”

      The orc crafter stomped off, muttering to himself.

      Alex really couldn’t blame him. He’d often felt like throwing the device against the wall, even presently, but fought the urge away, continuing to pour his concentration into it.

      Days crept by in a mix of classes, being tortured by Ito’s Spiral, and learning summoning spells on his own. A week passed, seeming to both drag on and fly by, until once again, he and his friends were heading back to Thameland.

      What awaited them there were… unexpected developments.

      And unexpected faces.
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      By the time the Fool returned to Thameland, the encampment was in a flurry of new activity.

      At long last, the surveyors had mapped Greymoor. With the edges of the university’s land completely explored, dangerous wild monsters and remaining Ravener-spawn driven from hill and bog, Generasi had mastered the entirety of its domain. The comprehensive mapping had allowed for a standardized map to be produced, showing where ore deposits, strategic sites for outposts and natural resource locations were found.

      Each member of the expedition team now had their own detailed map to consult as they began new duties. Since there was no longer a need for survey work, some of the surveyors—a number of the most combat-experienced members of the expedition team—had been assigned to land and air patrols for the time being.

      Their duties were also diverse with Grimloch, Theresa, Brutus and Thundar joining Khalik in a new venture: resource gathering.

      “We have several areas our cartographers found to be fit for constructing permanent structures,” Professor Jules said, pointing at different spots on a new illusionary map during an early morning briefing. Various expedition members stood before her as she floated in front of the administration tent.

      She tapped the map’s symbol for the encampment.

      “After much discussion with our cartographers and earth wizards, we’ve decided that this area will be the best site for our research castle. We’ll also be building our watchtowers, outposts and way-stations, here, here, here—”

      She tapped other areas of the map.

      “—here and here… which means we’ll need good, solid stone for our objectives. Fortunately, Greymoor provides.” Jules pointed to areas on the map with several symbols depicting pickaxes crossed with shovels. “Stone will have to be quarried from those locations using earth magic, then transported here. We’ll need earth magic users, as well as those who can protect them should trouble arise. Any volunteers?”

      Prince Khalik waved his hand, an ironic smile on his face as Professor Jules chose him and several other earth wizards for the quarrying work. “To think, I will be taking on the modest duties of an average miner. My father would have a stroke if he knew,” he said quietly.

      “I don’t think ‘earth wizard’ counts as an ‘average miner,’ Khalik,” Isolde whispered pointedly.

      “Imagine that!” he said dryly, as though what she’d said was the most astonishing revelation ever. “I never thought of that. Do you mean all miners cannot call upon the building blocks of the universe to bend it to their will?”

      She rolled her eyes as Khalik laughed.

      The meeting was concluded soon after, and parties of earth wizards trekked to their assigned areas, accompanied—as a precaution—by golems, their handlers, blood mages, battle mages, or warriors.

      It was shaping up to look like a busy day ahead for everyone.

      As for Alex and Isolde, they, along with other alchemy students and faculty members, were tasked with the ongoing analysis of dungeon core remains. The main research tent was buzzing with activity. Magical machinery hummed like giant beehives, chugging mana from high-end power units charged in Generasi’s ambient mana every morning.

      The machinery was as diverse as it was complex.

      Machines to test a substance’s mana conductivity and composition were in use. The university already had data from experiments on the original dungeon core samples that Alex, Jules and Baelin had conducted, but—

      “—It always pays to replicate past results on new samples,” the alchemy professor said as she ran dungeon core remains through a powerful mana spectrometer. “It’s the only way to know if this substance’s known properties are generalizable across different dungeon cores, or if they were unique to the sample we already tested. Let’s hope that our previous findings are consistent with these new samples; otherwise, we might have a lot of disappointment and trouble ahead of us.”

      Luckily, there was no such disappointment. They were getting positive results that matched their previous findings, coming a step closer to generating a data sheet of properties generalizable across all dungeon core samples.

      While the researchers continued running tests to confirm previous findings, Jules okayed the next stage of experiments: stress tests.

      New machines were fired up.

      Mage-furnaces to test melting, heat conductivity, and evaporation points. Force Chambers to test the density, malleability, brittleness and other physical properties of the dungeon core remains. While the substance’s mana conductivity was known, Lightning Tubes were used to test the ability to conduct electricity. Polar Vortex Globes examined how its properties changed at falling temperatures.

      It would take time to confirm all properties, but the preliminary data was piling up. Already, the research team’s excitement was rising to a fever pitch.

      “This… I can’t believe that this land was just… sitting on this gold mine!” one of the researchers said, pulling her bloodshot eyes away from a picoscope. “It’s absolutely incredible. Durable, near-impossible levels of mana conductivity, yet it also acts as a minor insulator against electricity. The mediocre tolerance for cold and tolerance for heat… rises exponentially when mana’s run through it! This is… this is incredible.”

      “Indeed,” Professor Jules said.

      Crackle!

      Lightning blazed inside a lightning tube, reflecting off the goggles in the professor’s mask. Her white hair—caught up in a tight bun—seemed to flash in time with the lightning. “If the results prove replicable, then we can state that we are on the cusp of a new age, my young friends. Mark this moment: we might be some of those great pioneers whose names will be found in future textbooks and be etched onto plaques. Just… keep your focus on the task.” She turned and stared over her shoulder at the other researchers. “I don’t want any ugly behaviour from any of you.”

      Alex and Isolde looked at each other.

      “Ugly behaviour?” Alex whispered.

      The tall, dark-haired young woman shrugged.

      They didn’t find out what Professor Jules meant until the next day.

      It had been the end of a long shift—conducting physical stress tests on the substance—and everyone was exhausted. Alex had to stifle a series of yawns as he stripped off his safety equipment and prepared to tackle Ito’s Spiral once again. From somewhere within the group, he felt mana shift.

      Someone had briefly reached out to another plane.

      Glancing around, he saw another student send some of their gear to the laundry tent using Call through Fire.

      ‘Not a bad idea,’ he thought, focusing through the Mark’s interference and casting Call through Ice to do the same.

      Around him, more magic reached out to other planes as members of the research team teleported their gear to the laundry. But his thoughts were already turning to Ito’s Spiral, which he planned on tackling as soon as he grabbed a quick bite to eat. He’d managed to break his mana into four tiny streams and was on the cusp of breaking it into a fifth.

      Learning summoning spells was still going well, and Operation Grand Summoning Ascension was well on its way.

      So far, he’d learned Summon Viper-Devil, Summon Small Ice Elemental, Summon Taranea, Summon Hellhound, and had moved on to learning summoning spells for the other types of small elementals before he switched to more blood magic spells.

      Cleanse Flesh was next in line, and really high on his priority list. After facing blood-draks, he now understood how important having a defence against diseases and poisons was against monsters.

      There were enough things filled with poisons and diseases out there, and while force armour should protect him from the venom of stinging or biting creatures, things could get lethal if he was sprayed or submerged in something noxious.

      Or if poisonous teeth or claws broke through his defensive spells.

      Having a way to clear his body of toxins was critical, since he wouldn’t always have a blood mage right there to heal him.

      Cleanse Flesh was also the foundation for the more challenging Warp Flesh, a spell he’d be able to do a lot with, like capturing enemies alive. The perfect nonviolent counter that wouldn’t trigger the Mark.

      There was also an idea floating around in his head from using Ito’s Spiral, and if he could combine Warp Flesh with the Mark’s support, he might be able to do something really crazy.

      His thoughts were filled with all sorts of plans, and he was chuckling to himself like a madman, drawing knowing looks from most of the team. By now, they’d begun to get used to his… eccentricities.

      “Alex,” Isolde sighed. “Can you not have some decor—”

      And that was when a blaring alarm sounded.

      Every head turned to the entrance of the main research tent. A student was frozen in place—like he’d been struck by ice magic—on his way out of the tent. The young man went as pale as a sheet, his eyes wide with terror.

      “You!” Professor Jules’ voice struck out like a knife. “Stefan, you stop right there!” The blaring abruptly ended.

      Several Watchers of Roal advanced on the tent, gripping swords and staves as they glared at the terrified young man.

      “I—What’s all this?” he stammered.

      “I’ve known you for three years,” Jules said. “You’re many things, but stupid isn’t one of them… At least it wasn’t one of them. You know exactly what ‘all this’ is, so don’t play innocent with me.” She held out a gloved hand. “Give me the substance.”

      Stefan’s eyes went even wider. “I—wha—I don’t know what you mea—”

      “Stefan,” she said, her voice taking on a note of doom. “There was a ward placed around this entire tent the moment those dungeon core samples were brought in. As you, and everyone else just heard, it sets off a warning the instant an unauthorised attempt to remove samples from this tent is detected. And if you try to run—”

      The young man began to shake, his body language had been shifting, like he’d been tensing to make a break for it.

      “—a wall of force will spring up around the tent before you get five paces away. You are not taking any of that substance with you.” Her voice was a threat.

      “But—”

      “The ward detects the substance even if one tries to hide it on the astral or any other plane. Stop wasting my time. I’ve been at magic a lot longer than you.”

      He bit his lip as the Watchers circled him, his face puffy and eyes red-rimmed, like he was on the verge of tears. He finally reached into a pocket. Alex’s eyebrows rose. There was a feeling of mana touching another plane as the young wizard drew a tiny vial from his shirt.

      Professor Jules took it, shaking her head. “I had hoped this wouldn’t happen. Why would you do this?”

      Stefan swallowed. “I… lost my job. Making fourth-year tuition was going to be a struggle and I saw how valuable this substance was—”

      “Lost your job? When was this?”

      “Uh… last week.”

      Alex could see all the signs of a lie in his body language: the discomfort, the shifting weight, the hesitation. He was about to say something.

      But there was no need.

      “Don’t lie to me.” Professor Jules studied him icily. “You’re not doing yourself any favours. I know you’re employed by Jeckl’s Alchemy, and have been since your second year at Generasi. Master Jeckl and I met for supper just three days ago where he raved about how competent you were in your work, and how you’d soon be receiving a promotion. Your false sob stories won’t save you. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if your attempt at theft was due to simple naked greed.”

      The student’s mouth opened and closed, his shoulders slumping in resignation.

      “You’ll be taken back to the university, and I will accompany you to immediately file a formal complaint with the disciplinary board against you. You’re off the expedition. Hope—however futile that hope might be—that you won’t be expelled.”

      In tears, Stefan was escorted from the tent by two intimidating Watchers. Jules turned back to the researchers in the tent. “Ugly behaviour is met with ugly results. If any of you want this substance—”

      She held up the small vial.

      “—then you will have to hunt for it yourselves. At a later time, there will be negotiations for sharing spoils. For now—in this early stage—dungeon cores, samples and other spoils obtained by the expedition belong to the University of Generasi, and attempting to remove any into your own possession is theft. If you want a share of this substance, then wait until a much later time when some can be shared. If you wish to acquire some earlier, then I’m sure the Thameish will fully applaud your efforts to destroy more dungeons. But that will be undertaken at your own risk.”

      She pointed to the vial. “However, theft will be met by the full wrath of the disciplinary committee, followed by possible legal actions by the city. In return for riches you will not receive, you might well be rewarded with the end of your academic career, and possibly your freedom. The end. Of everything.”

      She gestured around with the vial like it was a weapon.

      “And now here we are, inconvenienced. We have applicants on a waitlist for this expedition—Stefan has squandered an opportunity, and will be replaced—but that means one of you will have to train the new recruit in our research practices in order to get them up to speed on what we’ve been doing, so they can meet expectations.” She hesitated for a moment as if thinking about something, then continued. “Ugly behaviour results in ugliness for us all.”

      She stormed away, leaving the researchers speechless.

      Alex briefly imagined what could have happened had he thought to slip a little dungeon core substance into a pocket to build his staff with. In the bards’ tales of scheming wizards’ apprentices, they often stole from their masters then met doom in some gruesome manner.

      He was glad he hadn’t followed those apprentices.

      “It looks like we’ll be getting a new researcher,” Isolde said. “I hope it’s someone actually trustworthy. Such… low behaviours will only serve to harm both our research and the service we provide to your land.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “I hope it’s someone that actually has some dedication to what we’re trying to do here.”
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        * * *

      

      “My application’s been accepted!” Carey London smiled, her eyes twinkling in delight, as a stunned Alex stared, internally grimacing as she emerged from the teleportation circle. “I’ll be helping the expedition’s alchemical research team! We can work together again, eh, lab partner?”
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      ‘Nooooooooooo!’ Alex internally screamed, shoving down the urge to scream out loud.

      Instead of doing what he really wanted to, he put on his most sincere smile and nodded at her. “It’ll be good to have an alchemist of your calibre with us, Carey. Welcome aboard.”

      “Oh, pshah!” She waved a hand like he’d said the silliest thing ever. “I’m just a neophyte in all of this. I’m simply delighted that I finally get to be part of such an exciting venture for both the university and all of Thameland!”

      She looked around, her eyes twinkling with curiosity and blazing with passion. “At last, Generasi’s knowledge will be used to break the enemy’s defences and usher in a resounding defeat of the Ravener! Isn’t it just marvellous? Truly capital!”

      “Uh, yeah, it’s, uh, good. Actually, it’s really damn good,” Alex said. Despite himself, he was finding his fellow Thamelander’s enthusiasm infectious, and most of his reasons for avoiding her evaporated. She couldn’t exactly drag him to the priests here in Greymoor. And he hadn’t heard anything more about Campus for Uldar since Leopold’s first demon attack.

      He could probably relax around—

      “It’s a dreadful shame about the priests, though,” she said, looking around, a note of sadness in her voice.

      —anyone that wasn’t her.

      Disappointment hung like a heavy cloak on her shoulders. “It would be just lovely to see the holy servants of Uldar, proudly striding alongside the Wizards of Generasi. Magic, science, might and faith, all united as one! Perhaps I might appeal to the chancellor to relax the restrictions…”

      “I don’t think he’ll like that idea too much, Carey,” Alex said. “Anyway, I’ll take you to Jules and she can tell you who’s going to train you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alex, what a fortunate coincidence,” Professor Jules said, looking over reports on her desk. “You are the very person who I think would be best suited to briefing Carey and getting her up to speed. You’re both Thameish, after all, and former lab partners.”

      Carey clapped. “Ooo! Like a reunion! Seems I’ll be in your care, partner.”

      Alex’s mind began racing while swearing bloody vengeance on Jules. Maybe, if he was fast enough, he could toss her out the window with Val’Rok.

      An amusing image of the two of them floundering in mid-air calmed him enough so he could lead Carey through the encampment and show her the most important parts of the operation without any visible signs of hostility. He saved the research tent, where the dungeon core remains were undergoing stress tests, for last.

      “We’ve been making good progress with the stuff,” he said. “The data sheet already has a lot of numbers filled in, though some are preliminary while we run more tests.”

      He tapped the side of a Mordant Pool: a reinforced glass globe filled with highly pressurized acidic and basic solutions churning around a sample of dungeon core substance. A researcher was jotting down observations in an ever-expanding book of notes.

      “Right now, we’re testing the substance’s acidity and how well it can tolerate acid or bases,” Alex informed her.

      “Remarkable.” Carey leaned so close to the glass that the beak of her mask nearly touched the side. “Truly remarkable. I cannot believe we are finally gaining the opportunity to break the Ravener’s most evil servants into no more than mere lines of data.”

      She rubbed her hands together. “Such information! Ooo! So exciting, my Lord Uldar must be pleased with both of us, and with everyone doing this good work for that matter!”

      Alex pointedly looked away from her.

      He had no idea if Uldar would be pleased with him or not. On the one hand, he’d run away from his ‘duties’ as the Fool. On the other, he’d brought a small army here to analyse the cores of his greatest foe. What would weigh more on the god’s scales? His flight away from Thameland or what he’d triggered by his escape, and subsequent return.

      In some ways, he didn’t want to know. Sometimes ignorance was bliss.

      “Well, he dictated that the priests should educate the people,” Carey said. “But it’s my sincere belief that any of us doing the same is part of his will as well.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so,” Alex said. “I don’t really give a lot of thought to Uldar’s will these days. I just kinda keep my eyes pointed forward and focus on our tasks. There’s a lot to do here. So, the next thing is—”

      Alex continued the tour, until Carey was well-acquainted with all of the basic procedures. Then he had her shadow him for the rest of the day, assisting him and Isolde with several tests they were running.

      At the end of the workday, the trio emerged from the research tent together.

      “Hoo my, that was indeed a long day,” Carey said. “Do our shifts normally last that long?”

      “Sometimes even longer,” Isolde said. “There is much to do, and the demands do not disappear merely because we desire it.”

      “Yeah, I’d thought we’d have less work now that Greymoor’s all surveyed,” Alex said, stretching.

      Carey stared up at him. “By Uldar, have you ever changed, Alex! Goodness gracious… might I have a little touch?”

      “Huh?” Alex froze.

      “Oh, sorry, that is so rude of me, it’s just so fascinating. I remember when we started as lab partners, you were ever so…” She gestured in the air before her, searching for the right word. “Sleek. Sleek, shall we say. But now… you are as muscular as I imagine the Champion or Chosen to be. Oh! That reminds me!”

      Alex saw Isolde turn away, fighting a smile.

      Carey’s attention flitted to another subject like a hummingbird. “A little bird told me something delightful… that the Heroes had been here in Greymoor. Is that true? Did you meet them? What were they like?”

      Alex and Isolde looked at each other while Carey’s head swivelled between them.

      “Well, they are quite… brave,” Isolde said, turning away slightly. “They are powerful and strong of body, will and magic. Much as is to be expected.”

      “Oh, pshah, I know all of that! Any legend could tell me that. But what are they like? Are they like us? Are they kind? Funny? Stern?”

      She looked at Alex, while Isolde turned toward something in the distance and cleared her throat.

      “Well.” Alex scratched his long hair. “They’re kinda different? Brave and strong, true. But Cedric’s definitely kind of the more casual type.” He took on a joking tone. “Like you’d more expect him to be cutting logs somewhere rather than wielding spells. But—”

      “They all have strengths too, and minds. The Chosen, as it turns out, is no mere brute despite how Alex puts it,” Isolde cut in, still looking away.

      There was a stiffness to her body language.

      Was there defensiveness there?

      ‘Oh yeah, I guess it did kinda sound like I was talking down Cedric a bit,’ Alex thought. ‘In the way I phrased it. Nice going pointing that out, Isolde.’

      “Yeah, let’s just say he’s not what you’d expect him to be in most ways. If you think ‘shining knight’ when you think Chosen of Thameland, you’re going to be wrong.”

      “Ah, that is fascinating,” Carey said, tapping her chin. “And what of the Sage?”

      “Definitely has her own wisdom and thoughts on things,” Alex said. “No surprise there. She told us a bit about her life among the other Witches in Crymlyn Swamp, but she mostly talked to Theresa about that kind of stuff. Theresa should be back for supper.”

      “Aaaaah yes, Drestra of Crymlyn Swamp… Did I ever tell you that I am from Wrexiff, near the Crymlyn?”

      “Ah, yeah, I remember that,” Alex said. “Speaking of that, how’s your famil—”

      “Oh yes, and we used to tell each other such frightful ghost stories of the Witches. Mere children’s tales, you see,” she said, her voice dropping a bit. “But now, I must say I feel ever so bad about that. The Witches have been helping much of the war efforts in the west, and in many ways, the Sage, of course, shoulders more burdens than the rest of us combined. I do hope that they are positively lionised after this cycle.”

      “Yeah, I hope so too,” Alex said.

      “You know, apparently, Drestra was moderately famous among the Witches even before she was selected by Uldar,” Carey said. “Some of them came through the portal in the cave near Alric—long after my family—and my sister befriended them.”

      Carey looked around conspiratorially. “Drestra was a very skilled user of magic from quite an early age, and truly had a positively over-sized mana pool from the time she was young. I suspect she might have become a famous Witch of Thameland even without being Marked. Now? I truly believe she will find her name in the history books as one of Thameland’s greatest Sages. I would hope so, at least. With how difficult this cycle has been, our Heroes deserve special recognition among the Heroes of past, present and future.”

      “Hopefully, there won’t be any need for Heroes in the future,” Alex said. “I’m hoping we can stop this once and for all.”

      “From your mouth to Uldar’s ears, Alex.” Carey looked up at the sky. “That does remind me… I was told you cleared out all of Greymoor during this past little while. Is that true?”

      “Indeed,” Isolde said. “It took a concerted effort and the work of the Heroes as well, but we have made this area safe.”

      “Good, good,” Carey said. “Well, I look forward to working on behalf of magic, science, and faith in the future. Though I am rather shit in a fight, so I am very glad to hear that things have been made safe.”

      “Yeah…” Alex said. “So far.”

      He waited for a moment.

      In all the stories, after a comment like that, monsters would come boiling over the walls and down from the sky to rip them all apart.

      But—after waiting in silence for a bit—nothing happened.

      There was no attack.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a long day of socializing, work, and training Carey. Alex found himself looking forward to a stressless night of rest…

      At least, he would have if he didn’t have to grapple with Ito’s Spiral.

      “Come on… come on,” he whispered in his tent, guiding his mana through branching paths in the spiral.

      Sweat trickled from his forehead.

      His mana shuddered inside the magical device. No, magical device was too kind of a word. More like the torture device. Every day, he became increasingly convinced that some devil had come up with it then cursed mortal-kind with this hellish device. He really needed to learn who this Ito was… Maybe he or she was actually a real devil.

      But, in spite of the device’s devilish nature, he had to admit, it pushed him through his limits.

      It had taught him that just because he’d gained so much skill with mana manipulation so quickly in the past, that didn’t mean he could master everything involving the discipline in no time flat.

      This exercise?

      This had challenged his thinking.

      This was tough, but it was worth it.

      It forced him to try things with his mana that he could never have imagined doing before. Alex closed his eyes, blocking everything out.

      As the spiral widened toward the funnel, the pathways kept branching out, becoming smaller and smaller like an ever-spreading tree with an expanding canopy of narrower branches.

      He’d been proud when he’d split his mana into five streams; now, he’d reached a point where he could break them into ten… then twenty. Each mana stream became smaller, narrower and more precise with each split.

      And had to be controlled simultaneously.

      The more he concentrated, the more a headache growing at the back of his skull throbbed, strongly reminding him of its presence. Minutes earlier, he’d split his mana into twenty-six tiny streams, but guiding them through the pathways as a whole felt like his mind was bending toward madness. The Mark was actually keeping him from snapping and throwing the device into the bog as it showed him what he’d done right. Without it, even splitting the streams into three would’ve sent him looking for the bog.

      “Come on…” he whispered. “Co—”

      He jolted.

      His twenty-fifth strand of mana glanced off the side of the pathway.

      “No, no, no! Shit!” he swore as the device broke his connection with it, throwing his mana back into him. As he took several deep breaths to calm himself, the urge to either smash the device against the ground or drop it in the bog receded.

      “It’s okay, Alex,” he told himself. “Breathe. Breathe. It’s not the end of the world. You’re not a five-year-old. You can’t just smash your professor’s toy.”

      In the light of his forceball, he listened to the sounds of crickets outside. Folk had long gone to sleep. It was a new moon tonight, and—aside from a few light spells—it was nearly pitch-black through the gap in the tent’s flap. It was a good thing he had a tent all to himself so he could practice late into the night without disturbing anyone. For now, it was time for bed.

      Alex didn’t bother stifling a yawn when he set Ito’s Spiral aside.

      He groaned while stretching and snuffed out his forceball, then climbed into his bedroll, pulling it over his head.

      In no time at all, he was sound asleep.

      The attack came in the dead of night, shattering his peace.
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      Silence-spiders crept across the hills, approaching the encampment’s walls. Three moved across the landscape as one, low numbers decreasing their visibility under the new moon.

      Their leader—the Ravener’s Hunter—had waited for a night such as this: the blackest of nights when mortals would be near sightless and vulnerable. It sensed the Usurper’s mana in recent days, and with the new moon above, this would be a perfect time to strike.

      Approaching from different directions, three other teams edged toward the walls, intending to overwhelm the mortals’ defences from a number of routes and through sheer numbers. All the Hunter needed was for just one silence-spider to breach the encampment, find the Usurper, and kill them. Then, their mission would be complete.

      The silence-spiders’ minds were not made for complex thought. They were simple creatures, single-minded in any task. They did not question orders, nor ask why the Hunter had not accompanied them, sending them behind the walls to the Usurper’s vicinity alone. All they knew was, reach the target and kill everyone you find. Their leader hadn’t pinpointed the quarry’s exact location, only their general area within the wizard’s camp.

      For assassins of their skill, though, that would be enough.

      Slaying the Usurper was their ultimate goal; killing as many mortals as they found behind the walls was next. All interlopers would have to be purged in time. It was this purpose that drove them on, silently creeping along the earth, making their way to the wall.

      They stilled.

      A patrol was near, making their rounds along the base of the wall. The spiders waited, rejecting the chance for an early slaughter. Killing wizards was also tasked, but only secondary. No good purpose would be served by announcing their presence too soon. The prey would be alerted, and likely escape.

      “Caution, always remember caution,” the Hunter had warned.

      Once the patrol passed, the Hunter’s first team crept to the bottom of the wall, avoiding the watchful eyes of sentries pacing on top, then they began climbing.

      Halfway up, loud voices split the stillness.

      Multi-coloured lights sprang to life all around as the sharp crack of magic and sword blades impacting chitin echoed through the night.

      Another team must have been discovered.

      The first team sprang over the wall, determined to reach their prey before it was too la—

      “Monsters! Beware!” a mortal voice cried from nearby.

      Lights flared around the trio. Magic came from all sides.

      The first over the wall was blown apart, struck by a rainbow of force bolts. Another lost one of many legs to a conjured blade of magic. Only two—one wounded—made it from the wall to bolt into the encampment.

      They charged toward their quarry’s location as mortals poured from tents. Slashing any in their way, the pair pressed on, dead set on eliminating the Usurper. More mortals appeared—unsurprised—and ready for battle. They gripped staves, swords, and resolve. The wounded silence-spider was undeterred and lunged at the armed mortals, meeting death by a flurry of spells and blades.

      Its sacrifice bought the other precious time.

      It scurried toward the target, no longer bothering with distractions in its path, driven by a single goal. Its quarry. A tent was ahead, exactly where the Hunter sensed the Usurper. The spawn sprang, claws poised to stab through fabric and into whoever slept inside.

      Thoom.

      A massive shape rose from the shadows beside the tent.

      A giant silhouette with four arms.

      Two fists were swinging straight for the spider.

      Smash!

      The fist cracked five legs, taking them off.

      The second smashed through chitin, rupturing the torso and launching it skyward.

      Thud!

      It landed face up, writhing in the dirt, fighting to right itself.

      The last thing it saw was a giant clay foot descending above its head.
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        * * *

      

      Smash!

      Alex emerged from his tent into a night filled with shouting and magical lights shooting through the dark. People rushed through the encampment. Several were gathered around—

      “Holy shit,” he muttered.

      —a dead monster in front of his tent.

      There was a smashed silence-spider flattened under Claygon’s foot like a squashed fly. All traces of sleepiness fled as the young wizard peered through the dark, looking for more attackers.

      There was no need.

      Already, voices from atop the walls were announcing the end of an attack. The attackers were all dead. Blood mages were pushing through crowds to heal wounded caught in the ambush.

      Confused, Alex looked around the outside of his tent. “Theresa!” he shouted. “Where—”

      “Alex!” Theresa rounded a nearby tent with both swords in hand and Brutus leading the way. Her hair was utterly wild and her night clothes wrinkled. “Oh, thank the Traveller!”

      She hugged him with a crushing grip, the back of her swords freezing his back.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked when she pulled away.

      “We got attacked,” a deep voice growled from above.

      Alex nearly jumped out of his skin. Grimloch, alongside Khalik and Najyah—came up beside them. He hadn’t heard them approaching.

      “Bet they were after the dungeon cores,” the shark man said. “Bastards. Wish they woulda come by my tent. Wouldn’t mind something that looks like lobster for a night-time snack.”

      “Well, there is still enough left for more than a snack,” the prince said, pointing at the smashed silence-spider with his short sword. “Dig in.”

      “Good point. Don’t mind if I do.” Grimloch licked his lips and stalked toward his late-night meal.

      Alex looked away. Crunching noises soon filled the air.

      “By Uldar!” Carey’s voice caught his attention.

      The slight young woman was stumbling through the crowd, staring at the dead silence-spider. She looked like she’d quickly thrown some clothes on, her face as pale as frozen milk.

      She was looking through the gathering crowd then caught sight of Alex and Theresa. She hurried over.

      “Egads, do you see the size of that thing?” she gasped, glancing at, then quickly looking away from the shark man’s feast. “Its claw looks like it could cleave a horse apart! I’ve read and heard tales about those monsters from the priests when they were in Generasi, but to see one…”

      “Yes,” Theresa said, heading toward the walls. “And there might be more hiding in the hills. I’m gonna go see if a patrol’s being put together.”

      “I shall go with you,” Khalik said.

      Najyah gave a short cry.

      “No,” the prince told his familiar. “You cannot see that well in the dark, Najyah. Sending you out alone would only risk you. Come, we’ll search together.”

      Carey stared after them as Alex called Claygon to his side.

      “More?” Carey murmured.

      “Yeah,” he said, watching Theresa. “There’s a lot of awful stuff out there. Still, for what it’s worth, this is the first attack the encampment’s had.”

      “That… that is not so reassuring.”

      “Welcome back to Thameland, Carey. At least here we can work toward putting an end to these monsters.”

      Frowning as he followed the huntress and the prince, Alex wondered what caused the sudden attack. Was it dungeon cores?

      Or was it… something else?

      The clawed monsters that had attacked the patrizia’s ball came to mind.
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        * * *

      

      The final Hunter crouched low on a hill, far from the encampment, watching mortals with its sharp eyes. Its senses confirmed the failure of the mission.

      Within the safety of its camp, the Usurper was still alive, and now the once quiet encampment was alive with activity. If the wizards were alert… it meant the moment had passed.

      Growling, it crept down the hill then began loping through the moors, back to the forest where its forces waited. Fury burned in its belly. When it first sensed the Usurper in the encampment, it had been both ecstatic and grim. Ecstatic that it had at last found its prey, grim because the prey was in such a well-fortified location.

      The moors were patrolled and defended by these wizards.

      Cover was scant. Its forces had few places close to their camp to hide in. Its teeth ground as it loped over the hills. Its new allies, the blue annis hags, refused to approach the camp, saying that any attack on the wizards would fail.

      The Hunter had disagreed, thinking that under cover of darkness and with the silence-spiders’ stealth, the Usurper could at least be slain before the mortals could mount a resistance. With that plan, it had set out under the new moon with a small number of fighters while keeping its distance.

      If it had stayed with the teams of silence-spiders and been killed, all would have been lost. The loss of twelve spiders was no small price to pay for failure, but at least it had preserved its own life. Even if the stink of defeat clung, it would live to hunt again.

      It dodged flying patrols until it reached the trees outside the moors and slipped deep into the woods. The lair it shared with the hags and their forces awaited.

      An old windmill loomed in a clearing ahead, abandoned since the Ravener’s return. It was a massive structure, filled with grain the mortals had left behind in their rush to escape. What hadn’t been eaten by rats, roaches, and other vermin, was now bedding for the Hunter’s and hags’ allies.

      With a growl, it stalked into the windmill, alone.

      Scores of glinting eyes and the silhouettes of a dozen owls perched in the rafters above the pair of blue annis hags, greeted it in the darkness. Both sisters sat cross-legged with a clay bowl of stagnant water on the ground between them. They faced each other.

      “A bad hunt, was it?” the hag in reptile skins asked.

      “Yes, we saw, didn’t we?” her sister in the bird feather robe chimed in. “Our eyes see far and wide.”

      The Hunter growled and considered slashing the smug creatures in displeasure. It held back… Little good would come from battling its own allies.

      Still, it would not let them mock.

      “You sat here in safety and did nothing,” it growled.

      “Oh, but that is where you are wrong, Ravener-spawn,” the hag robed in bird feathers answered. “We have been doing much. Very much over these past nights. Including this very one.”

      “You have been hiding in the dark while we have scouted and hunted our common enemy,” the Hunter said. The venom walkers hissed in time with their leader’s simmering anger.

      The hags merely snarled in unconcealed amusement.

      “We may sit, but our birds do not. They watch,” one said, looking up at the owls. “And they find things. Interesting things.”

      “What do they watch?” the Hunter asked. “How do they help? I see none of that.”

      “Many things, they see,” the blue annis hag wearing reptile skins said. “They watch our enemies… our friends…” She looked at the Hunter pointedly. “And those who can help us… without knowing.”

      Reaching down, she picked up the bowl of stagnant water. Strange symbols were carved in the sides. “Here, look into the water.”

      She waved her hand, causing the liquid to shimmer. The foul water displayed an image taken from a bird’s eye view. Quite literally.

      The bird watched two creatures.

      Fae.

      One looked like a tiny woman with the legs of a grasshopper.

      The other, a tiny man with green scales and large eyes.

      “That one,” the reptile robed hag pointed at the scaly creature. “The asrai faerie. That one has been scurrying about. Once my captive—and nearly my dinner—but some of those despised wizards freed him. He thought himself clever and as subtle as a shadow sneaking about, but our eyes see much.”

      “What does your food have to do with anything?” the Hunter demanded.

      “The little fae searches for an aeld tree to repay a debt he has. And who holds this debt?” the hag grinned. “The great fishman, the wizard who controls the clay man, and the three-headed dog were among the group that freed him. They are strong fighters.”

      The Hunter’s mind churned with the potential their words elicited. “This fae searches for a tree for our enemies? Why?”

      “That does not matter,” the hag said. “What matters is our plan. When he finds an aeld tree, our enemies will be drawn to the wilds, away from their stronghold. And we will be watching. And we will be waiting.”

      The Hunter growled. That… did not seem like a bad plan.

      With several of the enemy’s strongest forces eliminated, they would be weakened. The fight to destroy the rest later would be easier. And that would also mean enemies to interrogate.

      And if the Hunter was very lucky…

      The Usurper would be among them.

      “Tell me what an aeld tree looks like. I will send forces to find one, then we can spring our trap.”
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      “I wonder how Gwyllain’s doing,” Alex muttered, considering ideas for his staff. As he learned more summoning spells, he’d been making a list of which ones could enhance the staff’s power.

      “Hope the little guy’s alright. It isn’t exactly safe out there,” he said, referring to the dangers in Thameland’s wilderness, and the hag who’d captured the asrai fae. It was a very different world compared to the safety of the school’s library, where he was currently studying in a secluded corner.

      With the dark shadows of his homeland in mind, he circled another spell that would definitely be going into his staff: Mana-to-Life.

      “No way I want to get caught out there without a way to heal myself. Ugh, this is going to be rough, though…”

      Magical healing items were tricky things to construct and often had limited usefulness. Mana from objects wasn’t easy to turn into lifeforce. He remembered an entry from his blood magic textbook:

      While it is possible to make potions and other alchemical items from blood magic, such items that channel mana into life face great inefficiency when turning their mana into lifeforce. Mana within objects exist at different wavelengths compared to mana within biological organisms, making it much more difficult to convert to lifeforce. Certain magic items are exceptions to this, such as water from the fountain of youth or other legendary magical artefacts, but remember, exceptions are exceptions for a reason: they’re rare.

      Normally, that very reason would have quashed any thought he had of using Mana-to-Life in his staff, but dungeon core substance was so efficient with mana in general, that it might balance out the natural limits of a magical healing item. Having a staff that could heal through mana manipulation would be a huge advantage to him and his friends if there wasn’t a healer around.

      He just couldn’t pass that up.

      Putting Cleanse Flesh in the staff was also a must. He could eliminate toxins from his or anyone else’s system without having to struggle with casting the spell.

      For any of that happen, he’d first have to learn it, as he’d been trying to do for the last ninety-nine times.

      And this would be…

      “Attempt one hundred…” Alex grumbled, flipping open the notebook labelled Cleanse Flesh.

      Four days had passed since the Ravener’s silence-spiders had attacked the encampment, and the Generasians hadn’t been idle. Patrols were doubled. Extra mercenaries and delvers hired. Sending Wizard’s Eyes to sweep the area around camp was not only frequent, but now a matter of routine.

      So far, no Ravener-spawn had been caught lurking in the hills.

      Things were quiet. Too quiet, some were saying. Watcher Shaw was up nights watching the hills like he expected a horde to bleed from shadow and moonlight. Even Alex’s group seemed to be itching for a confrontation.

      “They’re watching us,” Khalik had said one morning before trekking out to raise stone with a well-armed battle group. He’d peered through the gates, squinting at the hills with one hand resting on his sword. “I can feel it. They are out there. Somewhere. Instead of hiding, I’d rather they come and get this over with.”

      “Maybe,” Alex had said before heading to the research tent. “Maybe.”

      He would’ve been lying if he’d said that a part of him wasn’t getting real tired of waiting. Whether the Ravener-spawn was after dungeon core remains or the Fool, he knew they’d be back. Crushing them would be necessary, but also… satisfying.

      Though not everyone was eager to see them again. Carey had told him she hoped the monsters were finished with the encampment.

      The day after the surprise raid, she’d been more cautious, all nerves, rather withdrawn, nothing like her usual chatty self. A couple of days later, she’d said she felt more comfortable… but still seemed to check the top of the wall frequently, like she was looking for something.

      Her work hadn’t suffered, though. She’d settled into her duties smoothly, picking up the routine like she’d been with the research team for months, not days. Alex had to admit, Carey was skilled, and while she made his teeth grind at times, he couldn’t find fault with her work ethic, dedication, or knowledge. Her being in the lab was moving their research along faster.

      And the faster they picked away at the dungeon cores and uncovered their secrets, the better.

      Whether or not Ravener-spawn were waiting in Greymoor, Alex was glad for the peace of the library. Confrontation would be a part of Thameland as long as the cycle continued.

      Here in Generasi, he could get back to some much needed and undisturbed practice time.

      Cleanse Flesh was finicky, and it was pushing him to his limits… Much like Ito’s devilish Spiral. It had one of the most complex magic circuits he’d come across so far.

      The textbook even warned about the spell’s complexities.

      Cleanse Flesh requires complex circuitry or the spell would be disastrous. While it might be easy to remove impurities from the flesh using divinity—for reasons that elude this author—it is a much trickier process for one to do so using magic circuits.

      There are a number of hurdles to overcome.

      First, it is important to remember that any biological organism is not a monolith. We are more than just meat, blood, nerve, and bone. The bowel has many important flora that are necessary for us to maintain health. Our bodies are filled with a mixture of chemicals that—in the right amounts—would be considered toxic or poisonous. Stomach acid is an excellent example of this. What would happen if we developed a spell that simply wiped away all substances from our flesh that could be harmful? Likely, we would make ourselves very sick or even very, very dead.

      This process only grows more complex, and becomes even more difficult if one’s body is augmented by foreign substances. Magical prostheses—

      Alex remembered Professor Ram’s force construct arm.

      —implanted magical devices, alchemical suspensions like those used by the Irtyshenans to create blood walkers, do not naturally occur in the body. A spell that wiped away all ‘foreign substances’ would be disastrous for such folk when magical items were painfully ejected.

      No, Cleanse Flesh must be discerning.

      The spell must scan a body to determine what substances within it are acting as a boon and which substances are acting as harmful agents. This requires a level of sophistication above that of most spells at the equivalent tier.

      “Sophistication… that’s a hell of an understatement,” Alex said. “And I thought Ito’s Spiral was bad. Well, it is… Anyway, complaining’s not gonna help me learn it any faster. Time to get to work.”

      Inhaling deeply through his nostrils then exhaling slowly through his mouth, he threw himself into Cleanse Flesh’s spell array, guiding himself through the Mark’s usual interference. Through one hundred attempts, he’d mastered the initial parts of the circuit, but the section that scanned the body for contaminants felt like he’d gone from a nice smooth run, to abruptly slamming into a stone wall and a full stop. Repeatedly, he stopped the spell, then resumed it as each failure piled up, and each bit of progress he made came at the pace of a snail inching through glue.

      An old snail.

      One that had overdosed on sleeping potions.

      Alex cut the spell for the hundredth-and-first time, thinking about Val’Rok’s fireplace and burning spell guides. For a minute, he considered switching to summoning spells since he could learn them with ease—but ironically, that would go against his Operation Grand Summoning Ascension plan.

      Rejuvenating Slumber and Warp Flesh were major parts of the operation, so Cleanse Flesh had to be learned first.

      Before one could have dessert, they had to eat their vegetables, no matter how hard the vegetables were. ‘One step at a time,’ he reminded himself, then attacked the spell again, keeping calm despite the slow progress. He cast it a few more times then put it aside for the day. If he used much more mana, he wouldn’t have enough left for Ito’s Spiral.

      “You learn Ito’s Spiral, and your practice time skyrockets,” he said quietly, pulling out the dreaded device. “Keep your long-term goals in mind.”

      ‘At least with the spiral, the Mark will help, not hold me back,’ he thought.

      Activating the Mark, Alex guided himself through the pathway in the wire and into the entry to the spiral. His mana broke into several streams, pushing through the narrowing paths, splitting as they travelled along the spreading branches.

      Five streams.

      Ten streams.

      Twenty streams.

      Forty.

      One hundred.

      Two hundred.

      Three hundred.

      Mounting streams spread from his mana, working their way through the Spiral. Splitting was easier now. What once took every ounce of his concentration was now automatic. Like learning to walk. It showed the difference between steady practice and giving up. A week ago, the thought of controlling ten strands at once, let alone hundreds, was impossible to imagine. Yet here he was at three hundred, just a week after Professor Val’Rok lent him the device.

      ‘Eventually, I may be able to control a thousand,’ he thought. ‘Maybe more.’

      He wasn’t even halfway through the spiral and had no clue how many tiny pathways were in the funnel itself, but he pushed on, sweat beading his brow, his goals firmly etched in his mind.

      One goal was to do something he’d done before—dominate a dungeon core.

      Which meant getting every bit of training he could. There was probably a reason why there weren’t any public records of anyone taking control of cores in the past. He, for one, knew it wasn’t easy… but it was possible.

      Maybe, somewhere out there, someone knew who’d hidden the successes.
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      Third Apostle Izas strolled through an ancient mausoleum, flanked by rows of statues rising twice as tall as any human man. All were of bronze, forged in the perfect image of holy Uldar. The sculptures were grouped in twos, each pair flanked an alcove containing a single sarcophagus of dark stone. Izas walked by, sliding his hand along the tops of sarcophagi carved in the shape of the Hero who lay within. According to legend, the dark stone was said to be polished with the devotion of a thousand centuries of faith.

      Whether they were that ancient was unknown to him, but he could well imagine it. Entire generations of lives in his kingdom had weighed on the shoulders of those in eternal rest within this burial chamber. And within these walls, only the very earliest Heroes slumbered under Uldar’s gaze. They were cut from a different cloth than those laid to rest in the capital.

      He remembered well the sarcophagi that lay beneath the capital like he’d seen them yesterday. Though in truth, the last time he’d visited was over sixty years ago. He did not miss it. Here, in this sacred place, in these tombs, where the most ancient Heroes rested, here he could know proper peace.

      The endless hymns echoing through the escarpment sounded like lullabies to his ears, bringing his spirit rest. Some of the younger priests—the rare breed holy enough to walk these halls—had whispered to each other that the Heroes might rise from the sleep of death were these hymns to ever cease.

      The old man smiled.

      He’d been one of those who’d whispered such rumours to his companions long ago.

      “How simple things were then. Perhaps you are the fortunate ones. Departed to Uldar’s side before me. Would that I did not live through these strange and frightening times…”

      For a moment, he paused, drinking in the tranquillity that hung over the dead—telling himself he did not envy them—when the sound of footsteps echoed from the stone staircase at his back. He turned to see the bow-legged figure of a priest, a man he knew to be gifted with a brilliant mind and hard-won wisdom.

      Those ham-sized hands—covered in scars and callouses—spoke of a life that might once have been anything but holy. Now, he was as dedicated to Uldar as any who had passed through these halls.

      “Third Apostle.” The man bowed so low that his large knuckles nearly brushed the stone. “A report has come.”

      “The Heroes, Eldin?” Izas asked.

      “Yes, Third Apostle, they,” the other priest answered. “We’ve learned of their journey to Greymoor and their contact with the foreigners.”

      “Good!” Izas said, shaking off his melancholies over a life lived too long. “What has happened? What have the Generasians done? You may stand.”

      The stocky priest rose, his robe hugging his broad shoulders. “Blessings on your kindness, Third Apostle. The Heroes fought alongside the Generasians, aiding them in destroying two dungeons. Together, they rooted out the pair of cores and gave their remains to the Generasians, I’ve been told. And the wizards are planning experiments on them.”

      Izas tapped a sarcophagus. “Is there any report on what these experiments entail?”

      “No, Third Apostle. The Heroes left before the wizards began their work.”

      “And? Were the Heroes… displeased with these foreigners?”

      “Not them, Third Apostle.”

      “…Them?”

      “Aye, apparently, more troubles come to Thameland.”

      Izas went quiet. The time to rest might be at an end.
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      “Demons, Third Apostle. Demons have come to Thameland.”

      “What?” Izas asked. “This is no time for poetic language, Eldin.”

      “I’m not exaggerating, Third Apostle. Were that I was…” The squat man launched into a story of demons, summoners, and cultists.

      Izas’ mood fell further and further with every word.

      Cultists. Demons. Summoners. Raiders.

      All caused indirectly by the Generasians.

      Although the Heroes might not have placed blame on the foreigners for such a blunder, Izas was not so forgiving. The ancient priest closed his eyes as the last of Eldin’s words reached him.

      “Two sets of foreigners. One bent on poking into matters they should not while rejecting our divine saviour. The other set on conjuring demons and bringing more chaos to our realm. Trouble spreads through our lands.” He looked up at the closest statue of Uldar standing atop a columbarium.

      In a way, it looked like the bronze features of Izas’ god watched him in judgement. “Do you test us, holy lord?” he whispered.

      Eldin cleared his throat after allowing the older man a few heartbeats of silence. “What will we do, Third Apostle?”

      “Have the Heroes decided what they will do?” Izas asked.

      “They’re going to join with the Generasians,” Eldin said. “And work with them to hunt both the enemy’s forces and these demon collaborators. The king’s offered a bounty to anyone who brings these cultists in. Dead. One gold coin per head.”

      “Hmmmm. I see. Then this is what we will do. Your duties are done for now, Eldin. I must consult with the First Apostle.” Izas laid a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “You are weary, my friend, I can tell. Go. Get yourself something to eat, tend to your prayers, and rest. There will be a time when I will call on you again.”

      He looked down at the priest’s calloused hands. “Perhaps it will be necessary for you to unite the divinity of Uldar’s holy service with the skills won in your past life, Eldin.”

      There was a moment of silence. “…If it comes to that, Third Apostle,” Eldin said. “May Uldar watch over you.”

      With a bow, Eldin left the mausoleum.

      Izas closed his eyes, considering the report and the changes coming to Thameland. More chaos. More trouble… ‘More foreigners who do not understand the precious balances that occur in our realm.’

      It had to be stopped.

      As quickly as his old bones could manage, he strode from the mausoleum and down the escarpment to the deepest chambers of the sanctuary. Quietly, he slipped into the sanctum of the First Apostle and, making the sign of Uldar over his heart, fell to his knees, prostrating himself before the dark alcove.

      Within, he knew the First Apostle kept to his quiet contemplations.

      “Izas, you have come,” the ancient voice came from the dark. “I did not imagine I would see you again so soon.”

      “It is with tidings that I’ve come, First Apostle.” Izas kept his head bowed low. “The Heroes have visited the Generasians… More trouble brews in Thameland.”

      “Oh? Do they seek to betray us?” A dark note entered the First Apostle’s voice. There was a threat hidden in those gentle tones. The mark of a man willing to do anything under the right circumstances. And the mark of man who had.

      “They have not betrayed us… yet,” the Third Apostle said. “They have begun their digging and intend to dig deep, but at this point, nothing troubling has been unearthed. Though I fear that day may come in time. No, it is not they who cause the great trouble I bring to you. Not directly. There are other foreigners who have come to Thameland. Others who bring darkness with them.”

      “Speak of them, Izas.”

      And so Izas spoke, repeating Eldin’s words nearly word for word. Dozens of years of mental techniques had kept his mind sharp, and his memory mightier than most, despite his advanced age.

      When he finished, silence came from the alcove for a time.

      “Things shift,” the First Apostle finally said. “It is too early to take great action… though our eyes must remain open. I will consult the hidden scriptures to know if Uldar prophesied these events.”

      “And what shall I do, First Apostle?”

      “You have some freedom to act,” came the reply. “Select a group of subtle layfolk. See what can be done to… guide the Generasians’ discoveries.”

      “It will be done, First Apostle.” Izas lowered his head. “As Uldar guides us, we shall guide them. The cycle must continue. All power to our god.”
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      Power was addictive.

      That was clearer to Alex with each new triumph.

      He was nearing his next success and longed for that moment.

      Another week had flown by, marked by another journey to Thameland, and a return to Generasi with mornings, afternoons and evenings filled with practice. Daily practice had led to daily progress—both great and small—and the cusp of a major breakthrough.

      He checked his notebook.

      Cleanse Flesh. 97% complete.

      Just seeing that number threatened to send him leaping with excitement. He fought a strong urge to give into one of those “decorumless moments” Isolde loved to needle him about, and go running around, pumping his fists, and screaming uncontrollably the minute he completed Cleanse Flesh. He was almost there, almost at 100%. Soon, the spell would be complete, but when it was, he’d have to fight the urge to go berserk in public.

      Normally, in a place as busy and crowded as the one he was in, getting distracted by everything around would’ve been easy. There was so much going on: scores of new sights, scents and sounds everywhere. But his thoughts were mostly on the spell and what mastering it would mean. Images of power, as appealing as the perfect meal, or Theresa fresh from her bath kept playing through his mind.

      His mana thrummed each time he threw himself at the spell, a promise for the victory to come.

      And it was coming.

      ‘I wonder how often new wizards think about the power they hold, how it feels, what it means, what it can do?’ He organized his notes on a stone table carved with decorative glyphs in nesting circles in front of him. The symbols looked like magical glyphs but had no actual power. He looked up from the table to the crowds around him. ‘How many of you went into wizardry for pure power? Is that what still drives you?’

      Of course, no one heard his thoughts.

      Even if they could, he doubted they would have answered.

      They were bustling about, consumed by their own thoughts, just as he was.

      Today, he’d decided to study in one of the largest markets in Generasi. Borgia’s Square was named for a local merchant family of great prominence. ‘It’s a shame I couldn’t come here before, but running into Uldar’s priests was something I couldn’t risk.’ With most of them sent back to Thameland, with Claygon by his side, and with his time fighting beside the Heroes… he felt braver, a lot more secure. Of course, he’d still made it a point to choose the market square farthest from the temple district, but being cautious wasn’t such a bad thing.

      The square held sights that were wondrous even to someone who’d gotten used to the city.

      Carts filled with crops freshly picked that morning from local farms, vineyards and greenhouses were laden with fruit, vegetables and mushrooms in a rainbow of colours. Their aroma drifted through the air, mixing with enticing scents of smoked meats from butcher’s stalls, and carts belonging to spice traders and herbalists.

      Meat—fresh, smoked and salted—was being carved by a sea of vendors, shoppers argued over the choicest cuts. Fish—fresh from the sea—hung from rows of hooks in dozens of fishmonger stalls, some so enormous, floating scaffolding supported them.

      Alex smiled, looking at a fifteen-foot-long sabrefish.

      “Grimloch would go through you in about two days,” he whispered as his interest moved to different products.

      Stalls displaying crockpots, charcoal grills, spits over magical fires, and portable, mana-powered ovens cooking a variety of dishes caught his attention. Homebrews in wooden barrels, both large and small, were filled with a host of ales, wines, and spirits. They weren’t the most prized vintages or brews in Generasi, but they were fresh, and many had unique flavours crafted from careful, adventurous experimentation. The scents drifting from the oak barrels mixed with the smells of many fantastic foods in the market: butter bread, tarts, spiced sausages, melted cheese, mulled wine, finely spiced stews and more, reached Alex’s nose.

      He’d already picked up a nice lunch of steamed clams and rice fried in a spicy sauce, and was washing it down at the table with a large cup of herbal tea. Selina, Theresa, and Brutus would’ve loved the market, but his sister had classes, and Theresa was at work today.

      “Well, there’s always next time,” he said. “And I’m definitely paying this place another visit.”

      There was too much to see in a single visit. His eye suddenly caught sight of…

      Magic items.

      “Potions!” a merchant called from across the street. Behind him, a shelf floated, packed to the brim with potion bottles. “Potions for strength of the arm! Strength in the head! Strength in the bed! We have ’em all here!”

      “I want your strongest potion, potion-seller!” a brightly dressed man called, striding up to the merchant’s stall.

      He grinned. “I’m not sure you can handle my strongest potion!”

      Next to his stall was a woman selling a field of miniature, magical constructs all laid out on a brightly coloured carpet. Even magical beasts in cages—some large and small—were on display for any buyer with deep enough pockets and an adventurous spirit.

      All of these wonders and more were spread across blankets, in booths and on carts throughout the square, a space big enough to fit one of Alric’s longer blocks.

      Even the sky was full. Flying merchants perched on floating carts and soaring carpets. They called to customers shopping on airborne brooms, on the backs of winged familiars shaped like enormous beetles, drake-like creatures with enormous wingspans, and colourful flying rugs.

      A thousand voices filled the air as deals were struck, bargains made, and fortunes ruined in a multitude of places at the same time. In the middle of it all, on a platform floating high above the square, a song was being performed with the enthusiasm of a massive choir by a half-dozen bards.

      And the Fool watched it all.

      And he listened.

      And he learned.

      As deals were hatched and bargains struck, he took in information like a sponge in water, storing it for later review with the Mark. He focused on the merchants, and how they bargained, engaged with customers, struck deals, and haggled. Every proposal. Every counter proposal. The way merchants got the attention of passers-by.

      From each interaction, he learned something new about how deals were crafted, sales made, and the power of subtle persuasion. It was like a class in tactics. Alex turned his attention to a smiling merchant who was trying to sell a bauble to an older wizard. The seller focused entirely on his customer, asking how the wizard’s day was going, then threw in sincere-sounding questions about the older man’s family.

      Alex watched as rapport built as the conversation continued.

      That was when the customer began showing greater interest in the merchandise.

      But the truly amazing part?

      By the time the sale was over, the merchant had convinced the customer it was his own idea to buy what was being sold.

      Alex couldn’t help but admire the hustle.

      He made note of how the merchant operated. His techniques would come in handy for step one in the financial part of Operation Grand Summoning Ascension.

      “Isn’t this nice, Claygon?” Alex asked his golem, who stood nearby. “Learning while learning.” He tapped his notebook. “Best way to do it.”

      Claygon didn’t respond. The wind blew through a tiny flower laurel on the very tip of his head. Shoppers had recognized Claygon from the Games, and several had come over, filled with questions for Alex. Some wanted to shake hands with the golem. A set of twins wanted to give him flowers woven into a laurel to wear on his helmet, even though the wreath barely fit the tip of it. Claygon didn’t seem to mind as the children screamed in delight while getting a ride in his massive hand.

      Alex just smiled and took a sip of tea.

      “Alright, here we go, time for another try.” The young wizard was getting ready to dive into Cleanse Flesh again when he caught sight of two familiar figures. Walking through the market were two brothers he hadn’t seen in months, and who Alex thought he’d likely never see again. He half-stood from the table, waving at the two large selachar who were studying a pair of compasses.

      “Fan-Dor! Gel-Dor,” Alex called to the captain and first mate of the Red Siren. “Here! Over here!”
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      Captain Fan-Dor squinted across the square, his black eyes searching the crowd, but missing the strapping young man waving at them from a table near a line of food stalls. Gel-Dor’s attention fell on Alex. Confusion lined the first mate’s forehead while he pointed in Alex’s direction. The young wizard noted their body language shifting from puzzlement, to uncertainty, to sudden recognition.

      “Alex, is that you, boy?” Fan-Dor shouted as Alex stood, waving the selachar sailors over to his table.

      All smiles, the captain and first mate of the Red Siren pushed through the crowd toward Alex and Claygon.

      “Hey, it’s great to see you guys!”

      “What th—” Captain Fan-Dor gaped at the towering golem, then at the young wizard, then at Claygon again. “Look at this, Gel-Dor!”

      “By Ek-u-Dari, we didn’t recognize you!” Fan-Dor’s head kept swivelling between the muscular young man and the massive golem. “You look like you should be juggling ships’ anchors. What you been eating? A side of beef a day?”

      “Not that much, but I have been working out. As a matter of fact, I started when we were on the Siren,” Alex grinned. “Though I’m not as strong as Claygon, here. Claygon? Meet Captain Fan-Dor and first mate Gel-Dor of the Red Siren. Shake hands with the two men who taught us a lot about mana vampires!”

      Both large men startled when the golem extended a pair of his titanic clay hands.

      “This… this is yours?” Gel-Dor reached for Claygon’s lower left hand uncertainly, while his brother reached to shake the upper one. The selachars were big men, but each beefy hand wasn’t much bigger than one of Claygon’s thumbs. They were swallowed up by his massive fists.

      “Built him myself.” Alex pulled two more chairs to the table. “Well, I built him with Selina, really.”

      Gel-Dor swore. “I can’t believe that. We’ve ferried wizards with golems before, but… they were a lot older than you.”

      “Richer too.” Fan-Dor looked up at the golem’s third eye. “What happened? You win a ruby mine or something?”

      “It’s a long story. I’d love to buy you a drink, if you’ve got the time.”

      “Can’t spare the time today,” Fan-Dor grunted. “There’s a shipment we have to run up to the Irtyshenan Empire.”

      “Really?” Alex said. “I thought you were hunting pirates.”

      “We still are,” the first mate said. “Be heading up to Thameish waters after this run, but a request came in for the Siren to transport goods up to the empire, so we’ll be heading there first. The coin was too good to turn down.”

      “Huh,” Alex said. “You know… I’ve been interested in the Irtyshenan Empire for a while. Do you go up there a lot? What’s it like?”

      “A lot of it’s damned cold,” Fan-Dor said. “Dry too, in some places. The people… enh, they’re people. Everywhere you go, you find differences, but you also find a lot of the same. Especially in ports. But the Irtyshenans tend to be a bit more stand-offish than most. Look down their noses at folk.”

      “Really?” Alex cocked his head.

      “Oh yeah. I’m sure there’s plenty of folk like that right here in this very city,” Gel-Dor said.

      For a moment, Alex started to deny that, remembering how nice everyone had been to him and his family. Then he thought about what Jules had said.

      That people tended to help those who were already on the road to success.

      Alex fit that category. He’d been accepted into Generasi on his own merit, he excelled in most of his subjects and picked most things up fairly easily. That made people pay attention to him. Selina was a regular student up until she tested and the junior school uncovered her affinity for fire magic. And Theresa was the great-granddaughter of Twinblade Lu; naturally skilled in life enforcement like her great-grandfather had been.

      Three people with things to offer.

      His eyes flicked across the market. And this was a city that liked people who had things to offer. He remembered Lucia’s hard life after she left the university. And…

      His mind went back to their crossing from Mausarr to Generasi, and to two passengers they’d met on the Red Siren—Anna and Vincenzo—a couple who worked for the government. He remembered how irritated he’d been at Anna’s assumption that he and his family couldn’t possibly have had the means to buy property in Generasi. But her attitude suddenly changed when she heard how he’d helped stop the mana vampire.

      “Yeah, I could see that,” Alex said. “So, the Irtyshenans are worse?”

      “Yeah.” Fan-Dor made a rude sound with his teeth. “Their gods and government say the same thing: to be Irtyshenan is to be civilised. Everyone else is a barbarian. They deal with us outsiders, but… they’re pretty arrogant. They pay well, though. Very well. So we put up with them.”

      “Jeez, what’re you ferrying up there?” Alex asked.

      “Can’t tell you that,” Gel-Dor said. “But war’s brewing up in the north… just put two and two together from that. They’re a powerful realm, and power’s addictive. Of course, they want more of it.”

      Alex winced, thinking back to some of his earlier thoughts about that very thing.

      “After that, it’s back to pirate-hunting for us,” Fan-Dor said.

      “Hey, wait… pirate-hunting? In Thameish waters?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Fan-Dor said. “Plenty of ’em still up there.”

      “Hold on for a second.” Alex tore a page from his notebook and sketched an image of what looked like a gemstone, then handed it to the ship captain. “If you find anyone with this symbol, you… be careful. Our king—I mean the Thameish king—has a bounty on them. One gold piece per head, and Generasi pledged to at least match that. They’re demon cultists, maybe travelling with demon summoners. I’m guessing they’re probably more dangerous than the average pirate you guys go after, so I figure a warning might be in order in case you run across them, then you’ll know what to expect and can either hunt or avoid them.”

      “Hey, a special bounty’s a special bounty.” Fan-Dor peered at the symbol. “Thanks for the tip.”

      Gel-Dor looked down at Alex’s notes. “And what’re you up to?”

      “Learning spells,” the young wizard said.

      “Ah, right, more power then. Well, you make sure you keep your head on those shoulders while you’re getting it.”

      After Fan-Dor teased Alex about Theresa for a while, they shook hands and made him promise to give their greetings to his family, then the brothers went on their way, leaving Alex to his practicing.

      Fan-Dor turned back and shouted some parting advice to the young wizard: “You should be practicing your Spear-and-Oar Dance with Theresa!” The captain’s hearty laugh rang through the market as his brother shook his head, the two sailors making their way back through the market, stopping to buy magical compasses and a few other items along the way. They disappeared in the direction of the port.

      Alex smiled as he watched them go, then let his eyes unfocus for a time.

      Power. Having more of it.

      Crushing others.

      What did he want power for?

      ‘To crush the Ravener,’ he thought. ‘To protect my family from danger and hardship… and…’

      He couldn’t deny there was some self-motivation there as well. Gaining physical and mental strength, mastering his growing list of spells, building Claygon. A feeling of power came with each accomplishment, more abilities, and he liked it. From barely surviving an attack by a starving mana vampire, to catching a healthy one with his friends, to being part of a strike force that destroyed a dungeon… felt good.

      Getting to where he could destroy one with Claygon by his side would feel even better.

      Maybe… he’d talk to Baelin about all of it.

      But first…

      He looked down at his notebooks, then up at a stall nearby that sold homebrewed alcohol.

      It was time to experiment.

      Cleanse Flesh waited.

      He was almost at 100%.

      A full week of practicing the spell had repeatedly brought Alex to the point of nearly mastering it. Time for completion. He looked sidelong at Ito’s Spiral. If he didn’t finish the blood magic spell in the next few tries, he’d have to work on the device before his mana ran out.

      Alex closed his eyes, visualizing the mana circuit blazing into life with glowing crimson mana. With each syllable of the incantation, more mana poured into the circuit. Even through all the interference from the Mark, he felt a sudden shift. The magic started coming together.

      Power shifted.

      Mana flowed.

      Focus sharpened.

      He was at 97%. The furthest he’d ever been.

      Only 2-3% of the spell remained. Slowing down to a crawl, he methodically eased along the remainder of the magic circuit.

      And then… the breakthrough.

      Voom.

      The circuit activated.

      A surge of satisfaction spiked as the spell rushed through his body, washing away impurities and contaminants.

      Alex refocused.

      He felt centred.

      He felt powerful.

      Cleanse Flesh. 100% mastered.

      “And now, the fun begins!” An ecstatic Alex jumped out of his chair, fished some coin from a pouch and strode to a stall he’d had his eye on all afternoon.

      “Excuse me, ma’am!” He waved to the vendor standing in front of a large pair of copper barrels.

      “Yes, sir? What can I do for you today?”

      “Those barrels, what’s in them?”

      “Plum brandy, sir,” she said. “The family recipe. You thinking of buying some for yourself, or a celebration perhaps?”

      “Just me.”

      “Ah, I see. No other drinkers in the family, sir…?” She gave him a polite smile.

      There it was. Making it about him. Opening the door with conversation about him and his family, and asking for his name to establish rapport.

      Well, he knew better and wouldn’t be playing the game.

      “I’m the drinker in the family right now,” he said. “Give me a half…” He hesitated, remembering how much he’d bulked up. It’d take more booze to do what he needed to do. “No, make that twenty-six ounces of your fine plum brandy.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Are you going to a party, sir?”

      “No.” Alex grinned. “I’m doing science.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alex… really?” Theresa shook her head.

      He placed a small cup beside his bottle. “You’re staying in tonight, right?”

      “…Yes?”

      “And you’ve taken care of your drunken brothers, right?”

      “…Yes.”

      “Then it’s perfect!” he said, rubbing his hands together. “I’m doing this to test Cleanse Flesh. It’s either this, poison, or some horrible combination of both.”

      Theresa sighed. “Selina, talk some sense into your brother.”

      “Nooope,” his sister said, heading to her and Theresa’s room.

      The huntress looked at the other occupants of the table. Khalik and Thundar were already uncorking their own bottles with big grins on their faces. She didn’t even bother asking them for help.

      “Isolde?” Theresa looked pleadingly at the tall young woman who was pulling out a pen and notebook. “Talk some sense into these three!”

      “Well, he does technically have to test the efficacy of the spell,” the noblewoman said. “In the long run, this might prove to be more responsible.”

      “Ugh, traitor,” Theresa said. “Alex, there’s got to be another—”

      “For science!” Alex, Thundar and Khalik toasted “science,” before chugging back the booze.
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        * * *

      

      Science hurt.

      Science hurt a lot.

      The following morning, Alex Roth found himself in bed, feeling like he was about to die. Outside his room, he heard hushed voices and Thundar’s loud, unmistakable snoring. One of the voices was deep… Khalik must not have made it home last night.

      “Thanks, Theresa,” he said, noting that he’d been placed in his bed sideways, the safest position. But trying to crawl out of bed didn’t feel safe. It felt like cruel and unusual punishment, like an angry dragon had used him as a punching bag. He was hot and sweaty, his head pounded, and when he forced his eyes open, even his eyelids hurt. His belly felt like it was full of acid. The slightest noise was a catapult stone hitting a mountainside, then… the room began to spin.

      “Yep,” he groaned, trying not to blink.

      Even blinking hurt.

      “There’s the hangover,” he whispered, because the sound of his own voice hurt.

      Fighting a deep need to curl up like he’d just been beaten by a team of dragons, Alex hauled himself to his feet, stumbled—the room spinning all the while—to his desk, and dropped into the chair. He sat with his head lolling back, incapable of functioning for a good five minutes before his mental faculties recovered enough for spellcasting.

      Then, he reached within and slowly began casting the new spell.

      Cleanse Flesh’s magic circuit lit up, the Mark’s interference was cruelly amplified by the hangover. Every memory of his failures slowed, like they just wanted to take permanent root in his head. But he’d had plenty of experience with the Mark’s obstacles… and thanks to Khalik and Thundar, plenty of experience with hangovers.

      He guided himself through the images, then cast Cleanse Flesh. Immediately, he felt an effect. Dizziness receded. His stomach-ache lessened. His body feeling like it’d been beaten by Grimloch and an army of dragons decreased. The cleansing was fast and dramatic.

      “Yes! It works! It really works! …aha!”

      On the desk sat a pitcher of cool water waiting for him… That is, if he hadn’t died in the night.

      “Thanks for the gift and knowing I’d be needing it,” Alex whispered, grateful that Theresa was his girlfriend. He poured some water into a clay cup beside the pitcher, then swallowed it down in one shot.

      Then cast Cleanse Flesh again.

      The effect was even more pronounced this time. The water began relieving his dehydration as toxins were washed away by the magic.

      “Oh, I am definitely putting this in my staff!”

      Excitedly, Alex jumped up and rushed from the room.

      “I’ve done it!” he cried. “I’ve cured hangovers!”

      He stopped mid-step.

      Two furry bodies—one in a rumpled tunic—lay on the floor, and at the table were three familiar figures.

      On the floor, Brutus was snoring with one of his heads on a passed out Thundar.

      And at the table… well, Alex had been wrong.

      Khalik was nowhere to be seen.

      Sitting beside a very busy Selina, and an amused-looking Theresa…

      …was a certain large, imposing chancellor of the university.

      “Well… isn’t this interesting,” the goat man said, taking a long sip of tea.
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      “Baelin? W-what are you doing here?” Alex asked, suddenly very aware that he must look like… well, someone who’d been drinking until he passed out.

      “I had a free morning, for once.” The chancellor took another long, amused sip of his tea. “And when I arrived in my office, the strangest thing was waiting for me. Roughly fifteen letters that looked like they had been written by… it was hard to say, but each was quite insistent that I attend your residence this morning for a ‘mutter of die-eer importunce’.”

      “You mean a matter of dire importance?” Alex asked.

      “Oh, I am merely pronouncing your message phonetically, Alex.” The chancellor snapped his fingers. Alex felt teleportation magic, then a rather embarrassing letter appeared in the chancellor’s hand, characterized by runny ink and misspellings. A scrawl resembling his full name appeared at the bottom to confirm him as the author.

      Baelin sniffed the paper. “Ah yes, I can still smell the spilled plum brandy. How nostalgic. It smells much like half of the school does during the first few days after exam time ends.”

      Alex’s face grew hot. “Uh… I did want to talk to you about something, but uh… it’s not an emergency, and uh… how did you get my letters?”

      Sitting at the table, both Selina and Theresa looked at each other and grinned.

      “Huh?” Alex grunted, still fighting his fading hangover.

      Selina blinked at her brother. Innocently.

      His brain suddenly fired. ‘Where’s her messenger construct?’ The bird of prey sat on a dresser near the open door to her room.

      “No…” he said. “You didn’t!”

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said innocently. “You begged me to use it. So, I let you.”

      Alex looked at Baelin in horror.

      “The construct was very effective, I assure you,” the chancellor said. “It was winging its way from my window ledge when I arrived. Good aerodynamics. I must confess, I thought something of a personal nature was amiss in your homeland upon seeing the large number of letters and their frantic tone.”

      Alex strongly considered throwing himself off the balcony.

      Theresa was trying to muffle laughter while Brutus—awakened by the noise—shook himself, padded up to him, took a sniff, recoiled, and wandered to the balcony. Crouched in a corner of the room, Claygon was the only one who didn’t seem to be judging him.

      “Ugh, you stink, Alex,” Selina wrinkled her nose. “You smell like every customer who’d ever spent their entire evening at Mr. and Mrs. Lu’s tavern.”

      “Hey, that’s an exaggeration… maybe. But, if I do, it was for science, Selina! All for science!” her brother spoke quickly, also directing his statement at Baelin. “I needed—”

      Thundar groaned and rolled over. The room’s occupants watched him for a few heartbeats, but the minotaur began snoring again.

      ‘So much for back-up,’ Alex thought.

      “—but yeah, I had to test Cleanse Flesh, didn’t I? It makes perfect sense! It was all for progress!”

      “Progress needs a bath.” Selina got up, walking to her and Theresa’s room as she loudly sniffed the air.

      He shook his head. “Go on, run in the face of progress!”

      Looking at Theresa and Baelin, Alex spread his arms like he was presenting the find of the century. “It’s science! It’s just for sci—wait, where are Khalik and Isolde?”

      “I dragged Khalik to his bed just before he passed out,” Theresa said. “I’ll check on him in a bit. He has a date with Sinope this afternoon, so he can’t be sleeping all day.”

      “And Isolde?”

      “She said she had enough observations on the ‘before effects,’ so she’d be back to see the after-effects.” Theresa fought a grin. “She’ll be disappointed that she missed you casting the spell on yourself, but maybe she can watch you cast it on your two drinking buddies.”

      Alex twitched.

      “Well, as amusing as this was, I should get on with my morning if there truly is no ‘mutter of die-eer importunce’ to worry about.” Baelin rose from the table, smiling at Theresa. “But thank you for the tea and amusement. Laughter is truly a wondrous medicine. One that eclipses the balm promised by deities everywhere.”

      “You’re welcome, Chancellor.” Theresa nodded to the ancient wizard.

      “Wait… why thank her?” Alex asked.

      “Who do you think let me in?” Baelin chuckled. “Now, was there anything to your claim, or did the ‘mutter of die-eer importunce’ not actually exist?”

      “Ah, I wanted to ask you something, but, uh… it’s not urgent.”

      “I see… Well, can you walk? If so, walk with me and we can chat. But first… I shall cast a spell upon you. Is that quite alright?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      Baelin raised an eyebrow. “Agreeing without confirming what spell I intend to cast? As I’ve said before, that’s not the Proper Wizard way, Alex.” The chancellor looked over his shoulder toward Selina’s room. “Keep that in mind, young one. Do not be as trusting as your brother.”

      “I’ll be careful. Good-bye, Baelin,” Selina said.

      Alex shrugged. “You’ve told me that before, but I trust you. You’ve helped me a lot, and I’ve tried my best to help you.”

      “While that does make us allies,” the ancient wizard said, “let us not forget that an alliance between wizards can be a fleeting thing. Above all else, many wizards desire power. I have seen allies turn against one another in the pursuit of power, Alex, even if those allies have been bound to each other over the passage of time.”

      Power.

      There it was again.

      He wanted to have a serious discussion about that with the chancellor, but first he had a reply for the ancient wizard. “Baelin, if you really wanted to cast something nasty on me, then you wouldn’t ask for permission. You’d just do it, and with the element of surprise, there’s nothing I could even do about it.”

      “Hm, perhaps.” The beastman’s goat-like eyes seemed to pierce through his student. “But I must say, your sincere trust in me is… rather lovely. Always keep in mind that broad trust in everyone one meets can be ill-advised. Anyway, enough life lessons for now. What a pleasant morning! Alright, to the spell, then.”

      With a wave of a hand and a single word of power, Baelin bathed Alex with magical power… literally. As the magic flowed over him, the scent of his clothes freshened, the odour of stale alcohol wafting from his pores washed away, and his hair softened like he’d just washed it.

      “There we are. A bit less offensive to the nose now. Well, get your shoes on. I shall meet you in the hallway.”

      The chancellor nodded to Theresa. “Thank you again for your hospitality, Theresa. The pine needle tea was excellent. I am glad you were able to forage a supply of needles from your homeland.”

      “You’re welcome, Baelin,” the huntress said.

      With that, the chancellor swept from the room, his robes billowing while Alex rushed to get his boots on. After the door closed, Alex looked at his girlfriend a little wild-eyed.

      “You know, I thought a daughter of inn owners would’ve been more impressed with a hangover cure,” he said, hopping up and down on one foot while pulling a boot on.

      “Alex, you know I barely drink,” she said. “And life enforcement means my body clears alcohol away really, really fast.”

      “Pffft, well, with my new spell, you’d clear it even faster.” He fought to pull the other boot on.

      She sighed, an odd look crossing her face. Sliding over, she glanced at the door, then whispered to him.

      He could feel her breath on his ear. “Hey. Did you mean those things you said to me last night? After the others were asleep?”

      Alex stopped dead. The boot dropped on the floor.

      “What things?”

      She smiled—her eyes twinkling—then went up on her tiptoes, kissed him and walked away without another word.

      “What things?” he demanded, his panicking mind trying to remember what he might have said. Nothing came back, even when he tried using the Mark. He must’ve been so drunk that there were no memories to sort through.

      “What things?” he called after Theresa.

      She didn’t respond, but he could have sworn he heard her laughing.

      “What things?”
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      “All set, then?” Baelin asked when Alex stumbled into the hallway. “Ah, hello, again, Claygon.”

      “Yeah, I just needed to cast Cleanse Flesh on Thundar,” the young wizard hurried through the doorway to make room for Claygon. “He’ll have an easier time than I did when he wakes up.”

      The golem crouched and stepped through the doorway sideways, stopping beside the two wizards in complete stillness. His face was… unchanged from the snarling clay expression it always had, but something about him felt a bit different for an instant.

      Those clay eyes, as well as his fire-gem eye, seemed to watch both wizards briefly. A heartbeat later, the feeling was gone.

      Baelin’s eyes narrowed on the golem. “Hm.”

      Alex spent way too much time locking the door, trying to fight the blush creeping up his cheeks as he imagined what he might have said to Theresa last night while he was doing science. His mind was conjuring all kinds of things, and with Thundar there, he prayed for the Traveller’s mercy that neither of them had mentioned anything about rope.

      Either way, Theresa hadn’t told him what he’d said, so all he could do was let his imagination run wild… A solid reason for not overdoing the plum brandy.

      “Walk with me, then,” Baelin said, waving Alex to accompany him.

      The two wizards made their way out of the insula, through throngs of students hurrying to the library or courtyard with arms or forcedisks filled with books.

      Midterms were looming like an ever-present phantom, and the sight of the chancellor, Alex with his growing reputation, and the enormous four-armed golem, caught peoples’ attention as the trio strolled from the insula.

      Under the sunlight—which hardly stung thanks to Cleanse Flesh—Alex struggled with how to broach the subject on his mind.

      “Well?” the ancient wizard said, his hands clasped behind his back. “I can nearly feel your discomfort. What troubles your mind?”

      “Uh…” Alex paused. “Look, I’m just going to come right out and ask. Baelin, you’re the most powerful person I’ve ever met—”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Wait, what?” the young wizard asked. “Come on… I mean. You have to be.”

      “Am I?” Baelin raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps. And perhaps not. Power often cloaks itself in the guise of weakness or normalcy. Even I employ that strategy, somewhat. I am known as the chancellor of a university, and I wear power as an accessory. But do I wear my true strength? Only I know that for sure. And I have an interest in displaying power. If I did not, you would likely not see me as I presently am before you. Instead, you might see an old beastman. A vagabond storyteller who pilfers pantries. Or you might see another old beastman—or perhaps another race—cloaked in drab clothes, who loves fireworks. Perhaps you might see me as a pipe-smoking young woman, or even a street urchin begging for coin. In those ways, I could wander the world or settle in it, unnoticed and protected by anonymity, while I went about my business. My displays of power are a choice.”

      Alex listened carefully. “So… you mean to say I could have met someone as powerful as you and not known it? And that I shouldn’t assume certain things about anyone I’ve met and how strong in magic they are.”

      “Very good,” the chancellor said. “It is something for you to consider too as you grow in strength. Will you don the guise of weakness to go about your business and surprise enemies when the need arises? Will you wear power as a deterrent to those that mean to harm you? Or will you display power so that it might attract opportunity? These are the questions you will eventually have to answer.”

      His eyes shifted to Claygon. “Perhaps sooner than you might think.”

      “Right… and a Proper Wizard who assumes he knows who is mighty and who isn’t might end up on the wrong end of a nasty surprise?”

      “Exactly. I know for a fact that you’ve met at least three people who are donning weaker guises in order to hide true strength.”

      “Really?” Alex looked up at the chancellor sharply. “Wh-Wait. You’re not going to tell me who?”

      “Of course not. To do so would be to rob you of some valuable education.”

      “Right… Maybe, you can answer this instead… is power addictive?”

      “Is power addictive? Why yes, yes, it absolutely is.” Baelin looked at him piercingly. “But what a perfectly odd thing to ask. The way you phrase it… almost sounds like you think that such a fact would be… unnatural. The addictive nature of power is the most natural form of addiction there is. And—if you must be a slave to any addiction—it is the most logical one… as long as you deal with it within limits.”

      “I know you’ve mentioned this before… but yesterday, someone told me that the Irtyshenans call everyone not of their empire barbarians.”

      “An all-too-common tactic among mighty empires that spawn from jewelled thrones,” Baelin said gravely. “It becomes repetitive. Like a bard playing the same song over and over on a broken lute.”

      “But, if power’s addictive, then how do you stop yourself from that kind of thinking? From becoming like that? I mean, it might not happen today, but I could see it happening as someone keeps chasing power over decades, or even longer.”

      “Hmmm.” Baelin looked at Alex closely. “You have noticed a change in thinking recently, have you not? A hunger? Perhaps that is why you seek to master Ito’s Spiral?”

      “Y-yeah,” Alex said. “How’d you know?”

      “I saw it on your desk when you opened your door this morning. No need to be ashamed of it, Alex. I would be the same if I were one such as you.”

      “Someone young?” Alex asked.

      Baelin smiled, his voice dropping so low, Alex could barely hear him. He said a single word of power before he spoke: “A Fool. And perhaps that is something you should consider in our search for others of your title. After all, from observing you and the other Heroes… I do believe I might have found a flaw in your god’s design. One of many, in fact.”
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      Alex looked all around, his heart hammering.

      Students were walking near, near enough to be within earshot, but Baelin’s deep voice was rising.

      Why?

      What was he doing? Alex began to panic, frantically looking every which way, until… his brain turned back on. His mentor and chancellor had cast a spell just before his voice started rising. It was some sort of an illusion spell, but Alex had no clue as to what kind.

      ‘The only way to find out is to ask…’

      “Did you just cast something to hide what we’re saying?” Alex asked.

      “Indeed. I have not—in fact—taken leave of my senses and decided to expose your secret to the entirety of campus on a whim.” Baelin laughed. “Currently, to everyone surrounding us, it appears that I am merely giving you advice on how to master Ito’s Spiral since it’s been challenging your sanity. As a matter of fact, you are drawing attention to us by darting your head about like a frightened bird.”

      Alex looked a little sheepish and regained his composure, bringing his focus back to Baelin. “Wait, how does an illusion create an entire conversation? How’re you doing that? I get casting an illusion that makes random noise, but making a realistic-sounding conversation needs constant mental input.”

      “And so I am providing such input.” Baelin smiled. “One part of my mind is spinning a truly realistic conversation between us: a fun role-playing exercise. While another part continues our discussion.”

      “Wow. How do you divide your mind like that?” Alex asked.

      “Usually, through decades of mental discipline and careful training. You have the foundation with your meditation techniques, but splitting the mind, as it were, is a far trickier matter. With your Mark, though, I suspect you will be able to begin such a journey earlier than most. But prepare accordingly before you try: attempting to split the focus and consciousness so utterly can cause great mental damage if one is not ready.”

      “Right…” Alex said, wondering if using a technique like that could shift the Mark’s interference into one stream of consciousness, while he also focused on fighting or spellcasting. He voiced the question to Baelin.

      But the chancellor shook his head. “Such a thing might be worth the attempt, but even with your meditation techniques, you’re not able to fully divert your attention away from the Mark’s machinations, correct?”

      “No,” Alex admitted.

      “Mmmm, some mental magics can be overcome by partitioning the mind, but more powerful mental interferences spread through the entire consciousness—no matter how separated—by way of the soul. And your Mark seems attached to the very core of your being.”

      “Right… that’s too bad, but it makes sense,” Alex grunted. “Still worth a try, though… but that’s something I’ve recognized as a big flaw with this whole plan of Uldar’s. Most gifts that the Heroes get makes sense… They’re a badass strike force, and they’ve been given tools to be a badass strike force. Except they don’t have a choice. How come there’s no… choice?”

      “Indeed,” the chancellor said, steel entering his voice. “To force the young—or even the elderly—into such dire battles without having any agency of their own is simply asking for disaster. It’s no wonder Fools throughout the ages rebelled.”

      “That’s another thing too. Why are we always so young? Why eighteen?” Alex asked.

      “Now, that actually makes an entire mountain of sense,” Baelin said. “If one looks at military science throughout the world and history, one finds that soldiers are often recruited at a young age. Such as sixteen or eighteen. At that age, the mind is more malleable, but the body is physically resilient, mature, and powerful. It can be far easier to mould one into a loyal soldier by way of indoctrination… Of course, such practices seem not to be used so readily on the Heroes of Thameland. Likely, the role of being a symbol for the people means they must maintain individuality in order to stand out and be inspirational.”

      As Baelin looked at the students walking by, fondness touched his face. “The young are often most inspirational to the young. Do you recall a conversation where I said that youth was unique?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, part of that is that youth is aspirational. To a young person, the story of another young person being seemingly selected at random for a great trial in their homeland is more inspirational than, say, someone in their thirties or forties being selected. And to those selected? Thoughts of heroism and fame would be attractive. To older folk? Such excitement would be tempered by thoughts of abandoning lives they have spent years and decades building. It would not take hold nearly as well, I would think.”

      The thought of that scenario was chilling and had very… unsettling implications. “So Uldar picks the young because we’d be less likely to resist, and more likely to embrace our task and inspire other young folk to fight?”

      “Indeed,” Baelin said.

      “Jeez… Thing is, that doesn’t fit with giving the Fool flaws and not the other four. None of the legends mention other Marks having any downsides. Why only the Fool?”

      “You are correct… it is strange, Alex,” Baelin looked at him closely. “But do you know why I believe it is strange?”

      “Well, the obvious answer is that the whole concept of the Fool doesn’t make sense. In general. Why does one of the Heroes have major flaws when the rest do not? But… you’re asking me that question, so I think you might be considering something else…”

      Alex thought through what Baelin had said about the Heroes being young.

      Aspirational.

      Looking forward.

      But he didn’t really get the impression of being aspirational and looking forward from either Cedric, Hart or Drestra. They just seemed like they were living day to day. In Drestra’s case, it was pretty clear she dreaded the whole thing and wasn’t looking forward to any of it… Except the end.

      That would’ve made sense from her, but… something odd was slipping into Alex’s mind.

      Power. It went back to power.

      He was becoming more driven to what power could bring, to mastering its limits and to what it could achieve.

      Their limi—

      Oh.

      “I think that by its very nature, the Mark of the Fool is a creation that makes you work to take advantage of it. You gain more power the more you work with the Mark, but with the other Marks, you get power right away. Sure, having all that power can help a Hero gain more, but it doesn’t help them learn new techniques faster. No new spells. No new… anything, which the Fool has to do by necessity.”

      “Exactly,” Baelin said. “The others are largely stagnant. The Mark of the Champion in particular. It’s built on the principle of the successes of the past, rather than the future. Being granted all of the skills of every previous Champion is a grand thing… but as the cycles go on and the accumulated skill of hundreds of warriors is gifted to you, what incentive do you have to seek new techniques so the next Champion is even mightier.”

      “Right… it all comes back to power, doesn’t it,” Alex said. “You said that the greatest discoveries come from necessity. The Heroes don’t have any necessity because they don’t have any deficiencies to overcome. They don’t have to push themselves.”

      “Not unless by personal choice. They do grow, but they do not have to push themselves in the same way you do. And that is what is strange about this entire situation. Why make one Mark based on growth and struggle, while the others are largely static…”

      Baelin’s frown deepened. “I am becoming more convinced that we are not seeing something here. Some might even put blame on your god, calling him foolish for such a choice. But I do wonder… one does not usually gain such power, ascending to full godhood, by being an idiot.”

      “Yeah… You said it was natural for power to be addictive. For people to want more of it, right?” Alex asked.

      “This desire occurs in many groups. Beyond just wizards, and even within those who wield any form of power. Wealthy merchants. High priests. Emperors and empresses. Dragons. And indeed, wizards. When one has no power, one does not think much of it. When one has a little power… one learns the taste of growing one’s strength, knowledge, magic, wealth, realm and so on. When one has great power, then one often focuses not only on obtaining more, but on bending one’s will to the protection of what they have. Indeed, that is why some burn their lives away embracing lichdom or seeking immortality. One who tills the earth for their livelihood might fear death and has no choice but to embrace it. A mighty empress? She would have the resources and motive to extend her life forever. Why would she ever want to give up all the delicious power gained in the material world?”

      Alex paid close attention to what he’d just heard.

      His mind conjured scenarios where he became increasingly obsessed with growing his might and resources. He’d always been driven, and—if he thought about it—expanding his abilities accounted for a lot of what he focused on, what he did, and at times, bordered on extreme.

      Harvesting mana from a mana vampire.

      Planning raids on dungeons to get material for a staff.

      Entering the Games of Roal.

      These were all things he never would’ve considered when he was a simple baker’s assistant. Not even when he’d first become Alex the Fool. But Alex the Wizard was changing his perspective in all kinds of ways… and he hadn’t really acknowledged just how much.

      “So, what do I do?” Alex asked Baelin. “You seem to have had a handle on your own quest for power. You seem satisfie—” He hesitated for a breath, considering the chancellor’s push to get the dungeon cores and his excitement at the possibility of a new revolution in magic.

      He remembered what Baelin had said earlier.

      About wearing disguises.

      Maybe he had different motivations than Alex assumed. That intimidating edge the ancient wizard had… it was always there. Hovering beneath the surface. Just like Uldar and the Ravener, he was a being from a far different time.

      Alex wondered if the chancellor was a lot more ambitious than he was letting on.

      “As for your question of power… the hunger for it,” Baelin said. “I would advise you to embrace it, but before you do, codify your ethics to yourself. Make mental notes, write them down, or do whatever you must. Keep in mind what you are willing to do. What you are not willing to do and why, and under what circumstances those ethics might have to be readjusted. In essence, if you are mindful of yourself, then you shall be less likely to lose yourself. A Proper Wizard wields power. They do not let it wield them. Understand?”

      “Right…” Alex said.

      “And if you truly are concerned, keep your friends and loved ones close, use them as a compass to remain the person you want to be. But do not balk. Power will change you. And—if you manage it correctly—it will change you for the better. That said, there might come a day when you will need to go against your loved ones. In that case, again, check your ethics. Check yourself. In the end, if you keep on track, the greatest expert on yourself… is indeed, you.”

      There was a lot of sense in Baelin’s words. Ethics and boundaries, but also the ability to challenge them. Support from others, but also having the backbone to stand up to them.

      Even if he were to tread down darker paths, he could come back or at least still be Alex Roth in the end, even if he was changed.

      No Irtyshenan Empire madness for him.

      He looked up at Baelin. “Thanks… I think that makes a lot of sense. Um…”

      “Hmmm, yeeees?”

      “Who do you use?”

      The chancellor looked at Alex closely. “For what purpose?”

      “As your supports? To keep you from going too far? Who did you talk to when you were young?”

      An odd shift went through the chancellor’s body language, far too quick for Alex to read. “Well, that is the irony of things. I had no one to give me such advice at your age. And… perhaps at one time, I wished I did. But the me from back then has undergone so many changes and transformations, I’m not sure if it truly matters anymore. I am me. I have my own cabal, as you know, met and bonded over millennia. And now? Well, we at times guide each other… but only when necessary.”

      “Really?” Alex said. “I’d actually thought you’d met them when you were young. Your cabal, I mean. And, uh… for what it’s worth, I’m sorry you didn’t have the kind of mentor you might have wanted back then.”

      Baelin snorted. “You apologize to me for something that literally occurred before the advent of… Let us just say a long time ago. How adorable, you showing concern like that. As for those I met when I was young…”

      The chancellor stopped walking, looking over Alex’s shoulder at an empty space on the green. His eyes grew distant. Wistful.

      Alex’s eyes followed Baelin’s. “Is there something there?” he asked his ancient teacher.

      “A tree,” Baelin said, his voice dropping low once more. “A lovely old tree once grew there. Long, long ago. I would meet someone beneath its branches…” He sighed. “But that was more lifetimes than it matters anymore. Take a final piece of advice, my young friend. Should you choose to extend your lifespan… ensure you know what you are doing. If you are not careful, then you might find that the things you love have a terrible habit of turning to dust.”

      His beard-clasps clinked in the light wind. “And most mortals are not terribly fond of dust.”

      The two wizards and the golem stood for a time.

      Two watched only empty space.

      The third saw something else.

      Someone who had left his world long, long ago.
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      Dust.

      The word stayed with Alex, even during his next trip to Thameland.

      Time’s passage ground people to nothing more than dust, as Baelin had said.

      How many Heroes, knights and soldiers of Thameland had been killed in the wilderness somewhere? The Heroes would at least be laid to rest in tombs within the capital. History books would remember their names, but for those who had no glowing golden marks?

      They were largely forgotten, except in vague mentions of great sacrifice. No more than numbers on a page.

      Like dust. Irrelevant.

      The more Alex thought about that, the more he decided he didn’t much like the idea of becoming dust. At least not without leaving a mark on the world. He wanted to be remembered for his deeds, for his life. Regarded as something beyond some passive-aggressive historical account of a Fool who fled their duty. What would happen if he were to die tomorrow? It was something to think about. Others certainly seemed to be thinking about it.

      Alex and his friends had returned to find the camp on high alert.

      “Monsters,” Watcher Shaw growled, briefing the returning researchers and surveyors. “They’ve been testing our defences.”

      Alex heard a loud gasp. Carey was pale as she watched the map with large eyes. She’d been jumpier since the attack, distant… more focused on the walls and skies than on people around her.

      ‘Dust,’ Alex thought. ‘I wonder if dust is on her mind too. We might all be closer to it than we’d like… if things go wrong.’

      Whatever her thoughts, everything Watcher Shaw was saying clearly wasn’t comforting her.

      “We’ve found small groups of Ravener-spawn pushing into Greymoor in the past while.” He pointed to two areas on the map. “Silence-spiders in the west and in the north. We eliminated those, but the monsters learn; they’ve gotten smarter.”

      He drew a circle with his finger on the map around Greymoor. “We’ve had scouts report seeing more of those spiders and other spawn circling our territory. They were outside the moors, lurking in forests. One thing’s clear: they know we’re here, and they’re watching us.”

      Murmuring filtered through the tent. A researcher raised his hand as Carey’s body language stiffened.

      “Yes?” Watcher Shaw grunted.

      “What do we do, sir? Hunt them down? I mean, have the survey teams hunt them down?”

      “Yeah, that’s what we’re trying to do. We’ve sent a few hunting parties out scouting the woodlands and wilderness around the territory, but they haven’t turned up anything significant.” He frowned, looking back at the map. “They know the terrain better than we do it seems. They know when to hide, and they only come out on nights where there’s little light, or nights when the fog’s thick like soup. We haven’t been able to rule out the possibility of another dungeon nearby… but we’ll keep looking.”

      Watcher Shaw examined the map as though trying to find something he might’ve missed.

      “We’ve also met with Sir Sean Swift of Luthering,” he added. “His reports say that Ravener-spawn have been skulking around his village, and his knights made short work of them. Even so, he decided to send rangers outside of Luthering to monitor what’s been going on out there.”

      He turned from the map, searching the group listening to his briefing, sizing them up, noting who looked scared. “In a nutshell, you mining teams, make sure you watch your surroundings like you’re a starving hawk looking for your last meal. Or a rabbit looking out for that starving hawk. Be vigilant. We don’t want a repeat of being caught off guard like we were with those two dungeons. We stood our ground, but better we should see them before we’re ambushed. We’ll be increasing mining and building shifts as well. The faster we get our fortifications ready, the better. With this new threat, I’d prefer if too many of our fighting force weren’t outside Greymoor hunting dungeon cores until we have ourselves properly fortified here.”

      He tapped the map near Luthering. “We’ll be coordinating with Sir Swift for the time being, which’ll let us cover more ground. If you see anything that makes you the slightest bit suspicious, let command know right away, even if you’re not 100% sure. We can’t be too careful. That’s all for now. Let’s get to work.”

      Muffled conversation spread through the tent as the teams headed out into the damp. Darkening clouds stretched across the sky in a patchwork, turning it grey. Autumn temperatures were steadily dropping in Thameland, mixing with wind and dampness to form a nasty chill that slipped beneath cloaks and overcoats.

      Crash!

      But work didn’t stop, cold or not.

      On the far end of camp, stone was being shaped into blocks using earth magic. By now, they’d successfully excavated tons of stone. Their supply of massive blocks rose higher than the earthen walls.

      Walls that were changing.

      Outside near the front gate, teams of earth wizards and summoned elementals were hard at work. The wizards collapsed the earthen wall in sections, melding it back into the ground below. Then the earth elementals lifted the stone blocks, set them in place and sank them partway into the ground with their innate magic. Earth mages then sealed the soil around the stone blocks and hardened everything. Builders applied a mortar mixture to the stones, then let the earth elementals slide them together. Then came more mortar and more stones being slid on top of each other.

      Together, the wizards were crafting two walls: an outer wall that would be surrounded by a dry moat, then an inner wall that would surround the main keep and out-buildings. The inner wall would replace the earthen wall that protected the encampment, while the keep and outbuildings would replace the tents.

      Alex shook his head. Back in the church school, he’d learned that castles often took a decade or more to build. At the rate the Generasians were going, the research castle would be finished in only the space of a few months.

      Magic really was astounding.

      “Well, no time like the present,” Khalik said, stepping forward. “Stone will not pull itself from the earth, and every moment we waste is more time for our enemies to organize.”

      Alex frowned as the prince walked away.

      ‘Dust,’ echoed in his mind.

      “Hey, you sure you don’t want to maybe switch to the builders’ teams? Probably safer.”

      Khalik looked at Alex like he’d been insulted. “I do not cower, my friend. I have started a job and I intend to finish it. Besides, I learn much about earth magic from my peers.” He grinned. “Do you worry for me, Alex? How touching! Perhaps you can give me a token of your affection, so that I might return to you!” He laughed.

      Alex frowned. “Never mind. I hope monsters eat you—Argh!”

      Partway through the sentence, Najyah swooped down at his head, buzzing him and catching him by surprise. His arms shot up in defence, but with a screech that sounded like laughter, the mischievous bird was long gone.

      Alex shook his fist at her.

      “See? I have a protector,” Khalik said.

      As he and Najyah moved to join the earth mages, their other friends—who had patrol duty—went too.

      “Be careful,” Alex called to Theresa.

      “We’ll be fine!” she called back.

      Alex was left standing with Isolde and Claygon.

      “And so they go,” she said. “Work is calling them as it calls us.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said, turning toward the research tent. “Yeah.”

      ‘Dust…’

      Dust was what the researchers were experimenting with today: the dust of the dungeon cores and more. Notes from weeks of consistent testing had nearly filled their data sheet, and all that was left was to finish describing the characteristics of the substance by doing a few more tests to confirm their previous results were replicable.

      They also had an experiment to do, to learn if and how dungeon core remains would react with chaos essence.

      It would be the only experiment conducted outside the research tent.

      “Today, you’ll be in support positions,” Professor Jules said when the full complement of researchers had assembled, all suited in their protective gear. “Whenever one experiments with chaos essence… one can never be entirely sure what will happen. After all, it is the essence of chaos. And for that reason, we’ll be going a short distance from camp to conduct today’s experiment. Should things become… volatile, as they can at times with chaos essence, we won’t endanger other team members in camp nor our equipment.”

      “Just ourselves,” someone said, drawing a series of chuckles and groans from the others.

      “Indeed, but we’ll be taking full precautions to avoid that scenario. Now, come. I didn’t recruit you all to be cowards. Safety, bravery, together. Let’s get this done.”
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      The walk from the encampment was a nervous one that reminded Alex of their first trip from Luthering to Greymoor. Even though the research team was accompanied by a group of Watchers and half the medical blood mage team, folk eyed the surrounding hills like waiting dungeon-spawn were concealed there.

      Alex—and the rest of the team—was glad Claygon was along. The golem’s head swivelled with each step, scanning the surroundings as Alex instructed him to do.

      Professor Jules was flanked by four Watchers and two rather large, sealed boxes being transported on forcedisks. One contained a sample of dungeon core remains. The other, a sample of chaos essence.

      Belted at her waist were a number of tools, and a strange construct trotted beside her. A golem of some sort, human in size and equipped with ten arms, some ending in different magical tools.

      “What do you think will happen?” Isolde asked Alex. “From a stance of mere conjecture, of course, since it is quite impossible to know what will occur with certainty. I cannot help but consider that this experiment will produce nothing spectacular. The core remains are similar enough to chaos essence that they might simply join into one substance with little difference.”

      “It’s possible,” Alex said. “Part of me is wondering if it might reconstitute the original dungeon core. Chaos essence is powerful stuff, and if it mixes with the dungeon core remains, we might be able to reconstruct the original core.”

      “I wonder…” a soft voice said from nearby.

      Carey had quietly made her way through the hiking team members and slipped up close to him. Actually, that wasn’t quite right. She’d slipped up close to Claygon. He raised an eyebrow.

      The silence-spider attack had her really shaken.

      “What’re you thinking, Carey?” he asked.

      “Well… I wonder if it might warp into a completely new substance. The dungeon core remains are similar to chaos essence, but still different. Perhaps they’ll combine and form something never seen before. It’s possible, at least.”

      “That is true,” Isolde said. “It appears we shall soon find out. Look.” She inclined her head to the front of the line. “The professor’s stopping.”

      Professor Jules and the four Watchers had paused at the foot of two hills. “Listen up, everyone. The dungeon core remains and chaos essence will be taken up the hill on the left, and we’ll be observing the reaction from the hill on the right. They’ve been prepped in advance of the experiment.”

      Alex looked at the peak of the hill on the right, where a wall of reinforced earth and stone had been raised, about as high as his chest. Cover.

      “We’ll be watching the reaction through shielded spyglasses. They have lenses coated with a darkening film to protect our eyes in case of any sudden or extreme flash of light. Combined with our goggles, they’ll provide an extra layer of eye protection. One can never be too careful, I always say. I expect everyone to take thorough notes in your journals on what you see. We’ll cross-reference everyone’s observations later. Now, off we go.”

      The construct and two forcedisks carrying the dungeon core remains and chaos essence moved up the hill to the left, while the research team headed up the right one, taking positions behind the wall.

      Professor Jules distributed the spyglasses, and everyone went silent with anticipation. Alex’s Wizard’s Hands were already recording his observations in his journal through mana manipulation, while he pressed the spyglass to his eye. Isolde was beside him.

      Even the wind seemed to still as the construct manoeuvred the two forcedisks beside each other.

      “Alright,” Professor Jules said. “Erecting a wind and rain shield.”

      A bubble of force appeared around the test site on the next hill.

      “Erecting forcefield.”

      A bubble of force—which emitted a lot of mana—appeared inside the first bubble, sealing the test site off.

      “Erecting a secondary protective wall.”

      A wall of transparent force—as tall as Claygon—materialized in front of the wall of reinforced earth, adding another layer of protection.

      “Note that both samples are now being removed from their protective casing,” Professor Jules announced.

      Alex held his breath as the construct opened both boxes with care.

      The black dungeon core dust and the swirling chaos essence were seen clearly through his spyglass lens. Both were stored in sealed flasks.

      He had Wizard’s Hands note:

      Observation 1. Dungeon core remains and chaos essence appears normal.

      “Combining both samples,” Jules said.

      The golem gently retrieved the samples, then extended an arm which ended in a clear beaker. Unsealing both flasks, it poured the dungeon core dust and chaos essence into the beaker together.

      Alex held his breath.

      Observation 2. Chaos essence is combining with and breaking down dungeon core remains. Both are swirling together. Reaction appears energetic.

      A few minutes passed, but the two essences merely swirled in the beaker.

      Observation 3. Reaction observed to be stable.

      “Alright,” Professor Jules said. “I will now have the golem run mana through the substances to see if the reaction changes with additional energy.”

      The golem extended an arm that ended in a mana conductor to the mixture.

      “Starting conduction now.”

      The mana conductor began glowing slightly, indicating mana was entering the mixture.

      Suddenly, the dust began swirling faster. More vigorously.

      Much faster.

      Mana flared in Alex’s senses.

      “The reaction’s destabilized!” Professor Jules shouted. “Get dow—”

      With honed reflexes, Alex grabbed Isolde and Carey, pulling them down on either side of him.

      Light flared in the beaker, as bright as a miniature sun.

      ‘Dust,’ was his last thought.

      There was a blinding flash.

      Boom!

      Then the shockwave hit.
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      Alex lay on the ground flinching as a noise like turbulent water coursing through a waterway throbbed in his ears. He grabbed the sides of his head and tried to make sense of what just happened. All around, the world was raining dust. ‘Why? What hap—the experiment. The chaos essence and core remains exploded!’

      Charred grass, soil and bits of debris fell on everyone and everything, while the earth rumbled beneath him. Through the rushing in his ears, the sounds of coughing, and moaning hit Alex from all sides. White dots—afterimages from the blast—floated before his eyes, obscuring his vision through a thick layer of dust.

      ‘Get up,’ he thought. ‘Get up!’

      He tried willing his body to move, but every twitch made it scream. ‘You’ve gotta get up. Cast Mana-to-Life and get up!’ Alex clenched his teeth behind his mask and began casting the spell, pushing through the Mark’s interference until a connection formed between his mana pool and lifeforce. Power flooded his body, erasing some of his pain, clearing his senses.

      Now he could move.

      Now he could worry about the others.

      Beside him, Isolde was groaning, trying to stand, but her entire body shook like a new-born fawn’s. Carey was curled up with her arms covering her ears as she wheezed into her mask.

      “Don’t worry,” he murmured, using his cloak to wipe dust and bits of rubble from his mask’s lenses, then reached for the two of them and placed either hand on their backs. “I’ve got you.”

      Focusing on Isolde first, he cast Mana-to-Life again, channelling more energy and—for the first time—using the spell on someone other than himself. A connection formed not between his mana pool and lifeforce, but between his mana pool and Isolde’s vital energies.

      She tensed as the energy poured into her, steadying her, accelerating her healing.

      “Thank you…” she panted, taking deep breaths.

      Alex nodded, casting the spell to help Carey. Wheezing calmed, her breathing became steadier as she moved her hands from her ears and silently nodded. The side of her mask remained pressed to the earth; she couldn’t speak yet.

      “Stay down until you get your strength back,” he said. “I’m going to see how the others are doing.”

      The ground had nearly settled. It should be safe enough to walk on.

      “Careful…” Isolde’s voice was a bit breathless. “That was an explosion of chaos essence. Who knows what might be happening underground. You never know with chaos.”

      Alex nodded. “I’ll be careful, and that’s why you should stay down for now.”

      Pushing himself to his feet, he waved away sifting dust drifting in front of his mask and noticed a massive shape looming between him and the direction the blast came from.

      “Look out!” he shouted, dropping into a defensive stance, mind racing. ‘What in all the hells is that? Did something form from all that energy? Did something mutate?’

      Then he made out four massive arms.

      Claygon. But how had he gotten between him and the explosion? Or had the blast thrown him behind his golem?

      ‘I must’ve lost track of—’

      Claygon’s head turned; his eyes looked straight at Alex.

      “Holy shit!”

      The young wizard jumped back.

      He hadn’t instructed Claygon to turn his head. He hadn’t given him any instructions at all. The golem had done it all on his own. Their eyes met. Through their connection, Alex felt something touch his mind. It was a curious, hesitant touch. Like a new-born lamb taking its first steps.

      It was unmistakable.

      There was an awareness there.

      A conscious thought, though it was too faint to understand.

      As abruptly as it came, it faded, leaving Alex both excited and confused. There was no mistaking it.

      Claygon was becoming sapient.

      “Claygon?” Alex said his name.

      Nothing.

      ‘Claygon?’ he sent a thought to his construct.

      No response.

      ‘His mind mustn’t be fully formed yet. Could be it’s just awakening. Or maybe it’s fully formed, but he’s not ready to talk or—'

      Alex shook his head.

      He couldn’t think about that now.

      ‘Thanks,’ he wholeheartedly thought toward Claygon. ‘Thanks, buddy. You helped us. Seriously. Thank you.”

      Alex checked him over, then patted him on the back. “You’re alright. Now, let’s help the others.”

      Thoom.

      Claygon walked beside him as he began looking around. The dust was clearing. Most of his fellow Generasians were in different positions on the ground. Some were sprawled out, some flat on their backs, some on their sides curled up, most clutched the sides of their masks, holding their ears. Everyone was coughing, gasping for breath while trying to shake ash and dirt from their lenses. Those still on the ground weren’t as fortunate as he, Isolde, and Carey were. They’d had Claygon to shield them and block most of the blast. A few of their teammates’ masks were off, their ears were bloodstained. Alex silently thanked Claygon again.

      Professor Jules’ wall of force was… completely gone. Uneven, gaping cracks spiderwebbed through the earthen wall, trailing lines of loose debris to the ground.

      Alex was awestruck at what he was seeing and took a moment to examine the shattered wall before looking beyond it.

      “By the Traveller!”

      Through the haze, a massive ball rose high in the sky from the other hill, expanding and growing in waves. A tower of smoke reaching toward the heavens. His eyes followed the column as it ascended, watching as it grew and flared.

      No, it was too big to be a column. A massive cloud was forming.

      Shaped like a mushroom.

      He turned his attention to the hilltop below it, squinting through his lenses, trying to see where the explosion originated. The smoke was too thick to see most of the blast site, though what he could see looked vastly different from before.

      Shorter.

      The terrain had been completely altered, reduced by the explosion. The grass and scrub covering the sides and surrounding hills were scorched, and still burning.

      Tracking the smoke down to the top of the adjacent hill stopped Alex cold, the peak of that hill was just about gone. The slope flattened and the vegetation a brushfire.

      A flash lit up the smoke.

      Crackle!

      Alex bounded back as a crack of lightning ripped through the smoke, repeating three times.

      Boom!

      Billowing smoke parted, revealing… chaos.

      Sparks, lightning bolts, momentary flashes of light and waves of force crashed together. Aftershocks from the reaction and discharges of chaotic energy released in the aftermath, as the remaining dregs of mana burned away.

      Boom!

      Alex ducked as another burst of force pushed aside more smoke.

      For a heartbeat, a crater was visible.

      A wide crater, roughly ten feet deep, spread across the hilltop where Jules’ forcefield once stood. Forceshield and wind-and-rain shield had been obliterated, leaving a dustbowl of ash, sparks, and an odd bubbling pool of molten metal.

      At first, Alex’s mind couldn’t process what he was looking at, but then it hit him. He was seeing the steaming remains of Jules’ golem. Solid brass had been reduced to boiling liquid in a flash.

      “By the Traveller!”

      In alchemy, they’d learned that it took temperatures of over two thousand degrees to melt brass. For a solid brass golem to boil away like that… The sheer amount of heat and pressure that must’ve built in the forceshield…

      A chill went through him.

      Must’ve been apocalyptic.

      He started thinking about what the intensity of a blast like that could’ve meant.

      What would’ve happened if Jules hadn’t erected a forcefield around the test site? What if she hadn’t raised a wall of force between them and the blast? What would have happened if they hadn’t been behind cover and a good distance away, or if they’d conducted the test in the research tent?

      Alex looked up at the mushroom cloud forming above the blast area as the smoke drifted over the site, hiding it from view. In his mind, he saw the cloud rising, not from an isolated hill, but from the blasted wreckage of their encampment.

      Everything and everybody would have been reduced to dust.

      He thought of his friends returning from the stone-harvest to find a smouldering hole, devoid of life.

      Dust. Dust. Dust.

      Another flash of light broke his contemplations, pulling his attention back to the research team.

      ‘Focus. That didn’t happen, never mind what might have,’ he thought. ‘Focus on what’s actually happening right now.’

      Watchers of Roal were getting to their feet with their staves and blades at the ready, scanning for threats. Blood mages had restored their own energies, and were the next to stand and survey the surroundings.

      Alex made his way over to Meikara, who was shaking off the last of the aftereffects.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “Do I look alright?” she groaned. “By all the heavens and hells. Are you alright?”

      “Yeah.” He pointed at Claygon. “He shielded Carey, Isolde and me from the worst of it.” He glanced at the golem fondly. “Claygon’s fine too. Have you seen the professor?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “What about Isolde and Carey?”

      “I healed them a bit. Isolde should be on her feet soon. Carey’ll probably be down longer, but she seems to be alright.”

      “Right. I’m glad you know some blood magic now. Here, come on. We could use the help. Let’s find the professor first.”

      “Right.”

      A Watcher was looking up at the cloud. “We’ll have to establish a perimeter around the site and send up a flare, not that we’ll need it. I’m pretty sure you’d have to be unconscious or dead not to have seen or heard that blast. The whole of Greymoor probably heard it, but let’s hope no monsters are bold enough to come investigating…”

      She pointed at the smoke.

      “We’re ready for them, whatever comes. When you find Professor Jules, let her know what we’ll be doing.”

      “We will,” Alex said as Meikara nodded.

      The Watchers moved off while Alex and Meikara separated to cover more ground in their search for Jules. Meikara’s fellow healers attended to everyone downed by the blast.

      Near the wall, Alex found the professor struggling to stand. The lenses in her mask had shattered and her spyglass was nowhere to be seen.

      He fought the urge to gasp when he saw her face.

      Droplets of blood ringed her eyes.

      “Professor! Can you see? How are your eyes?”

      “I’m fine…” she groaned. “The broken lenses cut the skin around my eyes, but my vision’s fine. Blast it, I didn’t get down fast enough when I felt the energy building. I was trying to reinforce the forcefield and the wall.”

      “They probably saved a lot of us, Professor. Hold still for a moment,” Alex said, falling into himself and casting Mana-to-Life another time. Jules tensed as her lifeforce was fortified. Alex continued pouring his energy into healing her until she waved him off.

      “There, there,” she said. “That’s enough now. I’m not so decrepit that you have to keep re-energising me for the rest of the day.”

      To illustrate her point, she pulled herself up using the damaged wall. Alex detected a slight tremor go through her, but chose not to mention it.

      “Go, others need your skills,” she said, looking at the mushroom cloud. “By all the deities and mana of the world…” She shook her head. “Staring at it’s not going to change anything.”

      “Professor…” He looked at Claygon.

      “Yes?” She squinted at Alex.

      “Never mind… Later.”

      “Right. Off to it, then.” She and Alex began attending to anyone who needed help nearby.

      All around, blood mages were healing wounds and bolstering the injured. Alex joined them, going from one person to the next, repeatedly casting Mana-to-Life. He cursed, feeling his mana decreasing. Mana-to-Life was an absolute pig on mana.

      He’d been trying to ration it so his pool didn’t run dry, but fortunately, he wasn’t the only one healing. The blood mages were using their skills and tools to get folks back on their feet, but it didn’t hurt to have more help.

      There were still researchers down, disoriented or injured. Isolde was already up and moving, but Carey was just struggling to her feet. The difference between how quickly Isolde was recovering compared to Carey was stark. Isolde trained for combat, Carey didn’t. The noblewoman had fortitude that Carey lacked.

      All of Alex’s training hadn’t been for nothing either. His endurance and stamina were significant. Even with Jules’ force spells, the wall, and Claygon shielding him—a year ago, he would probably still be groaning on the ground with his eyes rolled back in his head.

      The healers were working quickly, and thankfully, most injuries looked superficial. Bumps. Bruises. Some cuts. But, as a precaution for a few folks who’d lost consciousness or bled from their ears, they were revived and put on forcedisks for more extensive check-overs in Generasi.

      All in all, most of the research team were soon healed and back on their feet, supporting each other, talking about what had happened.

      When the last of the injured were finally cleared, the researchers turned their attention to Professor Jules. She was looking at the sky, intently watching the spreading mushroom cloud.

      She sighed.

      “My apologies. This… was obviously unexpected. Sometimes discoveries in magic and science can be wonderful. Sometimes they can be terrible.”

      She pointed at the cloud.

      “We’ve discovered something terrible today.”
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      Burning grass steamed as water fell in waves from above. Smoke trailed into the sky, and the coolness of the autumn day burned away until it felt like the hottest summer day in Generasi.

      “The last thing we need is a grass fire,” Professor Jules said grimly, watching flames hissing and dying along the slopes. Watchers flew above, drowning the fires in streams of conjured water, while summoned water elementals helped smother the flames.

      Jules sighed. “Things are bad enough without burning half of Greymoor to ash.”

      Bitterness tinged her voice.

      She fell into a tense silence. The assembled team remained quiet as they contemplated the dire events.

      “Can you walk?” she asked, breaking the silence.

      Some of the responses were weak, but everyone said they could manage.

      “Good,” the professor said. “Let’s make our way downhill, farther away from the blast site. We’ll need better cover in case of… aftershocks, and we should also be mindful of the potential for another reaction to occur.”

      Researchers helped each other down the incline, and Claygon carried those too worn-out to make the downward trek. When they reached the foot of the hill, everyone collapsed on grass and scrub littered with rubble. Not the most comfortable, but definitely safer than where they had been.

      “We… we’ll stay down here for now,” Professor Jules said, guilt in her voice. “The encampment will send reinforcements, so we’ll wait for those to come before we do anything else. Rest for now… rest as best you can.”

      Alex threw himself down on the grass beside Claygon, Isolde and Carey. “Hey… how’re you two holding up?”

      “I have been better.” Isolde pulled off her mask. “Far better. By the four elements, I was sure I had died for a moment. That flash… it was like the coming of the end of the world.”

      “I was sure it had blinded me.” Carey took her mask off too. “My eyes still hurt. I had never expected any reaction would be so utterly volatile, especially from such a small sample.”

      “We had no clue what mixing those two substances could do,” Alex said. “This is all new territory for everyone.”

      “Gracious, to think the enemy’s dungeon cores contained such… explosive energy,” Carey said. “Imagine if they could self-detonate when they’re threatened with destruction by the Heroes? My goodness, a blast like that would annihilate… everything! The Heroes, the dungeon… everything in range!”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “But what just happened could actually be a weapon against them. A little dungeon core remains and a little chaos essence. Delivered by a quick messenger construct or something? Think of the devastation it’d do to a dungeon. Then again, chaos essence isn’t easy to get your hands on.”

      “I am beyond glad that chaos essence is difficult to get. I fear some might think of other applications for it.” Isolde watched the smoke rising into the sky. “Imagine, both substances could be easily concealed. Add a little mana remotely, and one could destroy castles, shatter city walls or rout entire armies. This explosion came from a small sample. I could not begin to imagine what an entire dungeon core worth of material would do. Even two cores’ worth?”

      “Yeah…” Alex said. “What a waste, though. I’d rather make a Claygon.”

      He looked up at his golem.

      No more movement from him. No more stirring of sapience.

      He glanced at Jules.

      The professor was sitting with her head in her hands.

      This probably wouldn’t be the best time to bring up golems.
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      Reinforcements—additional Watchers, patrols and teams of miners—stopped what they were doing and were at the blast site in no time, especially those who could teleport. By the time they arrived, most of the fires had been extinguished, so all that was left to do was douse the remaining flames or smother them with earth magics. The area was becoming safer.

      Professor Jules was describing the event to Watcher Shaw, who’d handed her a new mask, while the others talked among themselves. Shaw listened intently, looking shaken at what he was hearing and seeing. His eyes were fixed on the mushroom cloud.

      “If we’d been any closer… I wouldn’t be here talking to you guys,” Alex told Thundar, Theresa, Khalik and Grimloch, who’d come sprinting over the hills with Brutus in the lead when they heard the explosion. Najyah circled high above the smoke. “We’d all be dead.”

      “Hell,” Thundar grunted, eyes on the dissipating column of smoke. “From where we were, the bloody flash looked like something dropped the biggest ball of lightning bolts over here they could make. We even felt the ground shake. Can’t imagine what it must’ve been like to be so close.”

      “Indeed,” Prince Khalik said. “The blast sounded like thunder struck directly above us.”

      Theresa gripped Alex’s and Isolde’s hands, her own hands shaking. “Thank the Traveller you’re alright. I thought the two of you were dead.”

      “No, we were lucky the professor took the level of precaution that she did…” Isolde said. “Though I expect she might blame herself for what could have been a monumental tragedy for many.”

      “Yeah, I’d do the same in her shoes. Blame myself, I mean,” Alex said.

      “It is a curse of authority,” Khalik said. “Those that are terrible leaders often praise themselves for boons they had nothing to do with, and punish others for disasters they created. Good leaders often blame themselves for disasters they could not control, while crediting accomplishments to those they lead. Great leaders live with victories and consequences all the same, knowing that sometimes one cannot prevent loss.”

      Before he could continue, Jules turned.

      “To any who can climb, I’ll be inspecting the blast site. The rest of you can remain here and use the break to recover. After our investigation is complete, we’ll be returning to the encampment.”

      “You gonna volunteer?” Alex asked Isolde and Carey.

      “Of course,” Isolde said.

      “Without question,” Carey said eagerly, surprising Alex.

      “Alright, you guys, you’ve got work to do and we’ve got work to get back to, so we’ll head out. Glad you’re safe,” Thundar said.

      The cabal mates exchanged hugs all around, and Alex leaned down and kissed Theresa. Grimloch preferred to pat Alex and Isolde enthusiastically on their backs, then everyone got back to their duties. The small group of researchers Jules was leading re-masked and followed her around the base of the hill toward the blast site. Professor Jules shook her head, watching the crater smoke as the final sparks of mana sputtered out.

      “It looks like the after-effects have finally stopped. But the reaction from the two substances combining was worse than anything I’ve witnessed in all my years of alchemy,” she said. “Remember this day, everyone… and now you see first-hand why I always insist on safety above all else and maximizing caution in every way. We did what we could to shield ourselves, and even so, very nearly lost our lives or health. Alchemy has dangers where one’s life can be lost in an instant, so when we’re working with unknown elements, one never knows when things can go wrong. This was a reminder of that very fact.”

      Murmurs of agreement went through the group.

      “Now, before we go up… let’s be cautious,” she said, eyeing the smouldering wall then summoning a small air elemental and an elemental sprite of air. The tiny creatures appeared before her. “Go, I need that area inspected.” She pointed to the top of the hill. “Tell me what the air quality is like up there. If you encounter danger and are sent back to your home plane… then I shall reward you later.”

      Both creatures shot up the hill, flying over the crater, circling it twice before flitting back down.

      Jules spoke a few words to the sprite in the tongue of air elementals: “Is it safe to breathe up there?”

      The little creature nodded, then said something to her.

      “Good, you did well,” she said, turning to the air elemental. “Did you see anything unusual? Anything dangerous?”

      The air elemental made a windy, whooshing sound.

      “Good, you did well too.”

      She dismissed them both.

      “We can approach. The air is safe,” she announced. “When we get to the crater, we can discuss everyone’s observations up to the time the reaction occurred, then we can brainstorm. Perhaps that will help us understand what happened.”

      They followed Jules through soggy, burnt grass, dirt and soil. No doubt the smell must’ve been pungent, though Alex could only guess at that. Jules had been very clear—and no one had challenged her—that masks must be worn, and anyone with a damaged mask would remain behind. They neared the decimated hilltop, and Jules conjured a gust of wind, sweeping all remaining smoke and steam hanging above the hill away.

      Before them, the crater yawned open.

      Dust and solidifying metal filled it.

      “Well, that’s one expensive golem gone,” Jules sighed. “Better a construct lost than a mortal life, I say.”

      Boom!

      Claygon’s feet abruptly stomped the ravaged ground as he came to a full stop. To Alex, the sudden halt almost sounded angry. He looked at his golem, whose face pointed toward the crater. From the angle of his head, it looked like his eyes were fixed on Jules.

      Alex reached out mentally, but still felt no response. No thought.

      ‘Claygon?’ he reassured him. ‘She doesn’t mean you. Seriously. I—’

      “Fascinating,” Carey interrupted, staring at the crater, ending his train of thought. “It’s so fascinating from up close.”

      ‘Afraid of monsters but not devastating explosions?’ he thought. ‘Fascinating. Then again, she is an alchemist. She’d be exposed to explosions a lot, Ravener-spawn… not so much.’

      “The heat from the crater is considerable,” Professor Jules noted, glancing at the other researchers. Some of the guilt had faded from her voice, replaced by scientific curiosity. “Any observations to report? Of the moments before the explosion, I mean. Don’t change anything you’ve already recorded. I don’t want your original observations influenced.”

      “Well… it exploded,” Alex said. “I definitely observed that.”

      For a moment, uneasy chuckling went through the group, but he was soon rewarded with twin glares from Jules and Isolde.

      “Aside from the explosion, Mr. Roth,” the professor clarified, more guilt leaving her tone. She was beginning to sound like her usual confident self.

      “Well, it didn’t seem like a volatile reaction until mana was added,” Alex said. “When the dungeon core remains were first mixed with the chaos essence, the resulting solution was… lively, for lack of a better word. But definitely not explosive. I think mana must have acted as a catalyst.”

      “I counted the number of seconds that elapsed from commencing the addition of mana until the explosion,” Isolde said. “It was approximately one point five seconds from the point where mana was added to the solution, to the point where it became visibly volatile.”

      “I also heard a whining noise,” Carey said, though Alex hadn’t experienced that. “It was almost like the sound of steam escaping a beaker… or a high-pitched scream.”

      “Right, I heard something similar,” Professor Jules said. “And my golem was set to add enough mana to power a first-tier potion. Which means not much energy was required before detonation occurred.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “You know… between the core remains’ characteristic of increasing the vigour of mana going through it, and the active nature of the interaction between it and chaos essence, it probably wouldn’t have taken much to make the reaction go exothermic. Or at least just plain explosive.”

      “It will be difficult to truly quantify what occurred here from this result,” Jules said. “These were very small samples and yet the reaction was so energetic… so violent. To replicate the reaction, even smaller samples must be used in future. Then we could measure energy outputs properly.”

      “I would love to categorise it as ‘let’s never do that again’,” someone muttered.

      “Oh, pshah,” Carey said.

      Professor Jules took a deep breath. “Well, no sense in gawking at melted metal. I’ll cool the brass, then we’ll collect samples from the crater and… I’ll begin some analysis of them.”

      “Professor, no,” Meikara said, stepping up to Jules with an air of authority that Alex hadn’t seen the small blood mage display before. “You were just stunned by a concussive blast strong enough to shatter two force walls and throw grown people off their feet. You said that others should rest.”

      She looked at the other blood mages, nodding to them. “It’s our recommendation that everyone here—including you—take the rest of the day off to recover, whether that be here or back in Generasi.”

      Professor Jules whirled on her. “This research needs to be done.”

      “And others can be called from Generasi to do it.” Meikara stood her ground, as unmoving as an oak in a breeze. “Medical orders. You’ve all been hurt and so—according to guidelines—the word of my colleagues, myself and all medical staff is now law. Rest, Professor. Others can look at the dust and slag.”

      “Molten metal.”

      “Pardon?” Meikara asked.

      “Slag consists of leftover smelting ores and used metals. Broadly, it can be classified—”

      Meikara glared at her and—for the first time—Alex saw Jules back down.

      “You’re quite right.” The professor sighed, turning to the research team. “You can all have the rest of the day off. Be sure to hand in your notebooks.”

      “You may remain here or return to campus,” Meikara added. “But if you do decide to return to campus, please let the medical staff know in case you suffer any aftereffects while there and need attention.”
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      Their return was heralded by gawking stares and murmurs.

      As the expedition members came through the front gates of the encampment, they were met with a whirlwind of questions.

      “What happened?” someone asked.

      “Was there a monster attack?” asked another.

      Jules looked at the crowd in silence.

      “Right now, back, back!” Watcher Shaw ordered. “We’ll have explanations for you later; let’s give these folks some space.”

      After Shaw’s caution, the researchers were mostly left in peace. Alex did get the odd question here and there. His friends had gone back to the duties they were involved in before the explosion, while Isolde and Carey had decided to return to Generasi.

      Alex didn’t join them yet. He’d go later.

      Too much on his mind.

      Dust. Claygon.

      Two major innovations had resulted from the dungeon core remains: the ability to power golems of immense strength… and the ability to create explosions of devastating power.

      Alex wondered how the world might change as a result of them.

      As he took Ito’s Spiral from his tent, he wondered what other wonders and horrors might be hiding in the black orbs.
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      The campfire blazed, drawing Alex’s eyes to the flame.

      He was alone—close to alone—warming himself and idly turning Ito’s Spiral in his hands. The explosion had dampened the mood in the encampment, casting a shadow over everyone. Much of the research team had returned to Generasi, wanting some distance from Greymoor for the day. Those who stayed had turned to relaxing activities, finding calm in simple things. The young wizard was staring at the fire, taking in the flickering light.

      In the distance, someone played a mournful tune on a set of panpipes, the song drifted through the camp with the sad notes of one being played to send a loved one off to the afterworld. It fit the darkness in Alex’s thoughts. Images of the blast replayed in his mind.

      The substances blended together in chaos.

      He saw the golem’s mana rushing into the solution.

      Then, a flash and…

      “Boom,” he muttered. “Dust.”

      A few simple steps had taken them from a regular day to destruction and chaos, and it had happened so quickly. By random chance. And that had shaken Alex to the core. An ironic laugh escaped him.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” he asked himself, his voice barely rising above the crackle of burning wood. The fire cracked, startling him, reminding him of the sudden eruption from the hilltop. “You’ve been fighting monsters in situations that involved explosions for like a year without being affected like this. Yet, this shakes you? What’s different?”

      He closed his eyes and considered the question.

      In a way, he was like Carey, but in reverse. She got shaken by monsters, while alchemical explosions were simply fascinating to her. Whereas, to him, monsters were just another fact of life, barely stirring any fear in him, but that explosion?

      That was something else.

      Minervus came back to mind. He hadn’t thought about the young man in a long while, but his death… felt pertinent right now. He was taken by a mana vampire while doing an everyday activity; taken off guard, then suddenly, dead in the wilderness.

      Maybe that was why the thought of monsters didn’t shake him like the abruptness and magnitude of the explosion had. Baelin taught him how to fight. How to defeat attackers. How to anticipate harm from others. And, how to kill enemies before they killed him.

      That knowledge was a tool which gave him control.

      He looked up at Claygon, who felt more solid than anything in camp. It was like the golem was a steady rock while the world was often unpredictable. Like a random tidal wave.

      ‘If monsters or the Ravener or anything else comes at us, we can fight them together,’ he thought. ‘Hell, if it’s the typical kind of danger that comes with alchemy, we can take safety precautions and be okay. We’ve got control, you and I.’

      Then he frowned.

      ‘But the explosion wasn’t typical… we couldn’t do anything about it,’ he thought. ‘All the unknowns came together and, boom. If we’d been any closer, it would’ve been the end of everybody. No control. No nothing. Period.’

      Alex stopped himself.

      ‘No, come on, get a grip. That’s not true. You’re being irrational. There had been a degree of control. Jules had obviously considered there could be an explosion and that’s why she’d used the precautions she did. If she hadn’t, we’d all be dead now. The extra precautions, that was the control, that’s what saved lives.’

      “The conversation where Baelin talked about mortals eventually becoming dust has you shaken up,” he told himself. “If you just sit here, you’ll drive yourself crazy. You have things that aren’t terminal to think about.”

      Alex turned his attention to Ito’s Spiral and felt his mana flow through the tiny pathways with more ease than ever before. He remembered how much resistance there was with his earlier attempts. Now, his mana was gliding along like a long, sleek eel swimming downriver.

      Streams of power flowed through the wire, splitting when they reached the spiral. Again and again, they split into branches. Dozens. Hundreds. Thousands of them. His mana moved through the device comfortably, like it belonged there.

      Yet, as Alex’s mana neared the midpoint of the funnel, he expected this attempt to be another failed one since the last dozen had failed at the same place—halfway through the funnel. His mana would stream through the branches to the middle of the funnel, touch the sides, then shake, flicker and die.

      With a sigh, he anticipated what was coming and let his mana glide like it had a mind of its own. That was the nature of practicing. Improvement comes from failure. His thoughts drifted back to the explosion. His jaw tightened then released.

      ‘Jeez, I really dodged a crossbow bolt. I would’ve blown the Cells to ash if I’d tried combining my sample of dungeon core remains with chaos essence.’

      That nightmare scenario began to consume his imagination, building until a vision of smoke and debris rising from a crater where the school used to be—Ding, ding, ding… Alex looked down at his hands where Ito’s Spiral was shaking and ringing like an excited bell.

      “What the—”

      It kept vibrating and chiming—like it had come to life—while his mind tried making sense of what it was doing. “Oh shit, don’t tell me I broke it.” He inspected it with his mana… then it finally clicked.

      He’d completed the devilish device.

      He’d finally crushed Ito’s Spiral!

      Mana filled every branch in the funnel, all the way to its widest point.

      A rush of triumph erupted in him, wiping earlier thoughts of explosions, dust and the random brutality of life away. Alex leapt to his feet, holding Ito’s Spiral above his head like a prize he wanted the world to see.

      He’d done it, he’d bent the device to his will!

      He could hear Hobb, Baelin, and Jules using a similar phrase… except Hobb’s involved ‘bending the forces of the cosmos to your unbreakable will!’ Hobb’s was a little, or maybe a lot, more dramatic. Basically, what it came down to was Alex was starting to sound like Baelin and Jules, two experienced and powerful wizards he’d grown close to.

      “Oh, by the Traveller, power really does change you.” He laughed. “Oh well, ethics and all that. I’m sure someone will stop me if I go mad with power. And speaking of power.”

      Using the Mark, he quickly went through Ito’s Spiral a few more times with no interruptions. Each run-through became easier than the last until. Elated at what he’d finally accomplished, Alex gathered his things and pointed toward the teleportation tent.

      “To Generasi, Claygon, we’ve got magic to learn!”

      The golem followed as he jogged toward the waiting teleportation circle.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Professor.” Alex stalked out of the shadows, his eyes bright.

      “Gah!” Val’Rok cried, jumping a foot in the air. His books slipped from his hands, but Alex moved fast enough to catch some, then picked up the rest and handed them to the mana manipulation professor.

      An unnerving grin spread across his face. “Here,” was all he said.

      “Alex? By all… you nearly gave me a heart attack!” the lizardman wizard said, pressing the books to his chest like they would soothe his pounding heart. “Where in all hells did you come from?”

      “Thameland?” Alex offered.

      “Good lord, you didn’t have to hide in the dark like some kind of maniac!” Val’Rok’s reptilian eyes bulged. The two wizards stood just outside a seminar room where Val’Rok had just finished lecturing. Since Alex had gotten bored waiting, he’d come up with an idea: scare Val’Rok.

      “I just wanted to let you finish… whatever you had to finish. I was being polite!” he said, his voice tinged with mania.

      “Well, your ‘politeness’ nearly killed me. And say…” Val’Rok looked around. “Where is that golem of yours? I thought I heard some thundering coming from out here during my lesson, so he must be here somewhere.”

      “Oh, Claygon’s behind you.” Alex nodded in the direction behind the professor’s shoulder.

      “What do you mea—Oh hells!” Val’Rok turned and came face-to-torso with a towering, snarling golem. The books dropped from his hands.

      This time, all clattered to the floor.

      “Two heart attacks!” Val’Rok complained. “When have I ever scared you like this?”

      “All the time,” Alex said. “But anyway, let’s leave the past in the past—”

      “You nearly frightened me to death five seconds ago!”

      “—and focus on the present!” The young wizard smiled serenely and dug into his bag for Ito’s Spiral. “And so, I present this! Waaaaatch!”

      Alex fell into Ito’s Spiral. His mana sped along the device, spreading through the branches like water running downhill to a waiting pond.

      Before Val’Rok could say a single word, the device vibrated and chimed in Alex’s hands, making the older wizard’s eyes grow wide.

      “Well, well, well, well indeed!” He grinned, revealing his sharp teeth. “You’ve done it! Did I tell you that it takes third-years months to master the Spiral?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “Well, it’s worth repeating!” Val’Rok laughed, clapping Alex on the shoulder. Then he made a face at the pile of books on the ground, and the wizards began picking them up. “What this does is open an entirely new avenue of mana regeneration techniques for you, Alex. Here. I have to run to my next class, but…”

      He conjured a set of Wizard’s Hands to hold the books, then pulled out a piece of paper. Snapping his fingers, he caused a pen to float from his pocket and begin writing a list of book titles and page numbers. The professor snapped his fingers again. A silver ring floated from his pocket and pressed itself to the bottom of the page, marking it with the wizard’s personal symbol.

      “There, you can have the librarian find these books for you. And I’ve made a note that you can—with an escort—visit the mana manipulation sections of the third and fourth floors of the library,” Val’Rok said, his excitement stilling long enough to give Alex a side-eye stare. “Say… you’re not going to go and try anything ridiculous, are you?”

      “Huh, me? No.”

      “Just had to ask…” he said, handing Alex the precious piece of paper. “I’m sure you know there have been more than a few cases of professors giving students ‘special permission’ to access the library for one thing, then next thing you know, the students are sneaking into other areas or finding forbidden tomes, blowing things up and causing a mess. You’re not going to do anything like that… are you?”

      Three memories came to Alex. First, the explosion from earlier echoed through his mind. Next, the explosion in the Cells when he, Selina, Theresa and Brutus had first arrived on campus. And lastly, how he’d researched the dungeon core remains in secret last year.

      He remembered coming clean to Baelin and how the chancellor had said that—if his discoveries hadn’t been so valuable—then their conversation would’ve been far different. Professor Jules came to mind because of how she’d beaten herself up about the explosion and folks getting hurt, in spite of the very solid safety precautions she’d taken. Precautions that had saved lives.

      Baelin had also said that Alex had violated her trust… and that he’d need to live with that. He wouldn’t do anything like that again.

      “Professor, I’m not going to violate your trust like that. I’m going to get books from the sections you say I can access, and then I’m going to leave,” he said. “I promise you that.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a very rare privilege,” the librarian said to Alex, leading him onto the fourth floor. “Not many second-year students even get to see this floor, never mind remove books from it.”

      Alex looked around the fourth floor and saw… absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. In his mind, he’d imagined the lower library floors would have special magics or mysterious auras to them.

      Strange mists.

      Witch lights.

      Illusions floating around.

      Instead, everything was the same as the upper floors, bookshelves and balconies, tables and benches. The only differences were that glyphs surrounding the doors that led to the floors below, were much more powerful than the glyphs upstairs.

      “Alright, the mana manipulation section is over here,” the librarian said, leading him to a large bookshelf. “Now, according to your list—”

      “Excuse me, ma’am?” A student hurried up to them. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but it’s an emergency and I can’t find Drive: A Guide to Power Through Teleportation, by Gosling. And my report on it is due tomorrow!”

      “I’m in the middle of something—”

      “Please, please!” the desperate student begged. “I won’t take much of your time.”

      The librarian sighed, then turned to Alex. “Wait here, I’ll be right back. You may explore this section all you wish. But, please, don’t touch anything else.”

      “Got it,” Alex said.

      She quickly followed the student to another section on the third level, leaving Alex alone. He looked to the left: books on higher tier summoning spells were nearby. He looked to the right: higher tier alchemy recipes lined a shelf, one blocked by another bookcase.

      He could casually walk over and flip open any book he wanted in a heartbeat.

      He could look it over with the Mark, memorise it, and be back where the librarian had left him before anyone was the wiser.

      Alex smiled to himself.
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        * * *

      

      About fifteen minutes later, Alex Roth peacefully left the library with the librarian’s blessing, Claygon beside him, and his fancy new mana manipulation books in his basket.

      He hadn’t moved from where she’d told him to stay.

      He hadn’t broken his promise. His ethics were intact.

      Later, he could get to see those other, tempting books in the proper way.

      For now…

      He flexed an arm while looking at the cover of Currents: A Guide to Mid-Level Mana Regeneration.

      He had a technique to learn.

      He looked up at Claygon.

      And a conversation to have with a certain golem maker.
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      Thmp. Thmp. Thmp.

      Alex knocked on the office door.

      “Come in,” Toraka Shale’s voice called from within.

      Straightening his clothes and hair, the young wizard stepped into the office of his boss’ boss.

      The room was much as he remembered. A large, well-ventilated space with older, sturdy-looking chairs and a table covered in sheets of paper. Several sweating copper pitchers lined a side table, surrounded by cups. The liquid within smelled strongly of mint.

      There were also new sights he’d never seen before.

      Against one wall was a mana-powered waterfall that rose to the ceiling with water that glowed a sea blue, disappearing when it reached a basin below, and reappearing at the top. It was similar to the one in Noarc’s Rainbow Tower, though that one had been much larger.

      There was also a strange device rising from Shale’s desk: a golem, about one foot tall and forged to resemble a graceful young woman. The little construct carried a brass horn, which she appeared to blow into through puffed up cheeks of bronze, and music wafted out, sounding like no horn Alex had ever heard. From the instrument came the melody of a full orchestra playing a song of a man wandering through the desert on the back of a nameless horse. The singer’s voice was smoky, and the music had a scratchy quality to it as it filled the room.

      In some ways, that quirk made its melody more appealing.

      Business must have been good. He doubted that either the song-golem or waterfall had been cheap.

      “Ah, Alex Roth,” the grey-skinned woman said, looking up from a swath of paper on her drafting desk. There lay a design for a complex piece of machinery: notations for circuitry, projectile components and—

      She closed her draft book before he could see more.

      “Is there something you’d like to ask me about?” she asked.

      He glanced through the office window, idly noting that the bakery across the street looked even more rundown than before. Business for them was likely not so good, unlike trade for the merchants he’d seen in Borgia’s Square expertly bargaining with passing customers. He’d need the skills of those merchants today. He’d planned for two bargains with Toraka, and though he wouldn’t be making them today, now was the time to build rapport.

      “Yeah, actually,” he said, subtly mirroring her body language to forge a connection. Just a slight adjustment in the way his shoulders fell. Hours spent bent over a drafting table had left her with a slight slouch. “It’s a… personal question. A golem question, really. I talked to Sim and Lagor about it, and they said you’d know better than anyone.”

      A mention of the problem to create intrigue. A show of subtle respect for Toraka’s expertise that came from Lagor and her son. A neutral but friendly tone, inviting discussion, but not sucking up. Toraka was a businesswoman: she’d smell a flatterer from a mile away.

      “What kind of golem question?” she frowned. “Sim and Lagor should be able to answer just about anything. Does it have to do with a job?”

      He read her body language: forearms crossing over her knees as she leaned forward in her chair. Usually, leaning forward meant interest, but those crossing arms could mean defensiveness.

      “It’s about Claygon, actually,” he said.

      ‘She was interested in Claygon, so she should… there,’ he thought.

      Toraka’s forearms uncrossed. Her body leaned slightly forward.

      “Your golem, yes, the very powerful one,” she said, her eyes shifting to the doorway. “Where is he? He’s got to be close. I can actually feel that powerful core.”

      “Just in the hallway outside,” Alex said. “Would you mind if I had him step in?”

      Her eyes lit up with curiosity. “Sure, please do.”

      He fought the smile threatening to curl his lips.

      It worked.

      Back in the market square, he’d seen a few merchants pull a well-disguised trick. First, they’d bring the customer into a conversation, then once they were engaged, do something completely unexpected.

      They would ask the customer for a small favour. If they were tall, the merchant might ask them to fetch something from a high shelf in their wagon. Then they might offer the customer a hot drink while conducting business, but then ask if they could use the customer’s pen for a moment.

      The back and forth helped build rapport and—to Alex’s surprise—would often lead to more sales.

      And so, Alex had filed that little technique away.

      To be used now.

      He’d asked Toraka for a small favour, one that also let her see Claygon—which was something she’d be curious about—while showing deference for her authority and respect for her space.

      A ‘quad-play’ as he always called it… ever since he thought of the term approximately one second ago.

      “Claygon, could you come in?” he called softly.

      Golem filled the doorway a second later as Claygon turned sideways and stooped through the entrance.

      Toraka whistled. “I can feel the power coming from his core all the way over here. Good response to your commands too. You gave him vague wording to work with, but he knew how to step through the doorway. His core must process information very well.”

      “Yeah.” Alex grinned. “He’s my baby.”

      Toraka Shale raised an eyebrow. “You don’t hear creators refer to their golems like that every day.”

      Rising from her chair, she came across the room and examined Claygon from a respectful distance, tapping her chin. “Hmmm… Oh, right, what was your question again?”

      He smiled. “Claygon’s developing sapience. And I wanted to get your advice on what I should do.”

      Toraka raised an eyebrow. “You’re sure about this? Many wizards assume their golem’s gaining intelligence… when they’re not. People will see golems doing normal golem things, but they’ll think, ‘Oh, my golem moved slightly by itself. Can’t be the wind or anything, it must be getting smart!’ It happens all the time. Golems gaining sapience happens very rarely. What makes you think Claygon’s gaining intelligence?”

      “Well…” Alex took a deep breath. “For one thing, Mrs. Shale, I felt his mind through our link.”

      

      She slowly turned to face Alex wholly. “You felt a mind through the link?”

      “Yeah. Almost fully formed.” He explained the actions Claygon had taken in the past—like the time he’d raised an arm to shield him from the rain—and that gentle mental touch Alex had felt through the mana connection. Though he went into a lot of detail about that mental connection, he left out everything about the surrounding circumstances. He shared nothing of the explosion or the dungeon cores.

      Toraka nodded along with his words and—by time he was done—her eyes were narrowed, like she was puzzling over a problem of high mathematics by way of candlelight.

      “I have to admit,” she finally said. “What you’re telling me is consistent with reports of spontaneous sapience in golems of the past. Have you told anyone else about this?”

      “Professor Jules and Chancellor Baelin,” he said. He might be talking to them about this again, but the ancient wizard was busy, and the alchemy professor was resting. Alex didn’t want to bother her with much of anything after that explosion. She had enough to worry about.

      “Right… and what did they say?” she asked.

      “Largely to let his mind develop on its own,” he said. “But… that was before I actually felt that mind. It’s forming—I thought it was here—but then it slipped away. Anything I can do to help Claygon’s mind grow?”

      “Hmmmm… That’s a little beyond my area of expertise. Ask me how to build a golem, construct its core and attach magical items to it? I’m your woman. But golem sapience happens more by accident than anything else. You’ve been treating Claygon well?”

      “Yeah.” He patted the golem on his side. “As best I can.”

      “Then that’s the most important thing. Golems who become sapient might… resent their masters. Some wish for freedom. Some are happy to serve their creator but get driven insane by cruel masters. There’s a few stories about golems growing in consciousness, and let me tell you, most tend to end in dead wizards, angry mobs, torches and pitchforks. But, if you’re treating him well, that’s what counts. Leave him be…”

      She squinted at the golem. “And be prepared to destroy him if you have to. You don’t know what kind of consciousness he’s going to have.”

      “Not going to happen.” He shook his head.

      She raised an eyebrow. “What if he rampages?”

      “I’ll talk him down,” Alex said. “Claygon deserves better than that.”

      She shrugged. “Was there anything else?”

      “No, Mrs. Shale, thanks for your time,” he said, hiding his disappointment with her answers. He’d hoped that she might’ve had some secret technique that would help Claygon’s mind bloom faster and brighter. Oh well, sometimes things just don’t work the way a person wants them to. “I’ll let you get back to what you were doing… What were you up to anyway, if you don’t mind me asking? Some new design for a golem? A weapon?”

      “A toy, actually.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”

      Shale walked back to her drafting desk, opening her draft book to reveal the page she was working on. The diagram for the proclaimed ‘toy’ looked like a walking nightmare: a four-legged monster with too many arms, projectiles and parts that spewed flame. He squinted. No wait, on closer inspection, those parts weren’t supposed to spew fire, but water instead.

      He glanced at the scale listed on the side of the page. From the look of it, the construct would be no more than a foot tall. A big toy… or some kind of sinister assassin construct disguised as a toy.

      “It’s for my nephew—” Toraka started.

      Okay, yeah, definitely a toy and not a sinister assassin construct. Unless Toraka really, really hated her nephew—

      “—for his fourth birthday,” she said. “It’s just a simple little construct… Well, simple on the inside at least. On the outside—” Her eyes shone with enthusiasm. “It has projectile components, tanks to store water, and glyphs to create water.” She tapped the glyphs. “Each glyph is activated by a couple of little puzzles I’m going to include. He wants infinite water squirters? He’ll need to work for them. The puzzles can change over time too. There’ll always be a new one, and his parents can set how simple or complex each one is.”

      “Wow, I would have killed to have something like that when I was a kid.” Alex peered at the drawing. “Well, maybe not literally. Either way, he’s going to think you’re the best auntie ever.”

      “He already does.” Toraka puffed out her chest. “But I just want to prove him right.”

      Alex chuckled, visually tracing the puzzles. “I take it he likes puzzles?”

      “Oh, he loves them,” she said with pride. “Just like his auntie, and a good thing too. Puzzles are great for stimulating a child’s mind. They help them learn patience, problem solve… all sorts of things! An unstimulated child is a dull child.”

      “Don’t I know that.” He thought back to certain late evenings when a young Selina would sneakily build her little toys and models under their parents’, and later the Lus’, noses. She’d grown up to be sharp, unlike a certain classmate of his. Richard Firstenberg had been a dullard from day one, and his constant avoidance of anything having to do with using his mind had only made him duller.

      The last Alex had heard of him, he’d nearly drowned himself trying to throw rocks at ducks on an old pier. He’d stood too close to the edge and when it collapsed, well… Also, he’d apparently been doing strange things to corpses and… the less thought spent on Richard, the better.

      In any case, he definitely didn’t want Claygon’s young mind to grow up to be unstimulated—

      Wait.

      Stimulating a child’s mind, eh?

      He glanced over at Claygon. Didn’t he just call Claygon his baby?

      A smile spread across his face. “Yes, I totally agree, Mrs. Shale. I’ll keep what you said in mind for when I have a kid.”

      “Right, right,” she said. “Now then, off you go. It’s your day off, after all.”

      “Got it, thanks!” He nodded to her as he turned to leave.

      Her voice was a bit warmer toward him than it had been when they’d first started talking.

      His smile grew.

      With this unexpected circumstance, step one of the financial portion of Operation Grand Summoning Ascension was complete.

      Now it was time to work on the mana, spell and physical portions.

      And a new portion as well.

      It was time to head back to the encampment, but first, he’d be stopping by a bookstore in town. Claygon was most certainly not going to be a dullard if he had anything to say about it.

      As he was about to close the door behind him, he caught the sound of music one final time.

      Then a ridiculous, wonderful idea hit him.

      He’d spent his entire youth buried in books, and it was only after he’d gotten to Generasi that he’d realised how limiting that had been. No way he’d make the same mistake with Claygon.

      As the music echoed in his mind, he remembered a certain battle at the patrizia’s ball. A battle where golem and master had moved nearly as one.

      What if he leaned in that direction too?

      What if he taught a golem how to dance?
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      The pair must have made for a strange sight in Greymoor’s early evening light.

      The sun drifted lazily toward shadowed hills on the horizon, signalling day’s end for circling birds dotting the sky. Of course, there would be others replacing them soon enough.

      Some birds loved the sun. Some loved the moon. But no matter the time of day or night, there always seemed to be birds circling the Generasian encampment.

      Always appearing to watch those below.

      Flames were stoked higher behind the encampment’s walls of earth and stone, sending trails of smoke toward the clouds. A dark streak was all that remained of the terrible explosion that had rocked the land. While the last bit of smog faded, the researchers’ memories of the detonation grew more vivid.

      Some contemplated it.

      Some discussed it.

      Yet one seemed not to think about it at all.

      And he was the source of a peculiar sight.

      Outside the walls, a muscular Thameish wizard and his golem danced by way of forceball light. Rather, the young wizard danced while the golem—and a number of people standing on the wall—watched.

      Stranger still was the fact that the wizard was talking to his golem. Loudly.

      “And… there!” Alex fell into the final stance of the Sword-and-Oar Dance. “And that’s really all there is to it, Claygon. Well… actually, there’s more to it, but those are all the steps, positions and stances. We’ll practice them together after I finish trying out a spell and the new mana regeneration technique. Okay?”

      He half-hoped Claygon would nod along with him, but no such luck.

      “But while you’re waiting for me to finish… I’ve got a surprise for you.” Alex picked up a bag leaning against the wall and fished out a set of three large leather-bound books. Each hardcover was embossed with a maze that a child might trace with their small fingers. Above each labyrinth read the words: Simple Puzzles for Clever Children, Volumes 1, 2 & 3, by Daedcarus.

      “Eh? Eh? Not bad, eh?” he said, conjuring three forcedisks and nine Wizard’s Hands. “Alrighty, Claygon.” He set each book on a disk, flipping the covers open to page one. “I’d like you to look these over, okay? Wizard’s Hands’ll hold the books and turn the pages for you, so all you have to do is keep looking at the different puzzles and studying them. You’ll thank me later, trust me.”

      Nodding to Claygon, he willed each of the glowing disks to rise, angling them toward the golem. Each book hovered at eye-level, giving him a comfortable position to read from. To keep the books in place, Alex used one Wizard’s Hand per book to hold it steady.

      Claygon never visually acknowledged Alex’s words, but he did focus on the puzzle books, turning his head toward each page whenever one was changed.

      Alex chuckled. “Good job, buddy. Good job. Hopefully, that’ll give your mind something to concentrate on. Something to chew through while it’s forming.”

      Glancing up at the encampment wall, he noted the growing crowd of spectators and gave them a wave. “They probably think I’m crazy because of the stuff I’m doing with you, Claygon, but… I don’t mind. You’re worth it.”

      His smile faded. “And you’re special, you know. Very special.”

      From the deepest corners of his mind, a memory so faded it was like a phantom brushing by surfaced: a sunlit day beneath a big tree, a picnic with his mother long before Selina was born, and faded words:

      “You’re my special little boy, Alex. Because Uldar gave you to me.”

      Alex smiled, happy to pass those words on. “You’re special to me, Claygon, for a lot of reasons. Because Selina and I made you. Because you’ve been through a lot with us. Those are the most important reasons.”

      Fwp. Fwp. Fwp.

      Pages turned. Claygon scanned them closely.

      “But I want you to understand… there’s more to it than that. I’m not only being caring when I say you’re not like any other golem in the world. Your core’s actually made of some really special stuff. It makes you stronger than other golems. It’s probably what’s making your mind grow too… or maybe that part’s all you. Nobody really knows, and that’s what makes you even more special. You’re a mystery, my friend. So… what Toraka Shale said…”

      Alex worked through how best to phrase what he wanted to tell him. “She has no idea how remarkable you really are. Not to me. Not to Selina. Not to all of our friends. And she definitely doesn’t understand what’s inside you.” He looked up at the setting sun, then tapped Claygon’s chest right where his golem core was.

      “That’s hope burning in you, you know? That’s hope and promise that’s been built from past darkness for a brighter future. As your mind’s developing, I want you to remember that. Especially if an explosion or anything like what happened this morning gets me. Or… like age. You’re basically immortal as far as I can tell, and unless I find something life-changing with time, I probably won’t live forever. I’ll live as long as I can, but the point is, I might not be around one day. And I want you to be able to go on if something happens to me.”

      There was no response from Claygon. He just continued scanning the pages. But that was alright; all that mattered was that the mind forming inside of him heard all of this as it was developing. In the summer, Professor Salinger had taught the class that a plant only grows properly if it’s fed, sunned, and watered.

      The same would be true for Claygon’s growing mind, and Alex promised himself that he’d give him what he needed to help him thrive.

      “Alright, you think about that and enjoy your books,” the young wizard said, turning his attention from Claygon to Currents: A Guide to Mid-Level Mana Regeneration. “Achoo! Achoo! Achoo!” The sneezing began.

      He’d tried blowing all the dust away, but enough still clung to the book, sending him into a sneezing fit every time he opened it. Upper year mana manipulation courses weren’t all that popular, leaving books on the subject mostly languishing on the shelves.

      “Achoo!” Another sneeze.

      “Good health to ya,” Rip’s voice called from atop the wall.

      “Thanks,” Alex called back, stifling another sneeze. He’d already begun reading it on his sky-gondola rides between campus and Shale’s Workshop, speed-reading through the dry introductory parts, and marking passages recommended by Professor Val’Rok.

      Flipping to the first marked section, he read a passage on the mana regeneration technique detailed there:

      What separates elementary and advanced mana manipulation is how one interacts with one’s mana pool. Archwizard Hsekiu was the first to discover higher level mana regeneration, inspired by watching an electric current pass through his copper fork—by way of an accident involving a magical tool—that caused the chunk of pork he supped upon to flex as though alive. Being a practiced researcher, he carefully observed the phenomenon, then replicated it with lightning magic.

      He examined the pork using an array of lenses predating modern picoscopes while running electricity through the meat and noting how it caused muscle fibres to be stimulated, contracting all at once. Inspired—and already a practiced mana manipulation specialist—he theorized that mana could be used to run a ‘current’ through the edges of one’s own mana pool, creating a stimulus far more powerful and comprehensive than the more ‘massage based’ techniques he had been previously using.

      After numerous years of trial, error and self-experimentation—not to mention a few self-inflicted injuries along the way—Hsekiu succeeded in creating a new technique that proved far more useful to those wizards capable of wielding fourth-tier or fifth-tier spells and above.

      To this day, Hsekiu’s mana regeneration technique remains the most powerful one available to modern wizards, at least among techniques that allow the mana pool to remain unaugmented. All higher-level techniques require active augmentation or alteration to one’s mana pool, which comes with its own dangers. Such techniques are not discussed in this book.

      While Alex was curious about what these ‘augmentations or alterations’ were, he kept focused on the description of Hsekiu’s technique. Before the book went into how the process worked, it presented several warnings cautioning that the technique should never be attempted by one inexperienced with specialized mana manipulation and regeneration skills:

      Make no mistake. If you are reading this because you have mastered fourth-tier spells and are ready to break through to fifth-tier magic but you have never before engaged in the art of mana manipulation, then I must ask you to put this book down, dear reader. Too many wizards mistake high skill in spellcraft for equivalent skill in mana manipulation. They are wrong.

      Going into Hsekiu’s technique without proper preparation has led to mana reversals, explosions of the mana pool, strokes, heart attacks, brain destruction, and even death. If you cannot master Ito’s Spiral, then you do not have the precision necessary for the technique. To properly perform Hsekiu’s technique, a wizard must be able to split their mana into hundreds of thousands of streams, and then control each as well as they might control their own fingers. Perhaps even better.

      Ito’s Spiral mastered? Check.

      If you have the prerequisite skills and are simply adventuresome, then read ahead. Hsekiu’s technique works as follows.

      What came after was a series of long, complex paragraphs that the author had buried in as much technical jargon as he could. At times, it felt like he’d switched to another language. Still, Alex had enough learning behind him to translate the terminology and break down the main points. He made detailed notes.

      There are uncountable fibres that make up one’s mana pool. Too many for any mortal wizard to connect to all of them directly.

      The fibres of a mana pool all run in a single direction.

      Like a piece of copper wire conducting electricity, these fibres can conduct mana.

      This is done by breaking your mana into hundreds of thousands of streams, then connecting them to a row of fibres on one side of your mana pool’s edge. These are called the entrance connections.

      You then connect your mana to another row of fibres on the opposite side of your mana pool. These are called the exit connections.

      You pour your mana into the entrance connections, run it through the fibres, then pull it back into the centre of your pool through the exit connections. This creates a current… which is probably why the book is named Currents.

      Like muscle fibres, the edges of a mana pool grow hyper-stimulated through that current.

      When hyper-stimulated, they’ll produce mana at an extraordinarily quick rate.

      The level of mana used must be just right, or you’ll completely destroy your mana pool.

      Alex tapped his pen on the page, looking for anything he might’ve missed in his notes. He even called on the Mark, letting it focus on the task of copying information, but it didn’t guide him to any overlooked details.

      He took a deep breath, focusing his mind.

      “Alright.” Sinking down on the grass, crossing his legs and setting his hands on his knees, he began.

      A deep breath steadied him, then, he concentrated on his senses. First came the scent of grass. Then he noticed the sun on the horizon. His skin felt cool currents of fall air. His ears—

      Fwp. Fwp. Fwp.

      —heard the pages of Claygon’s puzzle books flipping behind him.

      He was centred.

      “Let’s begin,” he spoke softly, closing his eyes.

      Falling deeper into himself, Alex slowly closed his mind to all distractions. Then he activated the Mark, intent only on manipulating mana. Memories of Ito’s Spiral came back, guiding his consciousness as it sank deeper into his spirit. Soon, his senses receded from his mind like the world was falling away, replaced by a single, powerful sensation.

      Mana.

      It thrummed within, a deep pool of power with plenty to spare despite how much he’d drained earlier that day casting Mana-to-Life to help the injured. If he succeeded with the technique, his mana pool would overflow with energy.

      Carefully, Alex reached out to the edges of his mana pool, focusing his senses. The same way he’d noticed the tiny pathways in Ito’s Spiral, he felt the minute fibres that made up the side of his pool. He’d withdraw from the edge for a whisper, then touch it again, repeatedly building more memories of successes for the Mark. The longer he focused, the more it guided him in his task.

      The more it guided him, the more defined and clear the fibres became in his senses.

      ‘Wow!’

      What once felt like a single, unbroken surface, was now textured and full of life. ‘Enjoy the moment; soak it in,’ he thought, awestruck. Not too many wizards honed their senses to the point where they could feel their own mana so strongly.

      Waves of power crashed over his senses.

      He let himself feel the electric texture of his mana pool’s fibres, letting it steep for a bit.

      Then, it was time to get to work.

      Breaking his mana into hundreds of thousands of streams, Alex searched out a row of fibres and connected those streams to the fibres.

      ‘Entrance connections created.’

      He then reached out to the opposite side of his mana pool and connected the mana streams to fibres.

      ‘Exit connections created.’

      With a long exhale, he began pouring his mana into the entrance connections. Fibres twitched.

      And then he felt it.

      A flow of power.

      An ignition.
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      A current of power exploded through Alex’s mana pool, threatening to flood the entrance pathways. The muscle in his jaw clenched hard while he fought the mana tide flooding in. It had to be controlled, slowed. If it wasn’t, the deluge would tear his fibres to shreds and burst his mana pool like soap bubbles. That wouldn’t be a good thing… at all.

      ‘Think of Ito’s Spiral,’ he thought, calling on the Mark’s power. ‘Think of the Cleansing Movements: no rush of power. Just a soft, poised, even flow. Graceful. Like controlling your own hand.’

      Slowly, he tapered it, reining it in like an excited stallion. He soothed his mana using careful, deliberate guidance, calming the flow to a gentle stream, finally regaining complete control.

      “Keep the movement measured,” Alex whispered.

      With care and precision, the streams of power flowed into the entrance pathways, and from there, into his fibres with an accuracy born from dozens of hours of practice with Ito’s Spiral. Where his streams of mana had once been large and clumsy, now they responded to his every thought with agility beyond his ability to control even his own hand.

      He explored the fibres with his mana, testing them, adjusting his power. Initially, it felt like they were vibrating from the energy passing through them, shuddering like an old pane of glass on a windy day. He remembered what the book had said, and adjusted his flow of mana, stabilizing the fibres, settling them into that hyper-stimulation it described. Heartbeats passed. He was making sure the fibres were in no danger and then—when he was satisfied—he reached across his mana pool and crafted the exit pathways.

      Once the connections linked, his mana resisted, trying to pull away, desperate to race through his fibres to the new pathways. So, he let it go. Guiding hundreds of thousands of streams as they raced through the fibres of his mana pool’s edges, until a rush of power came.

      Then mana ran like water.

      Every fibre of his pool suddenly churned out mana like lava spraying from Vesuvius’ shell. The sensation was so surprising, his eyes flew open. Hsekiu’s technique was astonishing, completely eclipsing his other mana regeneration techniques.

      His mana was recovering five times as fast—no, maybe ten? Possibly even more. He felt invigorated from the top of his head down to his toes.

      What incredible possibilities Hsekiu’s could open for him. Alex smiled in satisfaction then closed his eyes again, planning on refining his new skill by using the Mark. He cut the current, erased the pathways, then rebuilt them again with the Mark’s guidance. Again and again, he repeated the process until it felt as familiar as an old glove.

      “Yeessss, good,” he said, the mana rising.

      In no time, his pool was re-filled. Time for a check. He cut the technique to carefully examine his fibres and look for damage or tiny tears that could worsen.

      Fortunately, every last one was intact, with not even a single tear. His fibres felt normal, healthy, a little stressed—which was supposed to be a normal reaction to Hsekiu’s technique—but otherwise fine. He’d have to remember that fibres could sustain damage or be overworked, leading to bigger problems if he didn’t rest and care for them properly. According to Currents, they’d build up resilience over time and allow him to use the technique more, but until then, care was in order.

      He didn’t mind that; being able to refill his mana pool so quickly was a massive step toward his goals.

      The beginning of the day had been a walking nightmare, but in the end, it turned out to be a really good finish. Alex smiled and opened the notebook titled Operation: Grand Summoning Ascension and made a checkmark beside the phrase Advance Your Mana Regeneration.

      He could work on the next two parts simultaneously.

      First, he’d have to examine his fibres and monitor exactly how they were affected by the mana current. The more he knew, the more he’d be able to generalize the process for another step of his plan.

      Then, he’d need to get to work on Rejuvenating Slumber right away. The new mana regeneration technique would let him practice for longer, and if he could use Rejuvenating Slumber to cut down on sleep, then his training time would compound.

      Advantages and benefits of new power called to Alex, and he was eager to answer.

      And just as eager to test out his new limits.

      He took the blood magic spell-guide and notebook from his bag, and checked how much progress he’d made.

      10% Completed.

      That was after practicing a few times back in Generasi, but now, it was time to step things up and immerse himself.

      The magic circuit fired.

      The mana flowed.

      And… the Mark interfered.

      But with newly expanded mana regeneration abilities, he could push through. Repetition had always been his ally, and now, he could repeat spells almost as many times as he chose to. Alex counted, and with almost forty tries behind him, his mana pool began to run low.

      And so, he fell back into Hsekiu’s technique, feeling a current of power flow into his fibres, hyper-stimulating them with a tidal wave of mana. Soon, his mana reserves were restored.

      “This is awesome,” Alex said excitedly. “Man, I wish I could’ve done this a year ago. How much further would I be, not just with mana regeneration, but with spells too?”

      In time, the size of his mana pool would expand to where Hsekiu’s couldn’t increase it any more. But, for now? It was like an endless Sigmus Day. He dove back into the spell, repeating it another forty times before his mana pool ran dry.

      “Phew, I’m really getting hot!” Alex said, wiping his brow. Despite the growing chill of autumn in Thameland, sweat shone on his forehead and trickled down his back.

      ‘Maybe take a break and check on my fibres before I use the technique again,’ he thought. Falling deep within, he turned his senses to the edges of his mana pool.

      The fibres were stressed, twitching now and then from over-stimulation.

      “Yeah, definitely time to give them a break,” he said, closing Rejuvenating Slumber’s spell-guide and recording his progress in the notebook.

      30%.

      Alex grinned in satisfaction. “Looks like the dawn of a new day, Claygon. But before we move on, let’s mark your progress,” he said, taking three bookmarks from his bag and marking the open pages of his golem’s puzzle-books, then putting everything away for the next session. He gave a long stretch.

      “Alrighty, it’s time to dance,” he said. “I’ll obviously be guiding you through the steps, but I think it’s time we practiced dancing together. You ready?”

      The golem stood there impassively.

      Alex waited, wondering if there’d be another gentle touch through their mental connection, but nothing came. That was alright, though. He was patient.

      “Well, I guess you’re as ready as you’ll ever be,” the young wizard said, loosening up. “So, let’s get into first stance together, shall we?”

      He dropped into first stance, raising his arms to first position and channelling mental guidance to Claygon, counselling him into a mirror image of himself. Then, wizard and golem danced together, slowly sliding from stance, to position, to step, to stance. It was challenging guiding the hulking golem through such precise movements, especially since Alex also had to maintain the proper positions and rhythm. The Mark helped, making the task easier, until Alex had fewer directions to give Claygon, while the four-armed construct retained more of the dance with only a few general mental directions.

      By the time the sun settled low enough that evening melted into twilight, Alex and Claygon were well in-sync. The long list of corrections and instructions had shrunk to a few brief mental prompts.

      Thoom.

      They landed the final step.

      “And there it is, the Spear-and-Oar Dance, Claygon. Theresa and I learned it from our friends Fan-Dor and Gel-Dor last year, and now you know it too.” Alex laughed and bowed to his partner. “We’ll have to modify it a bit more since you have four arms instead of two, but those are the basics. Can’t wait to try it in combat with you. Next time, I’ll teach you—”

      He was interrupted by the sound of applause.

      At first, he thought the expedition members—who’d been watching from the wall—were showing them some appreciation, but a glance toward the top showed their audience was long gone.

      The applause was also only coming from one pair of hands. And from closer.

      “What’re you looking up there for?” Theresa’s voice called.

      He turned to see his girlfriend descending a hill, still clapping as she approached with a huge smile on her face.

      “Ugh, I must be tired,” Alex said, meeting her and taking her gloved hands.

      “Well, you’ve had a long day.” She stood on her toes and gave him a quick kiss then turned and smiled at Claygon. “Very nice moves, big guy. I guess Alex and Selina didn’t build you with two left feet after all.”

      “If I’d wanted to, Selina would’ve stopped me.” Alex chuckled, then grew more serious, squeezing her hands. “Where’re the others? How’re things on the moors?”

      “They’re a bit behind me. I wanted to get back and check on you. And the moors were quiet,” Theresa said, glancing up at the dark strip staining the sky from the mushroom cloud. “Very quiet. I was sure the explosion would’ve brought monsters out in the open. We watched the horizon all day while Khalik and his team pulled big rocks from the ground. But there was nothing, at least nothing we saw.”

      She frowned at the setting sun. “If there’s going to be any movement, it’ll probably be tonight.”

      “Well, that’s a fun thought… It’s just been a wagon load of fun thoughts today,” Alex paused. “Listen… if anything happens to me, I want you to take care of Seli—”

      His words were silenced by a gloved finger pressed to his lips. “Don’t. Nothing’s going to happen to you. Nothing’s going to happen to me.”

      “Look, if it’s a fight, I’d bet on us, even if the odds are against us…” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Like how we beat the hive-queen, right? But an ambush at the right time or something random like that explosion could… well, we can’t do anything about that.”

      She frowned. “True… but… I don’t know what to say to that. Except maybe just pray to the Traveller it doesn’t happen.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “She seems to be protecting us so far… Maybe she’ll keep watching out for us.”

      “I’m sure she is.” Theresa smiled. “Now… it’s getting dark and cold. Let’s get behind the walls. We can get something to eat. Maybe talk for a while by the fire. Have a warm cup of pine needle tea. Chase some of those dark thoughts away, even for a moment. Then tomorrow, it’ll be a new day.”

      Alex thought about that.

      With a deep breath, he drank in the moment.

      He’d learned a mana-regeneration technique suited for wizards with far larger mana pools and experience. He’d made 20% more progress with a blood magic spell in only a partial day of practice. He’d started teaching Claygon the Spear-and-Oar dance. He’d talked to Shale and sowed the seeds of future plans.

      And right now, he was holding the woman he loved.

      All in all, it had been a good day.

      He could let go of ghosts. For a little while.

      “You’re right, Theresa.” He gave her a long kiss. “Let’s just enjoy the night as best we can. The dark things in the world will keep for one night.”

      Holding hands, Alex and Theresa walked toward the encampment, followed by Claygon.

      They didn’t give a second thought to the birds flying above.
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      Things were sliding further out of control.

      Shrouded on the canopy of a tree—crouched among leaves of red and brown—the final Hunter watched the clouds drift, its eyes fixed on the dark sliver of dissipating smog.

      It snarled at it.

      Earlier that morning, an explosion had rocked the land.

      A force stuck the earth hard enough to shake the leaves from the trees. The cloud of black smoke had risen high into the air, and an intensity of mana had erupted. Such power. It had shaken the Hunter and frightened its hag allies.

      Through their bird-spies, the hags and their helpers watched the event far more closely. The flash of light had blinded some of their spies and sent them shrieking with overwhelmed mana senses. And now, the two sisters had gone to work, calling more shambling plant monsters to do their will.

      And so, the Hunter would get to work too.

      It was reluctant to beg the Ravener for more forces to crush these new enemies. It had no desire to give its master more cause for doubt. But after the explosion, one thing was clearer: these mortals were more powerful and dangerous than was healthy. It would need more help.

      Turning to a nearby worker-spider, the Hunter growled: “Return home to your dungeon. Instruct your core to make me a hive-queen.”
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      A massive demon burst into the world through a column of fire and brimstone.

      The flames crackled with an evil intelligence, clawing at the invisible walls of the summoning circle and hissing their rage when they couldn’t break free. Within the inferno, a shadowy form materialized. Arms the size of tree trunks. Legs as thick as temple columns. A towering height—approaching twenty-five feet tall—scraped the soaring chamber ceiling.

      A snarl twisted the Lurker’s face, the flame demon’s scales—like burning rubies—bristled with wrath. Light burned through its eyes as miniature suns, and lightning crackled between six horns crowning a misshapen skull as it raised a fist the size of Alex’s torso.

      Boom!

      With a rumbling growl, the fist clenched and struck the invisible barrier. “Release me, summoner! Now!” it demanded, its demonic language piercing the ear with sharp, alien syllables. “If you do not, then when I free myself from this circle, mortal, you—”

      “Mortal?” Baelin repeated the word—a note of amusement in his voice—using the demon’s own language with perfect pronunciation. “How presumptuous of you. Perhaps those lights in your eyes are not nearly as piercing as they look.”

      His flippant tone only stoked the demon’s rage. Its flame flared so brightly, Alex couldn’t look at it directly. Sweating from a heat that seemed to reach his soul, he took a quick look at Claygon calmly standing at the edge of the room. He was there if Alex needed him, a calm presence in stark contrast to the demon’s rage.

      “You court death,” the Lurker said. “You call me to this realm. You insult me… I don’t know how you mustered the power to summon one such as I, but know that no bargain will save you. I will find your name and—”

      “I give it freely. Have you heard the name—” The ancient wizard uttered a strange sound. A cloud of syllables that defied understanding—an entire book’s worth of words all condensed into a single noise. While Alex was trying to puzzle out any meaning, the Lurker in flame let out what sounded like a gasp.

      “You! What… what do you want?” Its tone changed, fear now apparent in its voice.

      “Would you look at that, respect! A much better way to begin this hopefully short relationship.” Baelin smiled. “Have you ever heard of a Hannar-Cim? Or—”

      The ancient wizard asked the demon a flurry of questions slowly and calmly while Alex watched. It answered no each time, growing more flustered and fearful.

      “I do not know anything about this Hannar-Cim!” the demon growled with dread. “But I do know that my liege, Ezaliel, harbours a grudge against you.”

      “I also know that,” Baelin said, his voice pleasant. “For the moment, that holds no interest for me. Do you have anything else to say?”

      “No, that is all I know! Please, have mercy!”

      With a sigh, Baelin waved a hand. “Very well. Begone, then.”

      There was a whoosh, like air being sucked from a glass vessel, then the circle collapsed, disappearing in a puff of foul-smelling smoke.

      “Another failure,” the ancient wizard said. “But that is the way of things.”

      “Great,” Alex muttered in irritation. “Guess it’s my turn?”

      “Indeed.” Baelin strolled to his desk, picking up a deep mug of hot cocoa teleported from his favourite cocoa bar in Sengezi. The late moonlight poured through the towering office windows, making the chancellor’s shadow fall long across the floor. “More cocoa?”

      “How could I say no, Chancellor?” Alex said, preparing to conjure a lesser demon.

      He checked his mana reserves; over the last few hours of demon summoning, he’d drained his pool twice, refilling it each time using his new technique. His fibres were building a tolerance to the hyper-stimulation, but were still being stressed. They’d take a current one more time before he’d need to rest them for the night. Falling into himself, he began running his mana through the fibres, enjoying the rush of power.

      “You seem to be getting quite the handle on Hsekiu’s technique,” Baelin said between sips. “I trust it’s serving you well?”

      “It’s great,” Alex said. “I’ve been using it for a few days now, and the longer practice time is helping me learn Rejuvenating Sleep faster.”

      “Ah… Rejuvenating Sleep,” Baelin said with a nostalgic note in his voice. “I might have known you’d have an interest in that, what with all your reflections on power recently.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Rejuvenating Sleep is a spell wizards who obsess over power are often inclined to attempt. It does not always help everyone, but it can be a path to gaining a considerable amount of time in one’s day,” the chancellor said. “If I multiplied the sheer amount of time I lost to sleep before such spells existed, it would add up to a depressing number. Possibly the range of an average lifetime or two.”

      “Right… I’ve been kinda wishing I didn’t have to sleep at all.” Alex glanced over at Claygon. “You know, like him.”

      The golem was ‘studying’ his puzzle books quietly and dutifully. These were new ones Alex had asked Selina to borrow from the Junior School’s library. His little sister hadn’t needed much convincing to get in on what was unofficially called ‘Operation: Cultured Claygon.’ The thought of an educated Claygon thrilled her, and she’d taken to reading storybooks to him after her studies were finished for the day. The hulking construct would silently crouch beside her while she read, but no one knew whether or not he was actually listening.

      If he was, Selina’s story times meant a nice bit of variety in his ‘learning curriculum.’ After all, having him look at the same puzzle books repeatedly sounded less like a good way to nurture his mind and more of a way to nurture madness. Selina’s stories had also inspired Alex to teach Claygon his letters once his mind was fully formed. The idea of a golem that knew how to read wouldn’t have been too thrilling to wizards like Minervus, but Alex thought it’d be pretty cool.

      “There’s a lot for him to learn,” he said. “And he has all the time in the world to do it.”

      “Do not envy those made of clay and magic, Alex.” Baelin put his cup down. “Mortality has its own benefits. Death is a gift to some. The monotony of one’s own heartbeat becomes… too much for many.”

      “Well, Claygon’s heart is made of hope, dreams and incredible magic power, so it’s a lot more interesting than mine. Plus, he doesn’t need sleep, like I said, and that’s pretty cool.”

      Alex considered the benefits he could get from Rejuvenating Slumber.

      “Hopefully, my sleep time’ll cut way down since sleeping means a lot of time wasted, and for now, time is immutable. I have a lot I want to get done, and there just aren’t enough hours in the day to do it all.”

      He looked at the empty area of Baelin’s office where he’d soon be summoning another demon. “Kinda like this in a way. There’s got to be a way to find Hannar-Cim faster, or someone that either knows her or knows something about her!”

      “Patience, Alex, patience,” Baelin said. “A Proper Wizard takes the time they need to accomplish what needs to be done, as long as the task is worthy.”

      “What if we don’t have time?” Alex asked.

      “Then a Proper Wizard creates the time,” Baelin countered. “We will find your Hannar-Cim eventually. We will combine perseverance with evolving strategy. Do not let thoughts of sudden explosions make you believe that there is a need for hurry when there is none.”

      By this point, Alex wasn’t surprised that Baelin had seen to the heart of his troubled thoughts so quickly. “Yeah, I’m trying to think that way but… By the way, did you learn anything when you checked out the explosion site?”

      “Only that there was no poison.”

      “Poison?” Alex cocked his head.

      “A member of my cabal once warned me of certain… energetic effects leaving invisible poisons in the air. But there was none of that, fortunately. Only the potential for progress lingers.”

      “Right…” Alex said, knowing better than to ask more. As far as he knew, no one on campus knew anything about Baelin’s cabal, and nobody asked. He wouldn’t be the one pushing his head into a bear’s den with unwise questions. “So… what kind of poison?”

      Baelin gave him a long look. “Suffice to say, it does not matter. There is none of it at the site of the explosion. Enough of that for now. Already, Professor Jules and the other professors are discussing applications for this new discovery. If applied properly, a combination of chaos essence and dungeon core remains could be an incredible power source. Not to mention a fine weapon.”

      “Maybe too fine,” Alex said. “I dunno… Maybe folk said the same thing when the fireball spell was invented.”

      “As a matter of fact, they did, by my recollection. At the time, some foresaw a world where every wizard would simply consume anything that annoyed them in a raging inferno. Some did, of course, but soon others came to recognize that those who threw fireballs were still—in fact—vulnerable to other fireballs themselves. Or arrows. Spears. Claws. Or any other tool of death. Worry not for the progress of the tools of violence, my young friend. Worry as to whether or not they can be used against you. Now then, shall we continue?”

      Alex yawned, holding his hand over mouth. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Hm, quite the yawn there. Perhaps you are pressing yourself too hard? Shall we break until another time? As I said, there is no hurry.”

      ‘Easy to think when you’re immortal,’ Alex thought.

      “I’m still good to go. I have plenty of mana left,” was what he actually said.

      “But what of your mental fatigue? You do not know Rejuvenating Slumber just yet.”

      “I’m 85% of the way there,” the young wizard said. The past few days practicing helped him make lightning-fast progress. “I’ll get there soon.”

      “Indeed. But that day is not today,” Baelin said. “When did you get up this morning?”

      “Get up?” Alex asked. “I went right from a shift at Shale’s to practicing Rejuvenating Sleep, then to class, then doing things at home, then here.”

      The chancellor frowned. “No wonder you are yawning. Go home for the night.”

      “Yeah, but it’s just temporary,” Alex said. “I’ll crunch for a bit and learn Rejuvenating Slumber, which’ll give me a lot of extra time. It’ll be worth it.”

      “Hm, not if your health collapses. And I do not think summoning demons while exhausted is a good idea. Even with me present. Go home, Alex.”

      “Come on, I just—”

      “Prepare to be teleported.”

      Baelin raised his hands.

      “No wai—”

      There was a rush of teleportation magic. Alex felt a lurch in his belly. Images rapidly flew by.

      And then cool air touched his skin.

      He and Claygon were suddenly standing in front of Alex’s insula.

      “Dammit, Baelin,” Alex swore at the ancient wizard… from the safety of distance. For a heartbeat, he considered marching right back to the chancellor’s office, but quickly dismissed the thought. Very quickly.

      Still, he had too much energy to sleep.

      Almost out of spite, he walked away from the insula, heading to a copse of trees nearby. There he sat down beside Claygon and opened up Rejuvenating Slumber.

      “Alright.” He cracked his knuckles. “Fifteen percent left and I’ve got a pool full of mana. Let’s see how this goes.”

      Despite fatigue, Alex concentrated on the magic circuit, studying it closely. Spite was powerful fuel as it turned out, and he found his fatigue slipping away. Driving himself through the spell array, he made steady progress and recorded each advancement.

      After three tries: 86%.

      After five: 87%.

      After another two: 89%.

      Then another five: 92%.

      To his frustration, he got stuck at 92%, making no progress for ten tries in a row.

      Then… attempt twenty-six: 93%.

      Another try: 94%.

      Two more: 96%.

      Four more: 98%.

      While his mana was running low, his determination wasn’t.

      Two more: 99%.

      Then finally…

      A strange calm fell over him as the magic circuit completed. Mana rushed through his body, relaxing every vessel, organ, and sinew. Alex felt like he was sinking in a sea of soft sand.

      Perhaps casting that particular spell outdoors in the middle of a stand of trees hadn’t been the best idea.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was shining on the back of Alex’s neck when he woke up. Maybe the burning sensation had been one of the things that woke him.

      “Wha—” he groaned, prying the side of his face from the tree root he’d collapsed on.

      His clothes were covered in branches and dust, while his body and head felt… absolutely amazing. He felt better and more refreshed than he had in days.

      Despite having passed out on the hard ground.

      He looked up at Claygon. “Thanks for watching over me, buddy. Now I’m about to become a hell of a lot more like you.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few days, Alex combined Rejuvenating Slumber with skills he developed through the Mark: skills that helped with sleep. Images of specific breathing techniques he used for meditation, along with ways he’d stretched his muscles, and a sleeping position that conformed to his body, came to him. All came together, and sleep grew more restful, and more efficient.

      The following night, he stayed awake until morning. The night after, he awoke fully rested with the moon still high in the sky.

      And after another day of practice? He reached his goal.

      He woke up feeling fresh, checked his new timekeeper and realized what he’d accomplished.

      After only two hours of sleep, he’d had enough rest to leave him feeling fully rested in body and mind.

      By pairing the Mark with Rejuvenating Slumber, he now only needed two hours to feel as refreshed as after a long night’s sleep.

      Alex wanted to scream in victory, but all he could do was a few silent fist pumps since Brutus, Selina and Theresa were still sound asleep.

      And he got to work.

      Using stealth to move to his desk, he opened up the spell-guide for Warp Flesh and pulled out a notebook, flipping to the last page he’d written on. There, his progress was recorded as: 25% after only a few days. What a difference being able to quickly regenerate his mana was making. At this rate, he’d likely finish learning the spell in a couple more days.

      And then?

      Then he would combine Warp Flesh, the mana manipulation technique from Ito’s Spiral, and the framework of Hsekiu’s technique to test out a theory.

      If his idea worked—he could achieve a level reached by almost no one. A culmination of skill, knowledge, mana and physical training with one goal…

      Peak strength. A concentration of strength experienced by very few.
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            Warping Flesh

          

        

      

    

    
      The idea had come from meat, which was a bit strange.

      Meat wasn’t exactly inspirational, unless someone was looking to create a new dish or an artistic taxidermy object for their library. Alex, however, hadn’t been inspired to make a new culinary breakthrough, and he didn’t have a library.

      The idea for a new physical breakthrough had sparked and was burning in his mind as he practiced Warp Flesh in his room by moon and forceball light. He was filled with energy after a two-hour session of Rejuvenating Sleep and was thinking about the image of power that awakened some weeks ago when he’d climbed the winding stairs to Val’Rok’s office.

      It was the professor’s lunch that motivated the idea currently playing in his head. Sparked from a hunk of meat from the mana manipulation professor’s midday meal, which he’d compared to the fibres that made up the edges of a wizard’s mana pool. The lizardfolk wizard had described how a pool’s fibres became hyper-stimulated when a current was passed through them, generating more mana in the process.

      That birthed the curious thought in Alex’s mind and led to some investigating.

      A mana pool’s fibres’ function was to produce mana, so they poured more mana out when hyper-stimulated.

      And what were the fibres for in a muscle’s typical functions: to lift, pull, support…

      …and grow.

      What would happen if they were hyper-stimulated in the same way? He remembered one of his first alchemy lessons from Professor Jules:

      “Body enhancement potions work by pouring mana directly into the body, in order to temporarily energize its processes,” she’d said. “This can result in increased strength, speed or vitality, or all of the above if higher grade versions of the potions are used…” She’d gone on to say that even the focused versions enhance the entire body: “One simply uses particular ingredients and mana manipulation to focus that enhancement on a single physical aspect. For example, increasing strength.”

      He also remembered another anecdote Professor Jules used in that same class:

      “The Tauzhian Empire used to make a practice of raising a caste of children into a sort of ‘enhanced warrior’ through a careful regime of training, diet and a constant supply of relatively low-grade body enhancement potions.”

      It was similar to what Kybas was doing for Harmless, fuelling his growth with mushroom-based body enhancement potions. Alex hadn’t seen his friend or the little crocodile for a while, but—last time they’d met up for lunch—Harmless’ body wasn’t exactly little anymore. Kybas’ steady supply of body enhancement potions had done wonders.

      But could body enhancement potions help adults grow muscle?

      Someone must have tried it before.

      Alex had scoured the library, looking at books on alchemy and anatomy in between practice and study sessions. He’d learned that long-dead wizards had tried to use body enhancement and various magics to increase muscle growth.

      The results had been… less than exciting.

      There was the case of the Tauzhian Empire, but their process had been dependent on a now extinct plant. Trying to replicate their results with modern potion recipes would be extremely expensive, plus the subjects used for the process were children. Still, over the centuries and millennia, the lure of developing the body had tempted others to consider various experiments.

      An anecdote on one process that created bloodwalkers—creatures Baelin had mentioned in one of their first conversations about the Irtyshenan Empire—had caught Alex’s eye. It was a brief reference in an account about how such a creature was found in the forests of Kymiland to the empire’s west. A monster similar to the clawed beasts that attacked Patrizia DePaolo’s ball.

      Unfortunately, the books had little more to teach about them:

      The process to create bloodwalkers is one of the most highly guarded secrets in all the Empire, which is quite a feat in that land of secrets. They say that even the archons, provincial generals, nobility and knights do not know what strange recipes and combinations go into the creation of each bloodwalker. Only those in the dour order of bloodwalkers themselves know what strange alchemy and flesh-warping is used to transform mortalkind into supernatural monster killers.

      Even less is known of the peculiar concoctions that bloodwalkers craft from their enemies’ vital fluids and organs to increase their strength over time. Many have died trying to gain those secrets. Many more have died to keep them.

      Then there were other processes listed, though with scant details. Alchemical baths. Immersion in dragon blood. Vivisection. Implantation of magical items into the flesh. Transmutation magic. Soul-switching into another body. All of these either had flaws, limited uses, were expensive, called for legendary ingredients, or were inaccessible to him.

      The only simple and somewhat accessible method for physical enhancement he could’ve tried was from a case in Generasi from two centuries ago. In those ancient times, an athlete and member of the aristocratic class had contracted with an alchemist to provide him with a constant supply of body enhancement potions, which he’d guzzle while training for the Games of Roal.

      A year and a small fortune later saw him taking the gold medal in the land race. He’d recorded his progress and found there’d been a 30% increase in the rate at which he’d built his strength and muscle size. And considering the thousands of gold pieces spent, it really wasn’t all that impressive.

      Others pursuing physical strength had tried body enhancement spells while training instead, and while many of them claimed they’d grown much faster using these methods, any permanent increase in strength was found to have no statistically significant advantage over regular exercise.

      In the end, most textbooks he’d looked at concluded that body enhancement magic and alchemy for permanent growth was far more effective on those still growing—like children—not adults.

      ‘No wonder Kybas was desperate to get his hands on a potion supply before Harmless finished growing,’ Alex had thought after one particularly fruitless research session.

      What he’d learned was that others had tried various methods, but so far, he hadn’t found any account of anyone attempting something similar to the mad idea brewing in his head.

      Alex then turned his attention from the few failed methods he’d found, hoping to find something useful in the study of body mechanics. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been that much available on the workings of muscle fibres. A few wizards had looked at muscle tissue through picoscopes or their archaic precursors, but most held little interest in mundane body mechanics.

      The one exception in the group were blood magic practitioners.

      Blood mages had entire bookshelves on anatomy, containing incredibly detailed studies on the humanoid body. Some of the findings they’d published were actually quite gruesome and not ethical in the least. Page after page of very detailed diagrams well-suited to nightmares. As Baelin and Jules previously implied, wizards had done terrible things to gain knowledge and power, and those of the past weren’t so constrained by modern laws or ethics.

      Theirs were the old ways.

      Ways that authors of some textbooks seemed nostalgic for. In sidebars, they’d commented that: modern ethics in research slowed progress when it came to the accumulation of knowledge.

      ‘Professor Jules would have some pretty pointed things to say about that,’ Alex had thought while in the library turning page after page and finding very realistic diagrams that would’ve made most lose their lunch. ‘And I’d agree with her. Ethics and safety are important… Mana vampires and Ravener-spawn excluded. Actually, pretty much anything that tries to kill me excluded. Gotta admit, though, there’s a lot of useful information in some of these studies.’

      He’d eventually found a book that talked about the mechanics of muscle growth gained through exercise, which detailed how muscles tore themselves down then rebuilt. It explained that stressing a muscle by repeatedly lifting something heavy, caused micro-tears to the muscle fibres, which the body repaired with larger, stronger fibres over a period of days. There was a balance. Too little exertion meant too few, or even no tears to make the muscle fibres increase in strength or size. As Baelin had said, things only developed in the face of necessity, and if the body didn’t need to grow stronger to meet physical demands, it wouldn’t. To build strength, it needed a challenge.

      ‘No wonder I was so skinny when I was a baker,’ Alex had thought while going through the text. ‘Didn’t need to push my muscles much unless I was lifting sacks of flour. There was only that one assistant who worked the early shift at McHarris’ who was fit, but he also worked as an apprentice stonemason. Everyone else was pretty average.’

      A couple of the textbooks held information gathered from some gruesome and highly unethical studies explaining how too much exertion could cause extreme muscle breakdown and create tears so large, they wouldn’t recover properly.

      That let him understand why when he’d focused the Mark on helping him create a training routine more than a year ago, it had guided him to rest as well as train. Khalik also confirmed that resting between training was key.

      The book also detailed exactly how muscle contractions caused micro-tears.

      ‘That’s why the Mark kept showing me images of squeezing my muscles when I trained,’ Alex had thought. ‘Now… how do I apply this knowledge?’

      He’d thought about Warp Flesh.

      Professor Hak had warned the class not to use that spell on themselves:

      

      “Imagine trying to perform a delicate or intricate task with your hands wrapped in a pair of thick, locked gauntlets. You’d find it quite impossible to do anything requiring dexterity. The same applies to this spell; you can make simple changes such as moving, folding or growing skin, twisting muscles, breaking bone, tearing flesh and joints in your own body or even someone else’s, but, if any of you are imagining yourself sculpting your face or physique into statuesque proportions, then I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until your final year. True shapeshifting spells aren’t first-tier spells; they’re at best fifth-tiers.”

      She’d continued her warning:

      “The other limit to note is that changes achieved through Warp Flesh are only temporary. The body is… springier than you might imagine, and generally wants to cleave to its natural shape. Using Warp Flesh is like bending a sapling. Sure, the tree will curve for a time, but springs back to its natural position as soon as you release it. Unfortunately, damage caused by the spell is permanent, in the same way that bending a sapling enough to break the trunk will leave it broken.”

      Based on what she’d said, it sounded like Warp Flesh would be useless for building one’s body since its effects were temporary. But muscle tears—even micro-tears—were obvious damage that came with a benefit.

      Wouldn’t their warping remain?

      Taking an in-depth look through the textbooks, he’d discovered he hadn’t been the first wizard to consider that idea. Others tried using Warp Flesh to make micro-tears in muscle fibres, but while they’d succeeded in creating the micro-tears, the tears hadn’t stopped at micro and rapidly grew into mega-tears.

      The crudeness of Warp Flesh had been a problem for them.

      But would it be a problem for him?

      After all, Alex had something those other wizards didn’t have: the Mark of the Fool. At first, he’d been afraid it would actually stop his plan since creating micro-tears might be considered a form of harm. But while thinking things through before wasting time on a plan the Mark abruptly put a halt to, he remembered it had helped him create his workout routine. He tore his muscle fibres down all the time with its blessing. Besides, since the mortal body tore down and renewed as a normal function of life, if it wanted to put up any objections, he’d already be a corpse, and that would be the end of the Mark too. Plus, it didn’t interfere with him swatting living things like bugs. Muscle fibres were a hell of a lot smaller than insects.

      So, it seemed the Mark would be with him, not rebel and fight him.

      It already let him master mana manipulation surprisingly fast. Warp Flesh enabled a blood mage to apply mana manipulation techniques to their lifeforce directly. Combining that with the Mark might guide him to a level of deftness with the spell once considered impossible. That was what he was hoping for.

      Which was why he was now in his room learning Warp Flesh as quickly as he could.

      His plan was: start off by learning the spell.

      Then practice with it. First on something nasty like a biting insect, then graduate to something bigger, like… one of his own smaller muscles; one that wouldn’t cripple him if things went horribly wrong. If his hypothesis and calculations were right—he’d use Warp Flesh to run a mana current through his muscle fibres, hyper-stimulating them while training. That should cause controlled hyper-contractions and create a significant amount of micro-tears.

      Then, he’d recover.

      By hyper-stimulating his muscles while they rebuilt and using Warp Flesh to lightly stimulate them with a mana current, using Mana-to-Life to feed them life energy, an enormous amount of food to fuel him from a formulated diet, and guidance for recovery from the Mark—he could see growth happening that would shatter its natural limits.

      And if this plan worked for muscle fibres? He could try running the same current through his tendons while stretching to increase flexibility. And on his bones while weightlifting to increase their density.

      The results, hopefully?

      An utter physical transformation.

      He wouldn’t need to rely on enhancement spells or Haste potions to dodge attacks, redirect blows or even overpower monsters. And if he cast body enhancement spells over himself? With any hope, he’d be able to give Cedric a run for his money. A damn good run.

      The downside was that this plan was mana intensive, which would’ve been a problem… if he didn’t have Hsekiu’s technique to turn him into a giant mana fountain. With his mana pool full, Alex poured his all into Warp Flesh until the sun rose. Then before class. Then after class.

      And finally, days later…

      “What has you so excited today?” Prince Khalik asked, stretching in the gymnasium. “I swear, I thought demons had invaded again with the way you were pounding on my door.”

      In the light of morning sun streaming through tall windows, Alex Roth grinned. His right pinkie toe twitched from gruelling experimentation using the Mark, and his now mastered Warp Flesh spell.

      “Training,” he said, feeling mana rumbling in his pool. His mana fibres tingled in anticipation. “A special kind of training.”
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            A Special Kind of Training

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re doing what?” Khalik raised both eyebrows.

      “It’s very simple!” Alex’s excited voice rang with a touch of mania as he quickly slid steel plates onto a heavy bar. “I’m turning myself into a giant mana generator so I can tear my muscle fibres down and rebuild them stronger, faster and better than ever. In other words, I’ll be cracking my limits like eggs for breakfast!” His eyes gleamed.

      The prince’s mouth opened and closed like a dying fish before he threw his head back and filled the vast space with booming laughter. Exercisers looked over, their faces in different stages of annoyance, which prompted Khalik to muffle his laughter… but only slightly. “You do realize that this is quite insane, do you not?”

      “Absolutely!”

      Clang!

      Alex slid the last plate on the bar and secured it. “That’s what makes it fun. Besides, what seems insane today might be paradigm-shifting in the future. I mean, think about it: imagine how insane the first person to make cheese must’ve seemed? Like some ancient barbarian saying to his friend—”

      Alex deepened his voice. “—Oh yeah, not worry, Urgtog! Gorgor’s plan be big smart! Me take milk from goat and cow and me leave milk in dark place to go so bad it solid. Then it real good to eat! Try some, Urgtog—Why is Urgtog trying to stab me with sharp rock?”

      Khalik sighed, cupping his face in his hand. “Take care how you mock our collective ancestors, Alex. I’m sure they are rolling in their… graves? Funeral mounds? Cairns? In any case, wherever they are in the ground and after-world, they are rolling in some way.”

      “Probably with laughter.” Alex shrugged. “Why would the ancient dead be offended?”

      “Ask that of the untold enraged ghosts, spectres, phantoms, angry mummies, liches, and other undead who haunt our world seeking to satisfy their rage on the living.”

      “Eh, they don’t count.” Alex waved a hand dismissively. “We’ve fought skeletons that tried to kill us. I don’t listen to the opinions of shit that tries to kill us. And besides that, our ancestors, Khalik? Really? Pretty bold of you to assume that we humans invented cheese.”

      “Oho? And who do you suppose did, then?” The prince placed his hands on his hips. “Deities? I suppose some call the food divine, but I have my doubts as to an actual connection there.”

      “Maybe dragons,” Alex said. “Or one of the beastfolk races—”

      A snort came from somewhere near the prince and young Thameish wizard. A broad-shouldered bear beastman shook his head as he passed them.

      “Only humans would be dumb enough to invent and eat spoiled milk,” he grunted.

      Khalik and Alex stared after him for a moment.

      Then the prince shrugged. “He has a fair point. And speaking of dumb…” He looked at the barbell Alex had set up. “Were we actually going to do this special training? Or are we just going to stand here, having the world’s most idiotic conversation about cheese until someone rightfully removes us from the gymnasium.”

      “Yeah, good point.” Alex headed to a nearby bucket filled with loose chalk where he dipped his hands in—followed by Khalik—and rubbed the white powder over his fingers and palms. The chalk would absorb moisture, keep their grip on the barbell secure, and spare their palms from friction.

      “So!” Alex clapped his hands, kicking up a small cloud of white dust. “Could I get you to spot me? I’d like to start by recording my max weight for the chest press, then move on to a few more exercises.”

      “Fair enough!” Khalik agreed, stretching his chest and shoulders. “I shall do the same. It’s been some time since I tested my limit.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow and smirked. “You might not want to do that.” He flexed a powerful bicep. “I’ve been building up lately. You’ll only end up disappointing yourself.”

      Khalik gave him a wide, confident smile. “I have been training my body for most of my life, my friend. You have come to it only lately. You dip your toe in a pond, while I swim the sapphire sea. Tell me, why should the shark fear the minnow?”

      “Yeah, we’ll see how long you keep talking like that.” Alex slid onto the bench, rubbing his hands together while eyeing the bar above him. “I’ve got my last maximum recorded. If I crush it, then I move up.”

      “Perfect,” Khalik said, counting the plates. “Three hundred and fifty pounds. Most impressive. Let’s begin.”

      Taking a breath, Alex lifted the heavy barbell off the rack, brought it down to his chest, slowly pressed it back up in one fluid motion, then replaced it while Khalik spotted him.

      “Well done.” The prince nodded in approval.

      “More weight,” Alex said.

      His workout partner added a five-pound plate on either side of the bar.

      Slam.

      Three hundred and sixty pounds. Alex took another deep breath, exhaled, and repeated the controlled movement.

      Slam.

      Three hundred and seventy pounds. He grunted from the increase, his arms shaking from exertion.

      Slam.

      Three hundred and seventy-five pounds. This was where the Thameish wizard began to fail.

      “Come on, you can do it!” Khalik roared, standing by Alex’s head. “Do not let yourself fold now!”

      Alex gritted his teeth.

      “Get that bar up!” The prince positioned his hands under the bar, ready to catch it if Alex’s strength failed. “You can do this! You have fought monsters and demons at my side. Will you let a piece of metal overcome you?”

      With a roar, Alex pushed the bar straight up—his arms shaking and his heart hammering in his chest—and racked it with a heavy clang. “That’s it…” he said. “Best I got.”

      “Well done!” Khalik took his friend by the hand and pulled him up. “Rest for a bit… then it is my turn.”

      Alex stretched his chest and arms for a few minutes then Khalik took his place on the bench. “Are you ready to be embarrassed?”

      Alex grinned. “That’s my line.”

      A few minutes later, he realised it shouldn’t have been his line.

      Slam!

      “Four hundred!” Khalik pumped his fists. “A new record! Hah!”

      “You bastard,” Alex mumbled.

      “Shark.” Khalik pointed at himself. “Minnow.” He pointed at Alex, who swore again.

      “You wouldn’t be grinning and gloating like that if Thundar was here.”

      The prince’s smile faded behind his beard, but his eyes still shone with amusement as he hopped off the bench. “But he is not, is he?”

      While Khalik enjoyed himself, Alex looked past him.

      It could be said that fate had been unkind to Alex Roth in many ways. He’d lost his parents. He’d been branded with a divine Mark he’d never wanted. He’d had to deal with a terrible boss for years. It could also be said that fate had been kind to Alex Roth in other ways. He’d entered Generasi. He’d turned his unwanted Mark into something wonderful. He’d made fantastic friends.

      …and today?

      Today, fate was kind.

      “Thundar!” he called as the minotaur stepped into the gymnasium with perfect timing. “It’s so good to see you, buddy!”

      Khalik’s smile dropped. “Oh, no.”
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        * * *

      

      Slam!

      Thundar placed the bar back on the rack then pumped his fists. “Seven hundred and ten pounds! New record!”

      “I hate all things,” Khalik grumbled, then cleared his throat. “I mean, a fine job, Thundar!”

      “Heh, thanks.” The towering minotaur sat up. “Hey, you guys did good too! Very strong for humans.”

      “Don’t, Thundar, just don’t… you’re killing us,” Alex pleaded. “You sound like you’re consoling a kid for coming in second at the school track meet.”

      “Pffft, you need to be more secure in yourselves!” Thundar clapped both of them on their shoulders. “It doesn’t matter that I’m basically as strong as both of you combined. I mean, we’re wizards. What’s the use of muscle anywa—”

      “I must go to my room,” Khalik interrupted mournfully. “and write to my family. I must warn them that I’ve been mortally wounded, and that my killer is Thundar, son of Gulbiff. Of course, they’ll avenge my cruel death at your hands using the Crimson Mantis, King of Assassins and the greatest contract killer in all the realms south of the Udan Desert…”

      Alex began laughing, remembering the name as Thundar looked at Khalik sceptically.

      “On a more serious note, this is a good day,” Khalik continued. “We have gotten much stronger than we were not so long ago. Hmmm… and speaking of growing strength: with her life enforcement, how strong is Theresa these days, do you think?”

      Alex looked at him very seriously. “I would pay a lot of money not to find out. Watching you and Thundar beat me nearly killed me. If Theresa did too? Well… it’d be really hot, in a way, and I’d be super proud, but it’d also destroy me.”

      “Hah! I get that.” Khalik chuckled. “And what about Grimloch? I wonder how much he lifts these days.”

      Silence followed.

      “Why don’t we all pitch in not to find out,” Thundar suggested. “That’d destroy all of us.”

      “Fair,” Alex and Khalik said at the same time before moving on.

      The three young men went from station to station in the gymnasium, testing their strength in the deadlift, shoulder press, squat, and more. On one hand, Alex felt a lot of pride in what he could do, on the other, a bit of envy:

      375 lbs. - bench press.

      690 lbs. - deadlift.

      650 lbs. - squat.

      305 lbs. - shoulder press.

      1500 - push-ups.

      The pride was at how much physical progress he’d made.

      In about a year and a half, he’d gone from being a skinny eighteen-year-old collapsing on the floor of the Red Siren after a few push-ups, to a young man who’d be considered one of the strongest men in all of Alric. And it was all due to the Mark’s fantastic, hyper-efficient training, diet, and resting tips.

      The envy came from Khalik’s and Thundar’s max weight being higher than his.

      His competitive spirit surfaced. He wouldn’t let himself remain in third place for long.

      “Okay,” he said when they’d finished testing their limits. “Let me get started. Since this’ll be the first time I’m trying this process on my entire body… if I suddenly turn green and fall over twitching, just take me to the infirmary.”

      “We’ll throw you in a ditch.” Thundar laughed.

      “Thanks.” Alex glared at him. “Alright… here goes…”

      Taking a deep breath, he cast Warp Flesh, guiding his way through the Mark’s interference. An unfamiliar feeling came over him when the magic circuit connected to his lifeforce. His body tingled as the spell started warping his physical form.

      Carefully, he reached into his muscles, using the Mark and past trial and error to guide him to the fibres. Now came the tricky part. Warp Flesh was a clumsy spell, as Professor Hak had warned, but the Mark had shown him several tricks to refine it enough for one simple task.

      Making entrance and exit pathways in his muscle fibres.

      He established paths for mana currents through each of his muscle groups until he touched every muscle.

      Then, closing his eyes, he let his mana connect to them.

      A grunt escaped as every muscle locked, sending a burst of agony ripping through him, but he focused and targeted, easing off the mana, calming the hyper-stimulation.

      The pain faded, dimming until all that remained was a slight burn throughout his body.

      Khalik gasped. “Alex… your skin!”

      “Yeah… it does that.” The Thameish wizard looked down and took a shuddering breath. Just like his little toe, his skin had turned a deep red as blood rushed to every muscle at once. Sweat dripped from his pores, trying to cool him.

      With another groan, he ran Hsekiu’s technique through his mana pool, then cast Mana-to-Life. Soothing energy instantly flowed from his pool and spread like rivulets.

      The pain faded further, but a new tension filled his muscles. Like they were vibrating with each tiny contraction. Alex stretched.

      “Alright!” He chugged a potion of endurance and felt the power settle in, increasing his stamina. “Let’s train.”

      Khalik rubbed his hands. “I thought we’d never start.”

      The three friends jumped into a brutal training routine. There were heavy weights. Obstacle courses. There was climbing. Running. Jumping.

      All the while, current ran through Alex’s muscles, hyper-stimulating every fibre. Each of his fitness records was shattered—including his max lifts—with every repetition torching muscle mass. As the routine progressed, the pain progressed—even through a constant drip of Mana-to-Life—and his strength waned.

      The micro-tears were multiplying quickly, and after some ninety minutes maintaining their brutal pace, he had to call it a day. Agony was boiling through his body, and his muscles felt like someone had enthusiastically taken a forge hammer to them. Every movement made them scream, ensuring an awareness of muscles he never knew he had. The last straw came when he bent over to pick up his bag and seized up like a rusted hinge. Alex had to instruct Claygon to pick him up and carry him home.

      Whenever Claygon took a step, Alex groaned; whenever Alex groaned, Thundar and Khalik laughed, eventually doubling over with tears running down their faces.

      “This is the best part of the workout!” Thundar remarked between fits of laughter.

      To Alex, it felt like it took several lifetimes before they reached the insula.

      He didn’t stop groaning even after his golem had deposited him in bed, where he remained, feeding himself with a pair of Wizard’s Hands while keeping a low-level mana current running through his muscles. Mana-to-Life fed his lifeforce, and over the course of a couple of hours, he felt the burn subsiding into a low tingle. An odd… energy built, as aches and exhaustion decreased enough for him to use the Mark to slip into a meditative state. The world passed him by as his body rebuilt.

      Alex was at peace.

      He felt serene.

      He felt… insistent stabbing pains clawing at his belly. Famished. Really famished. Hunger like he’d never felt before. His stomach burned and growled, refusing to be ignored. Alex grabbed his gut. ‘The way you’re growling, you’d think I hadn’t fed you in days!’ He was starting to feel sick.

      “I guess I underestimated how much fuel I’d need.”

      Near Alex’s door, Brutus contentedly gnawed on a soupbone, and for a mad, desperate moment, he considered calling the cerberus over and snatching the bone, but quickly dismissed the idea. ‘You’re starving, not crazy,’ he thought, then weakly called out to Selina and Theresa, begging them to get him a load of meat, fish, vegetables, rice and potatoes from a nearby restaurant: piles of the right fuel for his changing body.

      They were gone and back in no time, though it felt like forever to the famished Fool. When Alex had reached the point where Brutus’ bone seemed to be shouting his name, the apartment door opened and the heavenly scent he’d been longing for drifted into his room.

      “Help… me…” he called weakly.

      A few minutes later, Selina appeared at his door like one of the saviours of Thameland with a heaping tray of food.

      “Here’s your food, Alex.” She brought it in, setting it on the bedside table.

      “Thanks, Se—” before he could finish thanking her, Wizard’s Hands dove into the spread, grabbing handfuls and shoving food in his mouth.

      Selina raised an eyebrow as she watched. “Does it hurt?”

      “Yes…” he mumbled between mouthfuls. “But I’ll survive—Wait, what are you doing?”

      With an evil grin, Selina stalked toward him, her finger extended like an assassin’s knife. “I’m gonna poke you.”

      “No! No, no, no!”

      “Yes, yes, yes.” She slowly thrust her finger toward his bicep.

      “No, my darling sister! My wonderful little sister, don’t do this, have mercy—Aaaaaaaaaaargh!” His scream ripped through the insula, scaring birds from a nearby tree.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Khalik gasped as Alex strained on the weight bench, pressing a barbell above his chest.

      The Thameish wizard’s trembling arms were more defined than before. A little larger… and much denser.

      Slam!

      Alex racked the bar.

      “Three hundred and ninety-five!” he roared in triumph. “It works! It bloody works!”
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      Alex’s physique transformed.

      By day two of his gruelling training, blood magic, and mana manipulation regimen, his strength had shot past Khalik’s, much to the prince’s horror.

      “This is it…” Khalik sat on the floor of the gymnasium with his head cupped in both hands. Alex had just pressed four hundred and fifteen pounds. “The natural order of the universe is undone. Up is down. Red is blue. Cats are hyenas, worms are dragons… This is the end.”

      “It’s not the end, buddy.” Thundar patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t take it so hard. Third place in the cabal ain’t too bad. I mean, Alex was in third place a coupla days ago, and now look at him!”

      The minotaur burst out laughing while Khalik slowly looked up.

      Thundar’s glee faded. The look on the prince’s face was flat, like he was seeing a dead body.

      “Wh-what is it?” The minotaur’s eyes darted back and forth. “You’re looking at me like I was in my coffin or something.”

      “Mark my words, Thundar, son of Gulbiff,” Khalik pronounced like he was an oracle predicting the very doom of the world. “What has happened to me can happen to you.”

      The minotaur glanced at Alex who’d sprung up from the weight bench, stretched his chest, and was scurrying over to the kettlebell stand like an excited child. There was indistinct muttering coming from his mouth, and a wild look in his eyes as his biceps flexed when he rubbed his hands together.

      Thundar looked at those thick arms. “Humans can’t get that strong… can they? Not without life enforcement or some crazy magic or something, right?”

      Khalik glanced at Alex, who was swinging a massive iron kettlebell like he could pitch it clear across the room. “Does he look crazy to you?”

      “Yes,” Thundar said without hesitation.

      “Is he using magic to make himself stronger?”

      “I-in a way.”

      Khalik grinned evilly. “Then prepare yourself, because soon, it will happeeeeeen to yoooouuuu—Argh!”

      Thundar pushed the prince over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next few days were spent in Thameland, which put the training routine on hold. Research on the dungeon core remains was progressing steadily, and Professor Jules seemed to have recovered from the explosion.

      Something she’d been working on had her looking like the cat who’d swallowed the canary and she was humming to herself a lot. Whatever it was, she wasn’t telling anyone, only saying vague and annoying things like: “All will be revealed in time.”

      All Alex and his teammates could do was wait.

      The days in Greymoor passed uneventfully, and in no time, Alex and his friends were back in Generasi, training hard. By their third training session, Alex’s numbers had exploded:

      375 → 435 lbs. - bench press.

      690 → 800 lbs. - deadlift.

      650 → 755 lbs. - squat.

      305 → 350 lbs. - shoulder press.

      1500 → 1800 - push-ups.

      The path to transformation hadn’t been painless, however. His body was paying a price for its new strength, and as it grew, it ached from micro-tears, hunger and—after the third session—stabbing pains in his bones and connective tissue. The power in his skeletal muscles was ramping up so fast, that the strength of his bones and attached structures couldn’t keep up.

      If he kept increasing weight without taking care of the structures supporting his muscles, he’d end up doing himself more harm than good.

      He needed a solution.

      Using Warp Flesh, he expanded its power to cycle currents of energy through bone and connective tissue, hyper-stimulating them. That meant less mana for his muscles, but better to slow a bit for now, than spend months on crutches or in traction.

      He also stretched longer and increased what he ate for bone building, and soon, his body reached a better balance—though it wasn’t completely pain free.

      Apart from school, Shale’s, and his other responsibilities, the rest of his time was spent lying down, nursing bone-deep soreness. Being bed-bound meant he had to rely on Theresa and Selina to bring him food… which, when it was Theresa, wasn’t without its own little perks.

      “Hey, are you feeling any better?” Theresa asked one evening, tapping on his bedroom doorframe. She carried a heaping tray of food one-handed like she was serving the taproom in a tavern, and for an instant, Alex was hit with nostalgia.

      He remembered the times the huntress helped out in the common room of her family’s inn in Alric, and how popular those evenings were. Not because of what some of the leering patrons had hoped for: that the detached innkeeper’s daughter would suddenly become bubbly and warm while serving them.

      Quite the opposite, in fact.

      She’d tried to show a bubbly side to her personality when helping out, but she was so terrible, it would often draw snickering—with attempts to hide the laughter—from the regulars.

      Alex never bothered trying to hide his amusement, and he’d often paid for it.

      Now, though, her smile was fond and genuine as she placed the tray by his bedside, then put the back of her hand on his forehead. “You’re warm. Are you sure you’re not sick?”

      “Not even a little bit…” Alex said weakly. “I’m just closed for renovations. Painful, painful renovations.”

      “Aw,” she said, kissing his forehead. “I hope the pain goes away soon. I don’t like seeing you like this.”

      “Hey, it’s no worse than when you were throwing up all that black stuff when—Wait, wait, where’re you going? Come back here.”

      Theresa was straightening up when she paused. “I’m not going anywhere yet.”

      “Come back down here.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What’re you up to?”

      “Come on… come heeeere.”

      She sighed, leaning down. Alex crunched up and kissed her inviting lips. “There. There’s a proper ki—Ow! Ow, my abs! I shouldn’t have done that!”

      He was ready to say something else… but one look at her face made the words die in his throat. She wore an expression… one similar to when she was on a long hunt…

      Similar, but also, very different. It was more intimate, though just as intense. Like the way she’d looked at him on the beach that night in the rain on their very first proper date.

      Alex dropped his eyes down, checking her body language and…

      Oh boy.

      Tension filled the room, fuelled by unspoken words.

      He was abruptly very conscious of how much his body hurt. How helpless he was right now, and Thundar’s teasing about ropes came to mind.

      And then, just as quickly as the tension came, it was gone.

      “Rest up, Alex.” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “When you get better… we really, really need to go on another proper date. It’s been too long… and too few.”

      As she left him alone in his bedroom, Alex strongly considered abandoning his training routine, but that wasn’t his brain working… and it was short-term thinking.

      He’d thank himself once his transformation was complete. He was close.

      Simmering beneath the aches and pains, a well of energy bubbled. A growing source of strength, sturdiness, stamina and flexibility pushed him on.

      Even the night before their return to Greymoor, Alex got in another gruelling training session followed by two hours of Rejuvenating Slumber, which gave him enough recovery time to step through the teleportation circle to Thameland refreshed.

      Neither he nor Theresa said a word about that moment the evening before, but from the probing way Khalik was eyeing them, it seemed he suspected something had happened.

      And it might have, if Alex had been able to move more than six inches without dying at the time.

      That conversation was not one he was ready to have with the prince. But he was lucky, since there was so much to do in Greymoor to keep everyone busy, that there wasn’t much time for conversation. Using magic, the expedition’s seemingly endless tasks had moved ahead by leaps and bounds, and what looked like months of work, had been completed when Alex and his friends were back in Generasi.

      The encampment’s earthen wall had been partially replaced by stone, and another wall—forming part of one of the castle’s outer walls—was almost a quarter complete. Earth mages were digging a moat around it, beginning the first true fortifications. Within the camp, several areas had been cleared out. Construction had begun on the castle’s out buildings, and the demand for stone was higher than ever.

      Watcher Shaw waited to brief the new shift as soon as they arrived, and after the briefing, Khalik and several other earth mages, accompanied by their guards, had immediately departed for the moors.

      A few expedition members watched them leave.

      …and so did the birds.

      The researchers made their way to the research tent for Jules’ briefing on their progress with the dungeon core remains, while Alex fought the jelly-like feeling in his legs.

      Professor Jules had great news to share.

      She announced that the dungeon core remains’ data sheet was complete—as complete as it could currently be, at any rate. She’d once said that no data sheet was ever truly complete, as time and science marched on, there’d always be something new to discover, even about old substances.

      For now, though? They’d learned almost everything they could about the dungeon cores’ material. Yet, their current knowledge still raised new questions.

      …and didn’t answer certain ancient ones.

      “For the life of me, I can’t establish where it came from,” Professor Jules said, squinting at the data sheet and scratching her chin.

      Despite the explosion, it seemed no one had been scared off by the blast and quit the team. Everyone was at the meeting, a little more nervous, but still there.

      “Usually, you can generate a hypothesis of a substance’s origins once you have a data sheet,” Jules went on. “If two substances have very similar properties, then they could come from the same place. It’s not always true, but it can give you something to go on. Up until the explosion occurred, I would have guessed the core remains had come from similar realms and planes where one would find chaos essence… but the reaction of the two substances coming in contact was so violent, it would be impossible for them to co-exist without constant destruction resulting.”

      She tapped the data sheet. “And there are no other substances we know of that have similar properties. The conductivity, the malleability… it’s all over the place.”

      Someone cleared their throat and all heads turned to the small form of Carey London. “As far as I know, we Thameish have tried time and again to determine the origin of our ancient enemy, with nothing but disappointment to show for our efforts. Perhaps the king would know more?”

      “If he did, he’s not telling,” Professor Jules sighed, glancing at the data sheet before putting it down. “We’ll be in two teams today. The first team will come with me: we’ve found that by cutting the sample sizes of chaos essence and dungeon core remains into smaller segments—and cutting them really small—we’ve gotten the energy output down to manageable levels. At least manageable enough so it won’t destroy our equipment… or us.”

      She gave her new golem a cautious look. The professor probably wasn’t eager to see this one melted down. “That said, we won’t be taking any chances doing that kind of experimentation here. We’ve taken additional precautions and built a secondary test site about a mile west of here, complete with an observation bunker to view the explosion from. Again. No chances. I’ll be picking the team very carefully.”

      Her eyes swept her researchers. “The second team will stay here: we have the data sheet completed now. It’s time to see what it can do. I already have some ideas for how we can apply it, but first, I want to see a few applications. It won’t pay to not impress our guests.”

      Murmurs went through the assembled group of researchers.

      “Which guests?” Isolde asked.

      “The Heroes, for one, and representatives of King Athelstan and Court Wizard Errol as well,” Professor Jules said. “We promised to share our information and findings with our allies. And so, we shall.” A light note entered her voice. “Let’s make sure we don’t look like we’ve been twiddling our thumbs all these months!”
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      Isolde and Alex exchanged a look as Professor Jules chose the two teams. All around, whispers and murmuring buzzed through the air like a swarm of bees. It wasn’t every day that royal representatives came calling.

      But Alex had few thoughts to spare for his land’s king.

      After all, most of his life, King Athelstan was just a face he’d seen on objects like coins. Since coming to Generasi, he’d met and become friends with an actual prince. The thought of meeting royalty didn’t amaze him like it once would have. And besides, the folks coming to Greymoor weren’t even the king himself, they were royalty’s unroyal representatives.

      Meeting them quickly passed from his mind.

      Now, the thought of meeting the Heroes again? That was worth some thought.

      “Looks like we get to see our new friends again, eh?” Alex said.

      Isolde went quiet, looking into the distance as though something had caught her interest. “Oh yes, indeed. I do wonder, though, if they will bother speaking with us this time. They really have no reason to, since I doubt Professor Jules will force you to guide them about again, and without that, what reason would they have to spend time with us again? We were passing colleagues that night. They might simply greet us and then move on with their duties.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “You think so?”

      “It is the way of things. Often with nobi—” She paused, turning her attention to Professor Jules.

      “Isolde Von Anmut,” Professor Jules read the noblewoman’s name from the list, catching Alex’s attention when she said, “Carey London,” then continued adding to the team.

      Carey—who’d been in the middle of a conversation with a colleague—acknowledged that she’d heard the professor with an enthusiastic nod, then with a smile, bid her fellow researcher a good day, and went to gather her gear as the professor continued adding to the team.

      “Alexander Roth,” Jules called.

      “Ah, looks like we’re both on Team Explosions,” he said quietly as he and Isolde went for their masks and protective equipment.

      She made a face. “Don’t call it that. You’re cursing us.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “We’re literally going to watch explosions occurring from mixing two of the most mysterious materials in all the planes. Team Explosions kinda fits perfectly.”

      Isolde took her mask off a hook while glaring at Alex. “Such a name implies disaster and uncontrolled detonations.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re a woman of science. Don’t tell me you’re getting superstitious.”

      “Alex. We are wizards. Half of what we do is science, and the other half can only be described as strange and terrible chaos that we barely manage to wring into the shape of science.”

      “Yeah… fair point. Still gonna call us Team Explosions, though.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I hope your legs fall off on the walk there.”

      Now it was his turn to glare. “Don’t say that. They just might.”

      A wicked little smile crossed her lips. “Now who’s being superstitious?”
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        * * *

      

      “By the Traveller,” Alex groaned, his legs wobbling as he trudged along the path. His muscles burned. His bones felt like jelly. “How far is this place? It feels like we’ve been walking for hours!”

      “It has been ten minutes, Alex,” Isolde said, her voice light and cheery.

      “What? That can’t be right. The sun must be baking your brain.”

      She glanced up at the sun shining brightly in the clear blue sky; a rare sight in Greymoor, especially so close to winter. “No, I think not. The temperature is quite cool.”

      “Then something else must be baking your brain, there’s no way we’ve only been walking for ten minutes.”

      “Likely eleven now.”

      He frowned, then called out to Professor Jules, who marched at the head of the column of researchers, Watchers, and medical staff. “Professor! How long have we been walking?”

      The professor checked the time-keeping bracer covering her forearm. “Eleven minutes. Just over halfway there, Mr. Roth.”

      Isolde grinned.

      He glared, then turned to Claygon. “Hey, buddy, could you give me a hand?”

      The golem bent down, scooped up his creator like a child and cradled him in his lower arms.

      Isolde looked absolutely mortified. “Alex, are you really going to allow yourself to be carried like a baby for the rest of the walk?”

      “Goo-goo, ga-ga,” Alex pretended to suck his thumb while reclining in Claygon’s arms.

      “Good lord… such a lack of dignity. Of decorum.” She sniffed.

      “Good thing I’m not a noble, then,” Alex said, remembering she’d been saying something. “Wait, you were saying something earlier about the way nobles are. About quick greetings then moving on?”

      “Ah, yes, that,” Isolde cleared her throat. “Much social interaction among nobility comes with certain… expectations behind them. Certain manipulations. Nobles will greet each other fondly and act as though they were old friends at a summer ball. They feel someone out by testing the waters, getting to know them and testing their measure, then decide whether or not a relationship can be beneficial if pursued.”

      Her expression turned a little sad. “And if there is nothing to be gained, they move on. Another encounter might only be deserving of a quick hello for the sake of appearances. Simply put, time spent talking to someone who one can gain nothing from, can be considered time wasted not speaking to someone of more immediate political value. My family has learned such a dance over time.”

      Alex started to wonder where this was coming from.

      “Ugh, I do have a strong dislike for such behaviour,” a familiar voice spoke.

      Alex craned his neck to look behind Claygon. Carey was near, listening to their conversation. She had a sour expression, like she was thinking of something unpleasant.

      “Do you have experience with such things?” Isolde asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Carey raised her hand palm down, tilting it back and forth. “My family has served Thameland as mayors, magistrates, barristers and other positions of government for nine generations. And, even though we have contact mostly with local nobility, we do know a thing or two about politics! One’s friend today is tomorrow’s stranger. Or even enemy. At a party in the capitol once, my father approached the Mayor of Ussex and greeted him, introducing himself as part of the London family. The man smiled, nodded and said—”

      Carey cleared her throat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, but I’m afraid I don’t want to talk to you because there’s more important people here—Which was rude by most people’s standards!”

      “Indeed, that is truly blunt, even for one who wields great political power.” Isolde shook her head. “And the Heroes wield such power. They might be our age, but I’ve seen even those from humble origins rise to fame in the Rhinean Empire and assume the same dance of… social bartering. Or they become so enamoured with themselves, they do not bother with others. They might pretend to show an interest they do not truly feel, but at the end of the day, they are focused only on themselves.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t think that’s true!” Carey’s voice rose. “The Heroes wouldn’t be so pompous, one would hope!”

      “They didn’t seem that way to me,” Alex said. “I think you’re being paranoid, Isolde.”

      “Perhaps… perhaps not,” she said.

      Alex frowned. There was an odd look on her face… Did her expression have anything to do with her concern about the Heroes rejecting them when they came back to the encampment? He noted her body language. Arms crossed. Head slightly bowed. Stride length increasing.

      Stress? Anxiety?

      Anxiety over what?

      Then a sneaking suspicion dawned on him… One he was too wise to say out loud. One better filed away to maybe bring up later.

      For now, he’d pay close attention to his friend.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they reached the new test site, Alex’s legs had scarcely recovered, punishing him when Claygon put him down. He’d never skipped leg day in his exercise routine, but he was wishing he had. No matter what Khalik said.

      If he could have floated the last few steps to the site, he would have. Each step had become merciless, unending torment. His knees shook, his thighs burned, and his jaw clenched and relaxed repeatedly, as he tried to distract himself by looking over the test site.

      It really didn’t look like much. A wide, barren, flattened area of sand blackened from days of test explosions. Reinforced hills had been raised in a circle around the testing grounds, designed to absorb explosive force and funnel it into the sky.

      A hundred paces away, a squat bunker built of stone enchanted to resist impact and absorb concussion was carved into a hillside. A narrow, horizontal viewing window ran along the front of the bunker to give researchers a front row seat. It was sheltered from the elements; layers of force magic fortified the window, so powerful, Alex could feel them from where he stood.

      No doubt they were Baelin’s handiwork.

      ‘If only the chancellor had made a teleportation circle to get us from camp to here,’ he thought, eyeing the long flight of stone steps leading down to the bunker’s rear entrance. Claygon was obviously way too big to fit in the small space. Alex sighed, trying to think of ways to get down the steps without walking.

      ‘I’d pay a lot of coin to just teleport since you can’t carry me down there, buddy.’ He considered drinking a flight potion and floating into the bunker. Though that would be a waste of a good potion. He couldn’t come up with anything else, so bracing himself and gripping the railing—Isolde smiled as she passed him as if he was standing still—he made his way down step by step, glad that the worst would soon be over.

      It wasn’t.

      There were no seats anywhere to be seen. He’d have to stand there on wobbly legs, observing the explosive reactions of two powerful substances for hours. It wasn’t exactly the same as running, jumping and carrying heavyweights, but right now, his legs saw no difference.

      The concussions from outside didn’t help.

      Through his spyglass, he saw tiny samples being mixed by a golem, mana being added and then…

      Boom!

      Sand and flame blasted through the air.

      The explosions varied in size, depending on what proportions of the substances were used, but they always released a terrific amount of energy. He wondered if he couldn’t give Burn-Saw a nasty surprise with this stuff. Then again, it would definitely be considered a weapon.

      But there were other uses…

      “I think we might’ve found a new power source,” Professor Jules commented after one large detonation. “With small portions of these substances, we could create controlled releases of energy: enough to power large magical machinery. If we do this right, it could become much easier to make magical items that work beyond the reach of Generasi’s mana vents. I wonder what our Thameish friends would think of that. Hear that, Carey and Alex? Your realm might be on the verge of technological and magical revolution.”

      “How delightful!” Carey said.

      “Urrrrgh,” Alex groaned.

      To keep from toppling over, he’d been dividing his attention between recording his observations of each flare, flash, and blast resulting from combining the two substances, and using Mana-to-Life on his legs.

      Even so, the spell only dulled the pain. It didn’t make it disappear.

      After the first hour passed, he was sweating.

      After two, he wished he’d never come up with anything called a special kind of training.

      After three, he wished he’d never started training at all.

      After four, he regretted ever leaving Alric, and started wondering if a life working in McHarris’ bakery might not have been so bad after all.

      ‘I’m going mad,’ Alex thought, shifting from leg to leg. ‘The pain’s driving me insane. That’s it, I swear I’ll never train again.’
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, could I borrow some of those big rocks?” Alex pointed at the building stones piled up behind a construction foreman who was just packing up for the evening.

      The man slowly looked up at Alex with a familiar ‘I was just on my way home and I don’t want to deal with this shit’ look often seen on the faces of shopkeepers who were just about to close for the evening when a group of customers rushed through the door.

      “You want what?” he asked.

      “A big rock!” Alex made a lifting motion with both hands. “You know… for training!”

      After a quick two-hour nap with Restful Slumber and Mana-to-Life, Alex was back in full form. The pain had faded, replaced by plenty of energy. His vow to never train again was long forgotten, and now he was looking forward to lifting big, heavy things. Since he had no formal weights, he’d decided to improvise and approach the foreman where the building materials were kept and ask him for a loan. He eyed the rocks like he was looking at gold. “I just… want to borrow a few rocks—”

      “You keep calling them ‘rocks.’ They’re building stones.” The testy foreman frowned.

      “—right, building stones!” Alex said. “I’d just be borrowing a few of the big ones. I’ll be careful and put them back when I’m done, I swear. It’ll be like you never lent them to me. It’s evening anyway, and you’ll have them back before you need them in the morning.”

      The foreman raised an eyebrow. “You say… training? What’re ya meaning by that, what’re you planning on doing with them, exactly?”

      “Building.”

      The man’s frown deepened. “Building what?”

      “Oh, my body!” Alex said, rubbing his hands together. “A friend of mine trains with stones, and he suggested I try it while I’m here. Khalik’s his name.”

      “Oh, he’s a good earth mage, that one. Very good. Very skilled… He told you to come lift building stones? We have golems to lift those!”

      “Well, I’m going to lift them too, to get stronger, you see. Golems don’t get stronger when they lift rocks—I mean, building stones. It all makes peeeeerfect sense as long as you don’t think about it too hard. Don’t worry, I won’t drop them, or chip them, and I’ll put them right back where I found them after I’m done.”

      The foreman glanced at the stones. “You know how much one of those weighs?”

      “Khalik said that each one’s about half a thousand pounds, which makes them perfect! So, can I have some?”

      The foreman squinted. “Is this a prank?” He glanced around as though expecting naughty children or students—who were often just oversized naughty children—hiding behind tents giggling. “Are you pranking me, lad?”

      “No,” Alex assured him. “Honest to the Traveller, I just want those stones for some training.”

      The foreman snorted. “Alright, big guy. Tell you what. If you pick up that five hundred pounder over there by yourself, without magic, and carry it, then sure. You can have all the stones you need tonight.”

      “Deal!” Alex said, striding over to the stone.

      Stretching for a moment, he bent down and—with a loud grunt—gradually picked up the massive stone and hoisted it over his head.

      The foreman gaped. “What in every hell?”

      “See?” Alex grunted, balancing the stone above his head. “I’m not going to chip it! I’ll be right back for another one.”

      The foreman continued gaping.

      “Okay…?” Alex said. “I’m, uh, leaving now… Yeah. Okay, bye.”

      He started marching across camp to a clear area where he could lift.

      Halfway across the encampment, he heard a commotion coming from the front gate.

      A large party on horseback was riding through.

      Three familiar figures were among them.

      The Heroes had returned, leading others he assumed were the representatives of Thameland’s king and court wizard. Alex’s eyebrows rose as an idea came to him.

      ‘Maybe Cedric and Hart might wanna join me for some good old-fashioned rock-lifting. Maybe Drestra might too,’ he thought. ‘Be a good way to get reacquainted, check up on Drestra… and see just how strong the Chosen and Champion’s blessings really are.’
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      Rioran was a spy.

      At least, that was what he’d been sent to do.

      He’d had the training—every layperson in the Uldar’s Vale did—but he never thought he’d be one of those chosen to leave the holiest of his god’s places and travel out into the world.

      When the messenger had come down from the escarpment, entered the cheesemaker’s hut and pointed at him, he thought he’d died or must’ve been dreaming. But he was neither dead nor dreaming: Uldar’s holiest order had called him and two others into holy, yet secret, service.

      And he’d rather die than disappoint them.

      Riding in the midst of the king’s representatives as they entered the Generasian’s encampment, he recalled lessons and training pressed into him from childhood in preparation for his holy duties. He’d learned the skills of spycraft and more. Not just simple writing, but mimicking the handwriting of others with the aim to deceive. Command and mastery of varied languages both spoken and written. The tools of the liar. The skills of the scout.

      The agility to move quickly, inconspicuously, and unseen. The skills of the mind: logic, learning, education and adaptation. In many ways, he and the others in Uldar’s Vale were moulded on Uldar’s Fools: masters of many skills… but with a key difference.

      They also learned the skills of death.

      Rioran might not have been the best with a sword, but there were few who could perform the bloody work he could with a knife. Then there was the sap. The garotte. The crossbow.

      All the tools needed to eliminate Uldar’s opponents as his ancestors did in times past, according to the secret texts. For one to move through the world as Uldar’s eyes, one had to be ready to strike down any who was an affront to the prophet-god’s sight.

      For most of his twenty-seven years, Rioran thought he was ready for such work. But now?

      Now he was not so sure.

      Never had he seen so many wizards in one place.

      There were mages in Uldar’s Vale, but they were few, and they rarely left the escarpment with the priests, and they never used magic lightly. Their task was to contemplate mysteries well beyond Rioran. But here, he was surrounded by magic.

      From the briefing he’d received, the Generasian’s encampment had only stood in Greymoor for a few short months… Yet, in that short time, these wizards had completed years of work in stonemasonry and construction.

      Then there were the magical creatures.

      Giant soldiers of stone defended the front gates and more stood within sight of them, guarding a mountain of building stones. Magical lights played over familiars following wizards around the camp and—

      He drew in a quick breath.

      A titanic tortoise loomed over the tents dotting the wizard camp, its shell towering like the peak of a fire-mountain. The spy’s jaw dropped. What sort of monsters did these wizards keep?

      “Aye, I’d pick that jaw up if I were you, friend.” Cedric smiled, sliding off his horse with supernatural grace. “If you’re already shocked, you won’t get through the next few days. These wizards do all sorts o’ wondrous things. Lots to see here.”

      Rioran bowed his head. “Yes, Holy Chosen, I am sure. Apologies.”

      “No need to apologize; we get that reaction a lot,” said one of the wizards who were at the gates to greet them. A sizeable party of Generasians were assembled to greet the guests, see to their horses, and provide the travellers with beverages to welcome them after their long journey. Rioran had no sooner slid from his saddle than a steaming cup of cider was offered, and his bags were being placed on glowing magic disks.

      He took the drink gladly. The journey had been tough, cold and long, so a few swallows of the hot drink put some heat back into him.

      “Thank you,” he said, touching his holy symbol. “May Uldar bless you and your good work.”

      “Same to you, I guess,” said the wizard. “But as I was saying, there’s a lot to show you. Things go boom around here when we want them to, and folk tend to get amazed by that sort of thing.”

      “Right,” Rioran said, slightly mirroring the wizard’s body language. “I guess I’ll continue to be amazed.”

      The other representatives glanced at him. Those of Court Wizard Errol nodded in approval, while the representatives of the king looked on with empathy. They too looked like they’d been taken by surprise by so much magic.

      For a brief moment, two pairs of eyes looked on with annoyance. Long enough for most not to notice. But just long enough for him to.

      The other two spies sent by Izas—one older than Rioran by a decade, and one younger by half as much—were giving him a message. The elder, Stanwic, casually flicked his fingers over the reins of his horse before he dismounted. What looked like a simple stretching of fingers, communicated words in secret:

      “Keep calm. No attention to self.”

      Annoyed, Rioran answered with subtle hand gestures:

      “Would look stranger if didn’t react.”

      Catherine, the youngest of the three spies, added a warning:

      “Sloppy. Excuses. Better if no attention on you.”

      Rioran looked away, fighting the burn of irritation. Truthfully, he had let himself slip, but his words were true: it would look more natural showing amazement at sights of magic, than outright indifference. He wasn’t dead after all.

      His cover as one of the king’s agents would be strengthened by having natural reactions.

      Still, he didn’t want the foreigners getting satisfaction from seeing him—

      “What in all hells?” Drestra’s crackling voice emerged from her veil.

      There was a man approaching, a hulking bruiser whose hair fell long like a barbarian’s, and whose arms were the size of Rioran’s thighs. Above his head, he…

      Was that a bloody building stone?

      The thing looked like it weighed a quarter ton!

      Though the man’s face strained with effort as he approached the Heroes—he carried the stone with bare hands.

      “Hey,” he strode up. “Welcome back… you guys have a good trip?”

      “What in bloody hells have you got there?” Cedric scratched his red hair.

      “It’s a rock,” the tall young man said. “A big rock. The foreman says the term is building stone… but uh… what’re building stones besides big rocks anyway?”

      “But why are you carrying it?” Drestra asked.

      That was what Rioran would also like to know.

      “I was about to start training when you got here,” Alex said. “And—Wait, I gotta put this down for a second.”

      “Hey, toss it here!” Hart spread his hands like he was ready to catch a bag of flour.

      The tall, broad-shouldered wizard took one look at the Champion and then up at the rock. “Yeeeeah, can’t so much toss this… yet.”

      ‘Yet?’ Rioran thought. ‘What am I seeing here? This fellow looks nothing like the escarpment wizards.’

      The wizards he was used to were skinny, older men and women with grey or white hair and arms closer to the size of broom handles. The spy watched in awe as the young man gently placed the building stone down to shake Cedric’s, Drestra’s, and Hart’s hands. Rioran took a few seconds to wonder if he wrestled bears in his spare time.

      As he watched, something else about the young man caught his eye.

      His body language was… poised. Smooth. Perfectly balanced… and alarming. Rioran had only seen trained warriors or acrobats move like that.

      That, and the trained layfolk from Uldar’s Vale.

      Even curiouser, the smiling wizard’s body language changed slightly as he spoke to the Heroes, taking on some of their mannerisms.

      ‘That little snake… well, big snake,’ the spy thought. Subtly mirroring someone’s stance and mannerisms was a valuable trick he’d been taught in the Vale. It made a person open to you, and this fellow was using it to get on the Heroes’ good side.

      That wasn’t exactly uncommon. He’d noticed the same behaviour in many of the king and court wizard’s representatives. The difference here was that it appeared to be working far better. Uldar’s Chosen was speaking to him like they were old friends, only pausing to scan the camp like he was looking for something. Hart looked down at him and commented on how much his physique had changed since they’d last met: not as friendly as the Chosen, but still open and obviously happy to see him.

      Even the subdued Drestra—who some of the king’s representatives called ‘ice witch’—had opened up her body language, seemingly happy to chat with the broad-shouldered wizard.

      ‘Are these foreigners trying to impress our Heroes? Get them on their side?’ Rioran wondered. ‘But to what end? They already—’

      He paused. The young man was looking at him. Directly at him.

      Their eyes met.

      Rioran felt a chill.

      With one look, those green eyes had studied him, sweeping his body. Assessing.

      And then, they were back on the Heroes like they’d never left them.

      ‘Too careless,’ the spy thought, turning away. ‘Much too careless.’

      He kept his gaze moving, and his body language natural as their group was led farther into the camp. It was too risky being so obvious; he could only chance a quick glance in the seconds it took the wizard to hoist the stone above his head again. There was a lot more to focus on than one wizard, and eventually, the visitors were separated into two groups.

      The king’s and court wizard’s representatives would have a tour of the facility, while the Heroes—having been to the encampment before—were led to a campfire by the rock lifter.

      The spy gave the young man some more thought before turning his mind to his task. He’d been instructed to learn what he could about the encampment, not one strange wizard who was looking to ingratiate himself with Thameland’s Heroes.

      He would focus, learn what these Generasians were up to, then report back to Izas.

      And then, be ready for his next task.
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        * * *

      

      Alex’s thoughts lingered on the sandy-haired stranger accompanying the king’s representatives. He’d mentally called Claygon to meet them a little ways from the gate, so he could give the golem the stone he was carrying and then collect a couple more.

      He’d planned on carrying them himself—the effort would give him more training—but that plan went out the window with the arrival of the Heroes.

      For multiple reasons.

      Even while he was chatting with Cedric, his mind was on the stranger. There was something off about him.

      His body language was… poised. Smooth. Perfectly balanced. The Watchers moved like that, the average person didn’t.

      He was someone who knew how to handle himself.

      And then there was the way he’d looked at Alex.

      Searching.

      Analysing.

      Alex had the feeling there was more going on with him than he wanted known. Was he some undercover bodyguard? Some spy? He thought about how those plain clothes officers had followed him for weeks in plain sight.

      Maybe…

      But why was he here?

      The expedition had been upfront with the king and the Heroes… Maybe the crown wanted its own confirmation that what the king was being told was true. The man could also be from the church. Isolde’s words came back to him: the dance of manipulation, she’d called it. Maybe it was happening on a mass scale. The king was allied with Generasi, but others at court didn’t believe the expedition was sharing all the information they were gathering. Maybe the church had sent him.

      Alex could only speculate about why the man was there.

      But he definitely needed watching, subtly.

      “So…” Cedric asked, abruptly changing the direction of their conversation. “How’s Lady Von Anmut?”

      “Oh, she’s fine. I think she’s looking forward to seeing all of you,” Alex said skilfully.

      “Oho? That’s a delight to hear… Is she single?” Cedric asked with all the subtlety of a boulder. “Be surprised if she was, though. What with her lookin’ like that an’ all.”

      “Oh, she is,” Alex said. “She doesn’t have much time for dating.”

      “Aye, busy with her studies, no doubt,” Cedric said. “Does she take time to relax? Have a drink or anythin’ like that?”

      “Hah, no one can ever accuse you of dancing around a topic, Cedric! Next thing you know, you’ll be asking him about her taste in men.” Hart snickered.

      “Oi!” Cedric glared at the larger man.

      ‘Well, her taste isn’t good if her last boyfriend’s any example,’ Alex thought. ‘Though it’s probably a hell of a lot better now. And you and Derek have nothi—’

      His thoughts ground to halt as he remembered Isolde’s earlier nervousness.

      Then he looked at Cedric’s red hair. Hair that was a similar colour to Derek’s.

      A suspicion arose in Alex’s mind, but he filed it away for later.

      If he was right, it would be hilarious, but he needed to pick the right time to strike.

      “Hmmm,” Cedric looked up at the stones in Claygon’s arms. “You know… maybe I could use some exercise.”

      “So soon after our journey, really?” Drestra’s voice crackled.

      “Aye, it would help work out some kinks.” He cracked his neck and stretched his arms behind his back.

      “Well, we could work out together,” Alex said. “There’s enough rocks for all of us.”
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            A Bigger Fish

          

        

      

    

    
      Up ahead, Alex spied his friends gathered around a campfire.

      “Look what I found!” he called.

      Theresa, Thundar, Khalik and Isolde looked up. They’d been taking turns feeding Brutus bits of meat. A pair of the cerberus’ drooling heads swivelled between them while the third turned to Alex and the Heroes, his eyes flashing in the firelight. Nearby, Najyah perched on top of Khalik’s tent hungrily watching birds circling above, her talons gripping a horizontal pole.

      The prince was the first to get up. “Well, well, well, and so the Heroes are here,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. Alex knew him well enough to get the meaning hidden in his words. The prince’s eyes rested on four Heroes, not three.

      “Welcome back to Wizard Land,” Thundar said. “Population: wizards.”

      “Aye, I do got eyes sharp enough to see that,” Cedric said, his gaze focusing on Isolde. He was all smiles.

      The colour was draining from the noblewoman’s face, her eyes widening with surprise. Scrambling to her feet, she dusted herself off and straightened the front of her dress before giving the Chosen a little closed-mouth smile. Her face was the perfect mask of decorum, but nerves played all through her body as Cedric came closer.

      Subtly, the Chosen flexed his bare chest muscles—his body language resembled a colourful male bird’s in mating season. Yet, he also carried a touch of stiffness around the shoulders and in his gait: his own tell.

      It took all of Alex’s will not to chuckle. If he did, Isolde might call him ‘Roth’ for the rest of his natural days. He threw Khalik a meaningful look, subtly nodding toward the young noblewoman. The prince’s eyes drifted to Isolde, studying her for a few seconds, then realization spread across his face, brightening his eyes and setting a twitch to his lip. He elbowed Thundar and casually inclined his head.

      The minotaur grunted, following the prince’s gaze as the young noblewoman tucked a lock of ebony hair behind her ear.

      ‘What…?’ he mouthed. The word was met with a disappointed stare from Khalik.

      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Khalik whispered, then rolled his eyes at Alex, who shrugged. The Thameish wizard glanced at Theresa, but she was oblivious as she and Drestra approached each other.

      “Have the wilds treated you well, Drestra?” the young huntress asked.

      “They are even-handed as always, but I have stayed on their good side so far.” Drestra’s tone was relaxed and friendly.

      “I hope you stay on their good side, and that Ravener-spawn feels their wrath,” Theresa said as Brutus padded up beside her.

      The Sage startled as the cerberus’ heads came toward her.

      “Uh-uh! Brutus, you’re scaring her,” Theresa chided him, then gave Drestra an apologetic smile. “He’s friendly with almost everyo—” She glanced at Alex. “Well, with everyone these days. He won’t bite.”

      “Are you sure?” Drestra asked, eyeing Brutus’ panting faces sceptically. They were nearly at eye level with her.

      “Oh yeah, just let him sniff you first.”

      Cautiously, the Sage let the three snouts sniff her open hand. A heartbeat later, three big, wet tongues licked her, and her giggle sounded like popping firewood. As Alex watched, mentally asking Claygon to set the stones down beside his tent, the Sage’s tension melted away.

      ‘This must be like a little vacation for the Heroes,’ he thought. ‘Beats dungeon diving all the ti—”

      “Hey,” a deep voice cut through his thoughts.

      He startled, whirling toward the towering Hart Redfletcher.

      The giant of a man had been so quiet, Alex almost forgotten he was beside him. It was strange, Hart was no taller than Thundar or Baelin, but seeing a human that big—yet so quiet—was just eerie.

      “Jumpy much?” Hart smiled.

      “Y-No. What’s up, Hart?” Alex asked.

      “Do you know where your one friend is?”

      “My one what now?” Alex asked. “Most of them are here.”

      “No, not them… You know, the hot one. The really hot one.”

      “Theresa—Oh, you mean, Tyris?” Alex understood who Hart meant because… he’d been born with eyes. “She’s over there, near Vesuvius.”

      “Her big doom tortoise?” Hart squinted across the sea of tents and campfires, spotting Vesuvius, then a certain red-headed young woman sitting by her tortoise’s feet near a campfire.

      Even at this distance, Alex saw her golden tooth glinting as she laughed.

      “Well, looks like my holiday begins.” Hart grinned. “I’ll be back.”

      ‘You sure about that?’ Alex thought.

      Without another word, the Champion strode across camp with all the confidence of a storybook hero about to slay a dragon. It took a few moments for Tyris to see him, and Alex didn’t need to read body language to tell how the redhead felt about seeing the big man.

      She sprang up—all smiles—wearing the same look as most of the lecherous regulars who spent a lot of their time and coin in the Lu family’s taproom.

      He and Claygon went over to Theresa and Drestra, and as they sat down, Khalik and Thundar drifted over, joining the conversation. The Sage told them what the Heroes had been dealing with for the past while: their travels and battles with dungeons… and some other interesting news.

      “We came across two hordes of those cultists near the river a while back and killed most of them, but, like vermin, some got away. And last week, the king’s navy sank some of their boats trying to make it to our shore, so I think we can say we’re making progress. It’s just hard to know how much when we don’t know how many of these demon followers we’re actually dealing with.”

      “Bastards,” Theresa said. “I hope you get them all.”

      “No, save some for us,” Thundar grunted. “If I could go down there and kill their Abyssal knight myself, I would.”

      “You speak of impossibilities,” Drestra said. “But… I would do the same. The last thing we need now are these pests.”

      “Well, it’s technically possible to go down there,” Alex said, recalling some of his lessons in summoning. “Some really powerful teleportation magic can literally send you to the hells, the elemental planes, or any other place you want.”

      “Really?” Drestra’s eyes widened. “Wonder of wonders.”

      “It might not be so wonderful if you do not have the spells to shield yourself from the rigours of other planes,” Khalik said. “The plane of earth is filled with crushing rock and dangerous natural gases. The elemental plane of fire… well, the name tells the story. And the planes of the demons? Chaos to a degree that twists toward what we might call evil. Spells are needed to guard your body, mind and soul from being ravaged by these strange worlds, just as an Orb of Air spell will guard your lungs while beneath water.”

      “It’s true,” Alex said. “I guess we’ll probably learn those in our final year? Maybe in graduate studies? Spells like that are fifth-tier and above.”

      “Ahhhh… I am nearly at fifth-tier magic myself,” Drestra said, a tinge of pride in her crackling voice. “I wish I was blessed with knowledge of the magic you are all surrounded by, and the time to learn it! But there’s so little time now.”

      “Do the court wizards not teach you more spells as you grow?” Alex frowned.

      “Some, but mostly combat spells. There’s a lot that I have seen here that I’ve never even heard of.”

      “Well, you won’t learn much from us since you’re already at fifth-tier, but the next time I see Baelin, I’ll tell him you could use a bit more variety in your spell selection,” Alex said. “I can’t guarantee anything, but he might be able to help.”

      A look crossed her reptilian eyes.

      “He made such an offer when we first met,” she said quietly.

      “Well, that is a grand thing,” the prince said. “No need for us to act as go-betweens, then. You already have the ear of the king, so to speak. Why not take him up on it?”

      Drestra hesitated. “…What will it cost?”

      Khalik, Alex and Thundar looked at each other.

      “Well… tuition’s not exactly cheap,” the minotaur said. “My clan isn’t poor, but we had to pool a lot of resources to send me to Generasi.”

      “I needed a pretty beefy scholarship to afford it,” Alex added.

      Prince Khalik shrugged. “I got by.”

      The minotaur glared at him.

      “I don’t think she’s talking about tuition, guys,” Theresa said.

      “Ooooooh,” all three young men said at once.

      The huntress rolled her eyes, while Drestra raised an eyebrow. “Yes, I wouldn’t have time to enrol anyway… and I don’t think that is what he meant. But… wizards, witches… other powerful things, deities… they don’t offer much without expecting something in return.”

      “Mmmmm, smart to think about that,” Alex said. “Maybe you could ask him what he’d want. Maybe bargain with him. Baelin’s… Baelin, but he treats students fairly. I don’t think he’d try to trick you or anything.”

      “Yeah, the guy’s an old monster, but he’s fair. Kind in his own way,” Thundar said. “Horrifying in other ways, but not to us.”

      “I do not expect his help will be entirely free, though,” Prince Khalik said. “In the end, your decision will be yours. If you do ask for his aid, welcome to being an honorary member of Generasi University, I say.”

      “Hear, hear to that,” Alex said.

      “Oi!” Cedric’s voice called out, cutting them off. “Why don’t we get started with these stones? I’ve got a wee bit of energy to work out.”

      The Chosen was striding away from Isolde, displaying his muscular torso in all its glory. Alex noticed Isolde was staring at the Thameish Hero’s hair as he walked away.

      There it was.

      She would never hear the end of this.

      “Alright,” Alex said. “You’re on. Each of those stones is five hundred pounds. What say we do as many shoulder presses as we can in a minute?”

      “Good enough for me.” Cedric looked at Drestra. “You’d need your magic to hoist one o’ these stones, but do you want in on this? It’ll be like the clan games. A wee version.”

      There was a pause as something shifted beneath her veil.

      “No,” her voice crackled. “I will leave the big rock moving to you. I actually want to rest after our journey.”

      “Fair enough.” Cedric shrugged.

      “What about you three?” Alex asked Khalik, Thundar and Theresa. “You up for this? And where’s Grimloch, now that I think of it?”

      “He is busy with the sentries,” the prince said. “And…” He glanced at the stones. “As much as I hate to admit it, that is a little too much for me. I will leave this contest to you monsters.”

      “And I want to actually relax this evening too,” Theresa said, glancing at Cedric then back to Alex. “Are you taking your shirt off too?”

      “Probably not,” Alex said. “It’s a little draughty and…”

      He paused, noticing the flash of disappointment cross her face.

      “…I mean, of course I will.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Well… if you want to,” she said, her cheeks reddening.

      One look at that blush had Alex tearing his shirt off, thanking Thundar for the illusion magic they’d come up with. Their spell was holding up well, letting his bare shoulder look bare and unmarked.

      “Alright, count me in,” Thundar said, jumping up on his hooves. “I wanna see how I match up to the Chosen of Thameland.”

      “Well, if’n you want to fall to Uldar’s granted might, then ya both can be my guests.”

      Alex and Thundar looked at each other.

      Then cracked their knuckles.

      They set up in the area Alex had cleared near his tent away from the fire. The three competitors stood in a line with their shirts off and a growing audience. Expedition members looked over with curiosity as Claygon thundered over, balancing a building stone in each hand.

      His footsteps shook the ground.

      Theresa, Isolde, Drestra, Brutus, Khalik and Najyah had front row seats to the competition, with the young huntress whistling as Alex stretched his sculpted physique. Isolde pretended she was only partly interested, but her eyes moved from Cedric’s face, to his hair, to the glowing symbol on his chest.

      The Chosen looked very happy. “Well, no sense in more delays. Let’s get started.”

      “What about Hart?” Alex asked.

      Cedric gave him a look. “He’ll humiliate all of us, so we best get this done before he comes back, aye?”

      “Deal,” Alex said. “Claygon?”

      As the three young men held their hands above their heads, the golem plopped a heavy stone into their waiting palms. Alex powered up Warp Flesh, letting the current pass through his muscles, bones and connective tissues. Slowly casting Mana-to-Life, he supported his body.

      And then—

      “Go!” Theresa shouted.

      They began to lift.

      Alex clenched his jaw and focused.

      ‘You might be partly trying to beat them, but the person you really want to beat is you. Break your own limits,’ he told himself.

      Again and again, his shoulders flexed, pressing the five-hundred-pound building stone above his head. His arms burned from micro-tears spreading through them. After ten presses, fatigue started to come on.

      Alex risked a glance at the Chosen and minotaur.

      Thundar grunted, pressing his stone with effort, moving faster than Alex, but not by much. Cedric, meanwhile, was blowing through each repetition at twice Alex’s speed. He was straining a bit with each lift, but there was a bright smile shining across his face.

      “I could do this aaaaall day,” he grunted.

      Groaning, Alex pressed the stone up one last time. “Well, I can’t… yet.” He passed the rock to Claygon and leaned against him.

      Cedric and Thundar pushed on, with the minotaur failing after a few more reps.

      They’d beaten Alex, but that was alright.

      His strength was increasing… and now he had a goal to shoot for.

      He was counting Cedric’s reps, setting his final number as a bar to cross. Finally, the Chosen finished his last rep and handed the stone to Claygon.

      “Hah! Thirty-five!” Cedric cheered. “Don’t really train my strength much since I got the blessin’—speed n’ technique work better against Ravener-spawn—so this is pretty good since I’m a bit rusty!”

      “You pressed five hundred pounds thirty-five times in a minute, man,” Thundar panted. “I think that’s more than pretty good.”

      “Not by my standard,” a deep voice said.

      Cedric froze as Hart strolled toward him, followed by Tyris and her friends. “Room for one more?”

      “Oh no,” Cedric groaned.

      “Make that two,” another voice said, one that sounded like two boulders grinding together.

      Grimloch glided out from behind Claygon, fixing the Champion with two coal-black eyes. “Your god make you strong?”

      Hart looked up at the shark man. “Strong enough. Yours?”

      “I’m strong because I’m strong,” the shark man growled. “Come on, let’s see who comes out on top.” He looked at Alex. “I want two stones.”

      “Same,” Hart said.

      Cedric, Thundar and Alex looked at each other then stepped aside as the Champion and giant shark man squared up. Claygon handed them each two building stones.

      And then they began to press.

      Alex’s jaw fell open.

      It was like they were pressing air as they grinned at each other. Tyris wolf-whistled.

      “Well… guess there’s always a bigger fish,” Alex said.

      “That’s a terrible joke,” Thundar said.

      “I didn’t think it was too bad,” the Chosen said.

      “You got taste, Cedric, not like some folks,” Alex said.

      A sharp screech drew their eyes from the contest.

      Najyah had shot from her perch, launching to the skies with a single beat of her wings. Above, the circling birds scattered, fleeing in all directions.

      But all weren’t quick enough.

      With a flash of talon, the eagle snatched a crow from the sky, screaming in triumph.

      “Case in point…” Alex said. “Always a bigger fish, or bird, as the case may be.”
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        * * *

      

      Miles away, one of the hag sisters shrieked.

      She felt talons pierce her body. A beak ripping her flesh.

      Blood poured from her wounds. Pouring as her body was torn apar—

      With an effort of will, she broke the connection with her spy bird. “Wretched creature. I’ll send a flock to pluck its eyes out!”

      “No, you fool, be still. Petty revenge will lead to our discovery. Let it go,” her sister said from across the fire. The flickering light lengthened her shadow in their burrow beneath the windmill. “Re-join the connection with our servants still watching those who arrived on horseback… I see something interesting.”

      The hag smiled, her eyes distant as she observed something through her servants’ eyes. “Tricky… tricky humans. They even trick each other.”
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            Treachery in the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      “Caw! Caw!” a crow called from its perch, watching a cloaked figure moving silently from shadow to shadow.

      “Shhhh,” Rioran hissed, crouched in the crevice between two tents. “Quiet, bird. Crows should sleep at ni—”

      His words died on his lips. Was that bird one of the wizards’ familiars? Had they already caught him? He held his breath and peered from between the tents. Nothing moved.

      Evening had darkened into night—as fall marched on, the days grew weak while the nights grew cold and strong—and the moon hung above, a crescent half buried in black clouds.

      Fires and magical lights lit the camp, chasing the night’s shadows away.

      Rioran made a face of distaste, like he’d swallowed rotting meat.

      It was unnatural.

      In Uldar’s Vale, night would have slipped over the land like a comforting blanket, draping all in a diffused peacefulness. The only lights to be seen would have been the odd flickering lamp left in a window, the dying embers of a fire cooling in a mantel, and the occasional distant light winking from somewhere on the escarpment.

      But these wizards had turned night into a mockery. Glowing orbs of different colours. Magical fires. Lights from other forms of infernal wizardry. In some places, it was nearly as bright as day, and brightness was the enemy of all who sought the shadows.

      Like Rioran.

      Despite the chill, a cold sweat stood on his brow.

      Any moment, he expected some unnatural light to shine between the tents, revealing his hiding place. His mind was already crafting excuses: he’d gotten lost, or someone had given him poor directions. He was even ready to feign drunkenness if he had to. Better one of the ‘king’s representatives’ be thought a drunk than a spy.

      Then, when they dragged him back to the rest of his party, he could apologize to Stanwic and Catherine. They would be angry, of course. After all, as far as they knew, he’d simply gone to walk the walls for a time.

      “Better they have no idea where I am, though,” he whispered. “The secrets best kept are the ones few know.”

      He shook himself.

      Too long. He’d been in one place too long. Nerves were making him hesitate. And it was no wonder with all this magic about. He was also still nervous after the crow’s cry.

      No matter.

      Nerves or not, it was time to move.

      With the agility of a cat, Rioran crept to the edge of his hiding place, measuring the distance between himself and his destination: the research tent. He and the contingent from Thameland were given a brief tour earlier. Tomorrow, there’d be demonstrations on what these foreigners had uncovered about the Ravener’s dungeon cores… but what guarantee was there that they would tell all?

      Rioran hadn’t come here to see what they wished to show.

      He’d come to find out what they wished to hide.

      Still, doing so without being discovered would be difficult.

      Some of the wizards were turning in for the night, though many more were still awake. Patrols of… what had they called them? Watchers of Roal swept the encampment in pairs, scanning the night with glowing orbs that illuminated shadows as they passed the tents.

      He crouched low, avoiding the gaze of two well-trained warriors. They were alert and dangerous.

      So was he.

      Slipping from his hiding place, the spy snuck through the camp, moving from shadow to shadow, passing patrols as silent as death. No one saw him. No one except the birds.

      A crow here.

      An owl there.

      Mercifully, none of these creatures seemed to be in league with the wizards. No alarm went up, and soon, he’d made it to his target.

      Rioran took cover in the shadow of a large supply wagon—noting the gaze of a nearby barn owl—and eyed the entrance to the research tent, assessing its defences. A pair of Watchers with swords belted at their waists and staves gripped in both hands flanked the entry. Glowing orbs hovered around their shoulders, banishing all nearby darkness. Poised and ready to react, these were no bookish academics.

      The front entrance was out of the question, then. He’d have to check the side. Although getting there would be difficult. Rioran was crouched near a lane that separated a row of supply wagons from the tent. With the Watchers on alert, there’d be no way to cross the path easily without being spotted.

      He’d have to loop around and—

      Scrtch.

      The scrape of talon on wood startled him as the owl abruptly took off, hooting and soaring into the air. And for an instant, both Watchers looked up, turning their eyes and attention to the nightbird melting into the night.

      There.

      This was his chance.

      The servant of Uldar silently stepped onto the path on the balls of his feet with breath held, and weight perfectly distributed. He made not a sound as he passed within ten feet of the guards and slipped around the side of the tent, then pressed himself against the fabric. Rioran waited, fearing an alarm would be raised.

      None came.

      He wasn’t noticed.

      A deep breath escaped his lips. He’d made it. Wordlessly, he closed his eyes, raised his head toward the cloudy heavens and gave a silent prayer: ‘Thank you, Uldar. You sent the owl to be my guiding shadow, cutting through moonlight. Please bless my holy work.’

      The spy crept around the side of the tent. On the tour, he’d noted an emergency exit at the back. It was a long shot, but if it was unguarded…

      Rioran peered around the corner.

      No such luck.

      Two other Watchers were on guard duty there.

      Nothing for it, then.

      He moved through the shadows, gliding his hand along the tent fabric and recalling the positions of strange machines inside, stopping only when he reached an empty space between two of the larger ones. Tucked inside his cloak, a small bottle of black ash was hidden.

      Rioran had no talent for divinity, but even he could feel the blessings on the substance as he uncorked it. With another silent prayer to Uldar, he took a generous pinch of powder and cast a cloud of it over the tent fabric.

      The black dust clung like a magnet and the cloth gently quivered where it touched. A magical ward was revealed. The spy had been instructed to push his fingers forward, and gingerly, he did so, parting ward and cloth like curtains.

      Wasting no time, he crept through the gap into the dark interior of the research tent—then pulled the two sides closed behind him. The ward and cloth closed like they’d never been parted.

      He stood for a breath, gazing around, letting his eyes adjust to the dark until the blackness turned into a blend of light and darker shadows. Only a sliver of light seeped in through the gap beneath the ground and heavy cloth walls, just enough illumination to cast the equipment and machinery into silhouettes of rising monsters. Rioran’s eyes strained to cut through shadows while his imagination conjured endless horrors waiting for him.

      But nothing came swarming from the darkness; it seemed no horrors lurked here.

      And if there were, he was meant to find, not hide from them.

      He drew a device from his cloak—a tin lantern, no bigger than a child’s hand—and eased open the small door, greased hinges muffling all sound. Inside, an oil-soaked candle wick flickered into flame from two flintstones the size of fingernails he’d struck together. A single spark, then Rioran shut the lantern door.

      Now, the only light was a thin, flickering beam shining through a tiny hole in the door: bright enough to illuminate a sliver of dark ahead, but too dim for anyone to notice from outside. By the low light, he crept deeper into the research tent, closely examining the strange machinery he’d briefly seen earlier that day. The devices were far too complex and alien for him to even begin to grasp their purpose.

      Dials and switches—labelled with technical writing he couldn’t understand—were revealed. He dared not touch them. Instead, he memorised all the features of each machine he could. There may come a time when he might be sent back to sabotage or destroy the Generasians’ efforts, if the Third Apostle so commanded.

      If it came to that, he would be ready.

      A low footfall outside the tent had him springing for cover, crouching behind a desk. His eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness.

      He cocked his ear toward the front of the tent, holding his breath.

      Low voices.

      Feet shuffling.

      Then the sound of the tent flap moving.

      Light poured in, and he covered the lantern with his bare hand, biting his lip against the pain of hot tin burning his palm. With the flexibility of a serpent, he shrank down, inhaling once and holding the breath as light scoured the tent’s interior.

      It felt like a lifetime had passed before he heard a woman’s voice:

      “All clear. You boys can go; we’ve got it from here.”

      Then the flap closed and Rioran released a ragged breath and the hot metal.

      Grimacing, he searched for his handkerchief to wrap the burn.

      Bad time for a changing of the guard from the sound of it, but he hadn’t hesitated or cried out in pain—his training had served him well. ‘Uldar be praised,’ he softly murmured over the sound of his pounding heart.

      Enough.

      He needed to find what he was looking for and be gone from here.

      In one swift movement, he was up and creeping to the back of the tent—he’d seen a locked desk there earlier—while he fished out his bottle of ash.

      A sprinkling of the black dust revealed a ward over the desk, which he pulled open, then retrieved a set of lock picks and opened the drawer lock.

      Click!

      It opened with an audible click, freezing him in place.

      No movement from outside.

      With trembling hands, Rioran gently slid the drawer open, and in the low light, examined the sheath of papers inside. Reports, journals, and logs all had to be looked through, their exact position memorised. He selected some, laying them on the desk, and began inspecting them using his lantern light.

      He frowned.

      Much of what was written was unknown to him.

      Words like ‘malleability’ he was familiar with, but there were also a host of strange terms beyond his understanding. A great deal of information about mana. Frequencies. Energy. All science beyond him. From what little he could grasp, it seemed the Generasians were studying characteristics of the dungeon core substance.

      Innocent enough, but when he read entries on applications… that was where things became interesting. There were proposals for new power sources. Ideas for weapons far beyond what Thameland had made for the Heroes. Devices he could not understand.

      For each of these items, they’d referred to a specific experiment that led to a suggested application… except in one case.

      There were entries about golems and other automatons, and how dungeon core substance would be ideal for building cores for the constructs. Yet, there was no reference to any experiments having been conducted for this. It was like the ideas had been birthed from thin air, yet notes were written as though they’d already built a golem using the substance.

      ‘What are you hiding?’ he thought, shuffling the reports and returning them to the drawer, then leafing through others. His heart was pounding as he read as many as he could, finding notes about locating more dungeon cores, plans for different tests the wizards wanted to conduct, as well as prototypes they were interested in building.

      He wished he could see more, but his time was running out. He had to get out of there.

      Chances of being discovered were increasing the longer he stayed, so he’d just have to be happy with what he’d learned. Rioran made sure to carefully put everything back exactly as he’d found it, he closed the drawer and pulled the ward shut, then retraced his steps back to the spot where he’d snuck in.

      He eased the black dust from his cloak and… ‘Wait… I don’t remember if I locked the drawer.’ He cursed, angry at himself. ‘It’s a waste of time, but I’ll have to go back.’ Trembling, the spy took a quick glance at the entrance and exit flaps before creeping back to the desk, sprinkling the dust on the wards, and trying the drawer. It slid open—he hadn’t locked it. He looked up to the heavens and asked Uldar for calmness as his hands shook harder. If he got caught, it would mean the end. He stayed in stillness for a few breaths, feeling calm returning, then locked the drawer and returned to the side wall using the black dust again to escape.

      He remained still and held on to the calm, listening and watching for any movement… Only a nearby bird eyed him. Nodding to it, he melted into the dark, taking the long way to avoid discovery.

      Moving from shadow to shadow took him farther from the research tent and, with distance, his relief grew. He’d done it! His first mission for Uldar—the first time he’d left Uldar’s Vale—and he’d succeeded in learning much in only part of a night’s work.

      ‘Not bad for my first effort,’ an elated Rioran thought as he slipped between two tents. ‘I suppose I was more ready than I though—’

      He gasped and his thoughts died when a large hand clamped down on his shoulder.

      Strong fingers bit into the spy’s muscle and—before he could utter another sound—he was spun around and gripped by the other shoulder with a strength like iron.

      A broad-shouldered young man glared at him in the dark.
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      Rioran was pushed deeper into the shadows. His captor gripped his shoulders so tightly, he dared not move. The eyes that were fixed on him held his; eyes that had seen the death of countless, both man and beast.

      “Just what in all bloody hells do ya think yer doin’, creepin’ about in the dark like some kinda thief?” a man’s voice whispered through clenched teeth.

      He looked around for anyone else.

      Thankfully, they were alone.

      His attention turned back to Rioran.

      “Well?”

      “H-Holy Chosen,” the spy whispered as the leader of the Heroes’ wrath deepened. “I… I was lost, I got a little drunk and—”

      Cedric exhaled.

      “What’s yer name again?”

      “Rioran.”

      “Look, Rioran, you kin stop yer babblin’. You sound like a bloody fool.” The Chosen’s golden tooth flashed in a sliver of moonlight.

      “Holy Chosen?”

      “I felt the bloody divinity clear across camp!” His exasperation was clear. “Are you a priest?”

      Rioran’s blood went cold. The dust. He must’ve felt the dust.

      “No, I have not been called into direct service of our lord Uldar,” he whispered. “I’ve not been anointed.”

      “Well, I know you did somethin’ divine,” Cedric hissed. “There’s not a single priest for more than ten miles in every direction. That means the air’s been quiet for divinity. There’s lots o’ mana about, but not a sliver of divinity, ’cept fer me own. You mighta been tryin’ ta be all sneaky an’ quiet with it, but it sounded like bloody thunder ta me.”

      Panic rushed through Rioran. None of his training or any of his plans had prepared him for something like this. He was ready to lie to foreigners or anyone else, if that served Uldar’s purpose. He was ready to cast aside his reputation and even his life to ensure Uldar’s Vale was not discovered.

      But this was different.

      He’d stirred the wrath of the greatest of Uldar’s great servants. A man who he was born and bred to aid, and whose predecessors’ tombs he’d visited once on his ceremonial naming day.

      And now all that rage that should have been aimed at the Ravener was aimed at him… and the only question on his mind was…

      “Why?” Rioran choked out.

      “What?” Cedric asked.

      “Why such anger, Holy Chosen? Why such anger on behalf of these foreigners? I’m just doing… doing…”

      “Doing what, exactly?” The Chosen glanced in the direction of the research tent. “Sabotage? You ain’t one o’ them demon cultists, are you? Gimme one reason I shouldn’t drag you out an’ let these wizard’s golems deal wit’ you?”

      “I serve only Uldar. Only Thameland,” Rioran said with passion, surprising himself.

      It seemed to catch Cedric off guard too, and in that moment, the spy kept talking. “We don’t know what these wizards actually mean to do, Holy Chosen. We only know what they say.”

      “So you’re findin’ out what these wizards actually mean to do, is that what yer sayin’? Checkin’ on ’em? Oh, bollocks, you’re a bloody spy!”

      Rioran shut his mouth.

      He could say no more. If worse came to worst, he would just tell the Chosen he was an agent of the king who was acting on his own. For right now… he’d be silent and pray he wouldn’t be dragged back to the capital. His cover was solid, but it would never hold up to the king or queen’s scrutiny. Not even the court’s.

      Rioran watched as the Chosen’s face slowly turned bright red right before his eyes as his teeth ground so hard, Rioran could hear the sound.

      “D’you realize what cuda happened?” Cedric’s voice was low and hard. “If’n you’d been caught, it would’ve destroyed all trust between the Generasians and us. Killed anythin’ good that might be comin’, an’ turned this whole alliance into nothin’ but accusations, fightin’, an’ a big bloody incident, ya stupid bastard, you. An’ how in all hells did ya come by divinity anyhow? If’n you’re not a priest, then are y’some kinda thief? Do ya go aroun’ stealin’ divine items fer coin or somethin’?” the Chosen hissed through clenched teeth.

      Rioran kept his silence—he would say nothing.

      He would betray neither Uldar nor his superiors.

      The silence grew, heartbeat by heartbeat, while the Chosen’s scowl deepened. Every moment felt like it would explode into disaster.

      ‘Remember your training,’ Rioran thought. ‘Remember your training.’

      He risked a quick glance at Cedric’s form, wanting to analyse his body language despite his rising panic. There was stiffness in the Chosen’s muscles. Anger. But… there was something else. A slight tremor. Was it deeper rage?

      No… he didn’t think so. It appeared to be something else… hesitation. The spy kept very still, breathing slowly, and not presenting himself as a threat.

      He gasped when Cedric suddenly dragged him forward by his shirt.

      “Listen. You won’t do this ever again, y’hear?” the Chosen snarled. “You’re gonna keep quiet about all this, an’ if I ever catch you doin’ divinities or sneakin’ about, you’ll regret it. The only reason I don’t get somebody ta deal wit’ you right now is ’cos it’ll burn every bit’o trust we’ve built wit’ these folks so far. An’ all that food Generasi’s sendin’ us? All the supplies? All the help they’re gonna give us by smashin’ dungeons, killin’ cultists, and makin’ sure that good people don’t die? All o’ that turns to smoke, an’ I won’t be lettin’ all that happen because o’ you. That’s the only reason I won’t be tellin’ anyone about you. Otherwise, you’d be in their hands… or tied up to be dragged back to the king by now!”

      The Chosen pushed the spy away and glanced around, looking to see if anyone was near. Things were quiet. Cedric pointed south, toward the Thameish representatives’ tents.

      “Get outta here!”

      “Yes, Holy Chosen.” The spy bowed his head, then scurried away, his mind already crafting his story for Stanwic and Catherine. He only needed something simple to deflect questions. Judging by the moon’s position, he’d been gone for a while.

      Well, they didn’t matter.

      All that mattered was that Izas would soon know what he’d found, and that he hadn’t been caught. Well… that wasn’t completely true. He’d actually failed in one very important way. He’d been seen. From birth to death, his life had one purpose, to be invisible eyes for Uldar. And he’d been seen. The spy shook. With the Chosen watching him now, he couldn’t risk even a twitch for the rest of this visit.

      ‘And the others won’t be able to move around either. Not freely,’ he thought, his belly churning so badly, he was nearly sick. ‘I’ll have to warn them. They’ll be angry, but better that only one of us is compromised than all three.’

      It was with these thoughts that he made his way back to speak to the two others in Uldar’s service… while under the watchful avian eyes perched all around.
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      It was a beautiful day to demonstrate apocalyptic destructive energies.

      The sun was high.

      The wind was uncharacteristically warm.

      And the birds sang beautifully as they circled above.

      It was mid-morning, and the Generasians were escorting the Thameish delegation to the testing area they’d used the day before. After last night’s contest, Alex’s muscles were screaming, but at least the pain wasn’t in his legs.

      He could walk without wanting to curl up in a little ball and die, which was a good thing. Even he wasn’t shameless enough to have Claygon carry him in front of Cedric and the other guests. Not that they would’ve been able to pay much attention to him.

      They were busy with a factor Alex was calling Element Carey.

      The little Thameish wizard had immediately rushed to the Heroes as soon as they left the encampment’s gate. From her stuttering introduction ten minutes before—with a face flushed with nerves—to the long walk, she’d alternated between constant chatter and listening to the Heroes with the intensity of a wide-eyed child enthralled with their idol.

      She reminded Alex of an excitable puppy, flitting from one Hero to the next, much to the distress of Hart, who looked more and more miserable as time went on. Drestra, surprisingly, seemed to get along well with Carey. Perhaps that wasn’t so surprising. Carey had respect for the Witches of Crymlyn Swamp and she and Drestra came from the same part of Thameland.

      But the Hero that confused Alex was Cedric. He thought of the three Heroes, the friendly Chosen would get along with Carey best… but there was something going on with him today. He seemed tense, distracted.

      “Hey, Isolde,” Alex whispered, leaning toward her. “Do you think there’s anything weird going on with Cedric?”

      She looked at him, startled. “I would not know… I have only met him twice, after all.”

      Alex gave her a look.

      “What?” she asked.

      ‘Now is not the time, Alex,’ he thought.

      “I mean, not in a weird way, but don’t you think he’s acting a little different from last night?” he asked. “I mean, first of all, last night he left to go across camp shirtless, but when he came back, he had a shirt on. A shirt, Isolde. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      Isolde’s blue eyes narrowed on the Chosen’s broad—and bare—back. “I… perhaps. There does seem to be a certain… tension about him.”

      “Yeah, okay, I thought so.”

      “I am not sure if it is any of our business, however,” the young noblewoman said. “Perhaps he is merely stiff from last night’s contest… You were complaining of some soreness earlier.”

      “Yeah, well… maybe you’re right,” Alex said.

      As Isolde fell silent, he watched the Chosen’s body language. While slightly stiff, there was more going on than simply sore muscles. There was tension in his movements and he seemed restrained, not relaxed like he normally was. He’d even seemed relaxed when they were fighting in the dungeon.

      It was strange, like he was trying to go unnoticed but wasn’t doing a very good job. After all, Cedric spent most of his time trying to be noticed.

      What could he be hiding?

      Alex thought about last night. Wearing a shirt would have hidden the golden glow of Cedric’s mark. Had he been trying to move around without being seen?

      Carefully, Alex watched the other Heroes. Hart’s and Drestra’s body language were normal… as normal as it could be in the case of the Champion with his many different body languages in one form. Nothing new there.

      What about the rest of the delegation? He let his eyes pass over each one.

      Was anyone else tense or nervous?

      He examined each member, dismissing one after the other until… nothing. There wasn’t anything of note with any of the—

      Wait.

      Alex’s eyes fell on the sandy-haired man he’d observed in front of the encampment’s gate yesterday. There. It was only for a heartbeat—Alex’s trained eyes had nearly missed it—but the man had shot a quick glance at Cedric, and his body language had abruptly changed. He’d tensed, like a frightened dog expecting to be hit.

      An instant later, it was gone.

      Alex’s scowl deepened. Something was going on, but what? He didn’t know what it was, and at the same time, there was nothing he could do. All he really knew for sure was that Cedric and… Rioran, was it? …were acting a little strange. There was nothing solid to go on, and he knew how it’d sound:

      ‘Hey, guys, I noticed Cedric and this other guy were both acting kinda strange… you should do… something!’ He shook his head, imagining himself being dragged off.

      Besides, this was exactly like the situation with Amir.

      He remembered at the Games of Roal talking with Isolde and Khalik about how suspicions and accusations ruined trust.

      “Such distrust has ended empires,” Khalik had said.

      “…sharing those suspicions would be as bad as idle gossip and do more harm than good,” Isolde had said.

      If he shared unfounded theories, that could hurt the relationship between Generasi and Thameland. No, bringing unsupported ideas out in the open would be a mistake. Though there might be another way…

      ‘Baelin knows the Marks glow, and he also knows I’ve been studying body language,’ he thought. ‘He might take this seriously. Maybe I’ll just tell him about my suspicions in private. Then he can decide what to do. It’d be good enough if he just pays more attention to Cedric and Rioran. It could be nothing at all, in which case, no one’s hurt.’

      With another glance at Rioran, whose eyes were looking straight ahead, he turned away and started talking to Isolde again.

      ‘Act natural,’ he thought. ‘Don’t let possible enemies know you have any suspicions about them. Keep that hidden… until you’re ready for them.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 72

          

          

      

    

    







            An Impressive Demonstration

          

        

      

    

    
      “Before we begin—” Professor Jules said to the Thameish representatives.

      “Wait, I have a question!” A man with thick, white mutton chops raised his hand. “Is this er… quite safe?”

      The professor cast an eye at their surroundings. They—the representatives, Heroes and researchers—had all crammed into the bunker at the chaos essence-dungeon core testing site. Thick walls protected them. Layers of force sheathed the window. Blood mages stood at the back—behind the delegation’s rows of comfortable chairs—and each member of the Thameish group had been given a safety mask with tinted lenses for the demonstration.

      “Trust me, there are few safer places in all of Greymoor,” Professor Jules said reassuringly. “We’ve taken every precaution, we have safety redundancies in place, and medical teams are on standby should the need for them arise. All is well.”

      “Come now, where’s your sense of adventure, Reginald?” one of the court wizard’s representatives called. “By my own inspection, this place is fortified enough to take an attack by a horde of Ravener-spawn! Relax. Just think of it as a little excursion to the outdoor theatre!”

      The first man mumbled, “Mmmm, quite right. Apologies for interrupting.”

      “No problem at all,” Professor Jules said. “You’re right to ask questions. Questions are the fundamental bedrock to all science and diplomacy. Well, actually, deep pockets and generous funders are the bedrock to all science and diplomacy, but ‘asking questions’ sounds a bit nicer, doesn’t it?”

      A few people chuckled.

      “But enough jokes,” she continued. “I just wanted to salute all of you in your brave fight against the Ravener. It’s my hope that—with our knowledge, bravery and deep pockets combined—we’ll turn this time of darkness into a new, brighter age for folk the world over. It’s early days yet, but already, our results are incredibly promising. That said, we don’t want to be… blinded by our bright futures or these demonstrations. So, I strongly recommend that you keep your masks on for the entire demonstration. Protect your eyes so you can see what’s going to come next. My assistants will help anyone who has issues with their masks. Please speak up if you need help.”

      She nodded to a group of researchers lined up at the side of the bunker—they included Alex, Isolde and Carey.

      “If you have questions,” Professor Jules said, “I’ll ask that you save them for the end of the demonstration. We have a lot to show you, and it’d be best if we keep things moving until the very end.”

      The representatives of Thameland nodded politely, then began fumbling with their masks. The court wizards’ representatives slid theirs on easily enough, but some who were there to represent the king struggled, eyeing the long, bird-like protrusions dubiously.

      “I say!” Reginald called. “Could someone lend me a hand with this dastardly device? Getting it to stay on’s proving to be a right bother!”

      “On it,” Alex said to Carey and Isolde, heading to the older man. He put on his best service smile, which he’d rarely used since his last days at McHarris’ bakery. “I got your back, sir. Are you having trouble with the buckle in the back? That’s what usually gets people.”

      The man did a double take as Alex reached him. “I say, you’re a healthy young man! What do they feed you down in Generasi? Dragons?”

      Crk!

      Chair legs scraped the stone floor, like someone had suddenly shifted.

      Alex glanced in the direction where the sound had come from—the Heroes’—and focused on Cedric. Nothing there.

      The Chosen didn’t look like he’d moved.

      “Well, not so much,” Alex said to Reginald, taking his mask. “Here, let me show you how this works.”

      The Thameish wizard worked the buckle with both hands while throwing the occasional glance toward Cedric. He didn’t look at Rioran: the sandy-haired fellow seemed sharp enough to notice if he was being watched.

      “There we go,” Alex said after loosening the leather strap. “Try it now.”

      He helped Reginald with the mask, guiding it over the thick mutton chops.

      “Ah, excellent. It fits me like a glove! Thank you, young man.”

      “No problem,” Alex said, manoeuvring over to the Heroes. “You guys good? Need any help with your masks? Got any problems?”

      He threw the question out in general but made sure to slightly turn his head toward Cedric; not being obvious, but just so his voice was aimed at him.

      The Chosen reacted, trying to hide discomfort—and failing. “No, I’m all good, mate. Thanks for askin’.”

      “Right,” Alex said, lingering for a bit before returning to his spot beside Isolde at the side of the bunker.

      Carey returned a moment later, shuddering with excitement. “I do hope they find our discoveries impressive. Even though it’s still early days.”

      “Oh, I think they will.” He remembered the Festival of Ghosts last year—which was coming up soon—and Professor Jules flying through the sky on a skeletal horse, dressed in her witch’s costume. “Professor Jules definitely knows how to put on a show.”

      And put on a show she did.

      First, simplified copies of the data sheets were handed out, and for the next hour, she guided the Thameish delegation through every aspect of the dungeon core substance the research team had discovered, and she did it all in spectacular fashion.

      In the test area, golems lined up with a range of portable machinery, and several samples of dungeon core remains. While Professor Jules narrated, the golems blasted the powdery remains with lightning, conducted incandescent mana along a line of dungeon core powder, then used it to power a grain milling machine. A small sample of core remains was laid in a circle, where a ward was attached to form a circle of protective energy around a plate topped with a delicate souffle. Professor Jules summoned demons to attack the ward. The monsters used axes, streams of fire-breath and other vicious magics, causing it to flare with shadowy power, but no matter how ferocious the demon assault, the circle wasn’t penetrated and the souffle remained untouched.

      The crowd was animated, gasping, clapping, oohing and aahing.

      Reginald called out, “This is most spectacular, Professor, truly masterful! I’m almost beside myself!”

      ‘Wizards have that effect on most folks,’ Alex thought. ‘Soak it all in then go tell the king. If he ever finds out I’m the Fool and gets any ideas about grabbing me, he might just think twice.’

      At last, it was time for the last stage of the demonstration.

      “I request that you please do not touch your masks during this part. Things… are going to get a little bright soon,” Professor Jules said. “We’ve saved the most spectacular part for last. This is where we’ll be combining chaos essence—which is a rare substance from certain otherworldly planes—with the remains of a dungeon core. The reaction is a tad… energetic.”

      In the sandy field, the golems backed away from a combined sample of dungeon core remains and chaos essence. Once they were behind cover, Professor Jules sent an inexpensive, specialized messenger construct forward with a mana conductor attached to it. It glided to the swirling mixture and slowly inserted the mana conductor prongs.

      “Hey…” Hart said. “Is it just me or is that a lot of light flaring arou—holy shi—”

      Boom!

      A blast strong enough to shake the entire bunker discharged.

      Sand erupted in a cloud as several of the delegation screamed when a column of fire shot toward the sky.

      “Bloody hell!” Reginald cried. “That’s apocalyptic!”

      “Pretty cool, eh?” Professor Jules said. “Chaos essence is hard to get, but imagine what one could do with this combination. A little dungeon core remains. A little chaos essence. A small source of mana and… boom. You can kiss a dungeon or small army of Ravener-spawn goodbye.”

      “Hah!” Hart laughed, his voice a touch shrill. “Looks like we might be out of a job, eh, Cedric? Drestra?”

      “Holy Uldar…” Cedric murmured.

      “Magnificent,” Drestra said, mesmerized. “Absolutely beautiful.”

      “I like the way she thinks!” Carey whispered to Alex.

      “Well, I say!” Reginald sounded breathless. “What an absolutely smashing first demonstration! You have done some excellent work here. King Athelstan will be most pleased with these developments!”

      “I’m very glad to hear that,” Professor Jules said, and Alex could hear the smile in her voice. “And to that I say: here’s to a long and beautiful partnership.”

      “Indeed, hear, hear!” cried a very enthusiastic court wizard representative. “So, what is next? What do you think you’ll work on next?”

      “Well, for now,” Professor Jules said, “we’ll be discussing potential scientific, industrial, and militaristic applications of these remains. It seems their best application is as an accelerant. Perhaps to empower technology that uses mana. In short, if we can build it? Then we can build it better with this material. And to explore that further, we plan to start sending teams out to obtain additional samples.”

      “And after that?” the older man asked.

      Professor Jules’ pause was filled with malicious excitement. “After that? I believe it’ll be time to move experimentation to stage two: the study of living dungeon cores. By the time we’re finished, ladies and gentlemen, we’ll know more about these dungeon cores than your enemy does.”

      The Thameish delegation all stood up at once, and their applause was thunderous. It was so loud, it nearly drowned the rumble of aftershocks as smoke and sand continued swirling toward the clouds.
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        * * *

      

      After that, the remainder of the delegation’s visit was almost a formality.

      Well, a formality and politicking.

      For the next day and a half, they met with Professor Jules and the other lead researchers to discuss future plans in detail, and begin negotiations for delivery and production of dungeon core remains for various tasks and markets.

      Discreetly, some representatives even offered more… private arrangements, hoping to secure promises and contracts to benefit their own families, fiefs and territories. Professor Jules made no promises, but she didn’t reject anyone either.

      As for Alex, he focused on keeping up with his work with the research team and generally getting to know the Heroes better. He, Cedric, Hart, Khalik, Thundar, Theresa, Tyris and Grimloch all trained together using the building stones and—for some—weights that were a liiiiiittle more reasonable.

      As they built their bodies, they built their bonds, growing closer.

      And Alex learned more about each Hero.

      Drestra remained especially fascinated by the demonstration, talking about it often. She seemed pretty excited about something but wouldn’t say what.

      “If I can just learn more,” she said, staring into the blazing light of a campfire. “Maybe it could work… or maybe not… but it’s a start. It might buy us more time…”

      Alex and Theresa didn’t prod her for her thoughts. After all, they didn’t know each other well enough. Not yet, at least.

      Hart’s reaction to the substances was altogether different.

      “—will bloody change the face of war,” he growled into a cup of strong ale. “What’re men, women… even beasts supposed to do against that kind of power? What’s the point of skill? Or swords? Magic and divinity are one thing. You need talent and years of study for one, and a god or goddess’ blessing for the other. But this? So much boom from something so small. Thank Uldar that chaos stuff is rare, or one war could annihilate the entire world!” He gulped the rest of his ale.

      “I thought you were happy with all yer talk about us bein’ out of a job an’ all?” Cedric asked.

      “Yeah, I had more time to think about it,” Hart explained. “That kind of weapon, and I’d call it a weapon, might be great if it’s in your hands… ’Cept battlefields are going to be even nastier if that stuff spreads. Wouldn’t you think?”

      “Well…” Cedric said. “I’m just glad we know about it and that things are transparent-like… Something as powerful as that’s too nasty to be buried in secrets.”

      As Alex watched them from across the campfire, he noted the Chosen’s body language had relaxed over time. Though he seemed to be tensing now that the end of their visit was approaching.

      They would be gone in the morning.

      And after that, a new stage of the expedition would begin.

      Alex thought back to what Professor Jules had said: that they’d be experimenting on live dungeon cores soon. He’d known that from the start, of course, but with all that had been going on, it seemed like it would never come.

      He thought about struggling with the dungeon core in the Cave of the Traveller, fighting for control against a dying one.

      Sooner rather than later, his next encounter with one—one that was very much alive—would finally come.

      And if he defeated it… he’d learn just how far that control could go and—

      He glanced at the Heroes.

      —Cedric, Hart and Drestra just might learn something very interesting about their ancient enemy.

      Perhaps everyone would.
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            The Shedding of Filth

          

        

      

    

    
      “King Athelstan will be most pleased with what you’ve done here, Professor Jules,” Reginald said, bowing his head to the professor from the back of his horse. Around him, the entire Thameish delegation looked on, mounted and ready to depart under the morning sun.

      “Court Wizard Errol will also be pleased,” a representative of the court wizard said. “So pleased that I have a feeling—with what we’ve seen here—he’ll want to witness your achievements first hand. I highly suspect he’ll be with the next delegation when it’s time for another visit.”

      “Then I’ll look forward to meeting him and joining with another wizard interested in advancing knowledge. Don’t be strangers,” Professor Jules said, standing in the midst of a gathered crowd.

      Despite the early hour, many of the Generasians had come to see the delegation off. Most would be returning to the university later. As the Thameish were heading home, there’d be a changing of the staff in the expedition.

      Seated low in the saddle, Cedric smiled, flashing his gold tooth at Isolde, who was smoothing her hair and returning his smile. “The same goes fer all o’ you: don’t be a stranger. ’Specially you, Lady Von Anmut. I enjoyed our conversations. Your lands sound like a truly magical place. Maybe when this war’s all done an’ dusted, I’ll hop on a ship—or get some mighty wizard to teleport me—an’ come see ’em for myself.”

      A slight shadow crossed Isolde’s face, disappearing in a blink. “You’re welcome at any time. By which, I mean you are all welcome here at the expedition. Post war, perhaps there will be time to discuss diplomatic journeys, I suppose.”

      Her voice was neutral but strained. Alex and Khalik exchanged knowing looks, and the young Thameish wizard decided to help his cabal-mate out.

      “Yeah,” Alex agreed. “Come back. Take a load off. See what horrors we’ve cooked up. Have some fun.”

      “We will,” Drestra said enthusiastically, nodding to Theresa. “I look forward to our return.”

      Hart grinned at Grimloch with a definite challenge. “Until next time.”

      “Bring bigger stones,” Grimloch growled, and Alex wondered if the shark man realised how his words could be taken.

      “Yeah, bring big stones!” Tyris whooped, and Alex had no question she knew exactly how her words could be taken. Several of her friends yelled, “Tyris!” in reprimand, but she was already laughing so hard, she was snorting.

      Hart looked absolutely delighted.

      “Well, safe travels, friends,” Prince Khalik said, Najyah perched on his arm.

      “Kick some dungeon core ass for us,” Thundar added.

      “Good hunting,” offered Theresa.

      Brutus barked once as though agreeing with his master.

      “We’ll be seein’ you all again. Real soon,” Cedric vowed.

      “Yeah, too bad Baelin didn’t have time to come and teleport you guys this time,” Alex said. “Ah, well, maybe soon you’ll be the one teleporting people, Drestra.”

      “I look forward to that day.” Drestra’s eyes lit up above her veil.

      And with those final words—and a few more goodbyes—the delegation rode through the gates and into the hills of Greymoor. The expedition team watched them shrink into the distance, and Alex’s eyes fell on the sandy-haired Rioran’s back.

      His body language had been nearly unreadable, yet as he left the gates behind, it seemed some of his control eased a bit. He rode stiffly, glancing back more than once as though expecting someone, or something, to be following them.

      Eventually, he kept his eyes ahead, riding a little faster and pushing his mount a little harder than his companions. Soon, the visitors’ forms shrank so far in the distance, Alex couldn’t tell them apart from the horses they were riding.

      “Well, time to pack up, I guess.” He shrugged as he and his friends turned away from the gates to gather up their belongings and head through the portal to Generasi.

      In the end, the only eyes left watching the disappearing delegation were sharp, and avian…

      A few even followed, winging their way unnoticed across the sky.
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        * * *

      

      “Treachery.” One of the hags grinned. “So much treachery. We could use this, sister.”

      “How?” her sister asked, pulling her senses away from the birds. “All I see is wasted time!”

      The first hag glanced at the entrance to the grotto they’d dug beneath the windmill. Their beast-goblin slaves also watched it with keen eyes. The silence-spider servants of their… ‘ally’ had a distressing habit of going places where they weren’t invited. In silence, and with unnerving speed.

      The hags had learned to always keep their own servants watchful.

      Once she was sure they were still alone, the first hag—clad in bird feathers—turned to her younger sister.

      “Patience. Patience—” she started.

      “Patience? It’s not your land that these filthy outsiders squat in! I want them gone!” her sister growled.

      “And gone they shall be,” the elder one said. “Think, little sister. We turn beast-goblins and birds into servants. They fight in place of us while we remain in safety. Why not do the same now? Why risk ourselves when our enemies can kill each other?”

      Now, her younger sister paused.

      “Explain.”

      “It is simple. We follow the one who crept about, betraying his own allies. The one who was confronted by that delicious-looking young mortal.” The hag licked her lips, imagining how succulent the red-haired human’s meat would be. Tough, with all that muscle, but juicy all the same. “We’ll learn where the traitor goes and we will learn all of his secrets. Then, we whisper those secrets into human ears. The humans will distrust each other and kill or drive each other out. It is the way of humans. I’ve seen it time and time again: mortals will kill each other for little reason.”

      “Mmmmm, yesssss, I like this! But! But!” The younger of the hags stared at the entrance, then leaned forward, speaking in a whisper. “But what of our friend? What do we do with it? Do you think it will leave us be when our mutual enemies are dead?”

      “These are the Lean Times, sister,” the elder said. “The Ravener seeks to kill mortals, not those like us. It will leave. And if it doesn’t? Well, humans could be told where it is. And once again, our enemies will kill our enemies.”

      “Yessss! Yes, sister! You’ve thought of everything. In the end, we win!” the younger snarled, revealing her tattered fangs. “The moon and stars shift in our favour.”

      “That they do, sister. That they do.”
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        * * *

      

      “And you have no theories as to what might have happened?” Baelin asked, glancing up from a strange map on his desk.

      “None,” Alex said. “Which is why I just wanted to mention it to you and mention it briefly.”

      “Hmmmm,” the ancient wizard mused. “Interesting. Rioran, you said this young man’s name was?”

      “That’s right,” Alex said.

      “I will keep an eye on him should our paths cross.”

      “Thanks… Like I said, it might be nothing, but I just thought you should know.”

      “Thank you for telling me, and thank you for your discretion. Not that I think you would scream this out to the world, but we really must not chance having wild accusations levelled against our own allies. We have enough problems as it is.”

      Alex’s heart skipped a beat. “Oh? Problems?”

      The ancient wizard sighed. “I’ve been having some… folk, look into things in the Irtyshenan Empire in an attempt to learn what we can about the clawed beast that attacked you in the countryside. Unfortunately… that investigation has hit something of a wall.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “The Irtyshenans have shut their borders and are preparing for another war. Anyone snooping about in the empire would likely be targeted by their agents. As such, my friends shall we say, can no longer move with ease or without risk.”

      “Oh,” Alex said, disappointed. “Well, that’s alright, I suppose. I’ve got enough to worry about as it is. Hopefully, we can get back to that eventually.”

      “Indeed. Now, let us start with the demon summoning—Actually… before we begin. Have you been… doing something lately? Your shoulders seem broader, even for you. You haven’t been mucking about with shapeshifting, have you?”

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Alex asked excitedly. “So, I kinda came up with a method to enhance myself physically.”

      “Oh? And what sort of method would that be?”

      Alex, in great detail, told Baelin about what he’d been doing, explaining every aspect and how he’d conceived of the idea. The more he talked, the more the ancient wizard leaned in.

      “Honestly, I’ve just about doubled my strength and I’m not showing any signs of slowing down. I’m making my bones denser too, and I’ve got so much power in my limbs, that I’m a lot faster.” He rubbed his hands together in excitement. “I think I’ll hit a limit eventually. I’m reinforcing my body with my own mana and accelerating its growth, so I think I’ll hit some kind of biological strength limit—at least that’s my hypothesis based on what I’ve been reading in the anatomy books.”

      Alex tapped his chin. “I’m also considering if maybe I can exploit life enforcement… See if I can kinda copy its processes for an extra boost…” He teetered his hand back and forth. “I might be able to use Warp Flesh—or a more advanced version—to remove impurities from my body, but with the Mark, there’s no way I could reinforce it with the power of the natural world without cultivating. That just might be a death sentence. Still, with such a strong foundation, any body enhancement spell’s going to give me a lot of power.”

      “That it wiiiiill,” Baelin said with pure delight shining in his eyes. “What a fascinating solution to a problem. Hmmm… hmmm… You should write a book about this.”

      “Oh, you mean like a manual?” Alex asked.

      “Indeed, an instruction manual or even a full-on short textbook. The issue with your method is that it requires a grand talent for mana manipulation in a way that most will never achieve. Your Mark lets you reach it, but to do so naturally… very few wizards would be able to copy it. Have you tried using your method on other creatures?”

      Alex grimaced. “I experimented with insects before I did it on myself. The problem is that I kinda need my own body’s feedback to figure out if I’m doing it properly. It’s pretty delicate work, to put it mildly. If I were to do it for someone else, I’d need to study their body for a long time—over a lot of different circumstances—and then maybe… somehow connect my senses to theirs so I’d know if I was screwing up. But I wouldn’t want to take the risk.”

      He tapped his shoulder. “The Mark doesn’t interfere with the process since it’s only making micro-tears in tiny fibres and helping my muscles. One screw-up with someone else, though, and I could really hurt them, which means the Mark would start interfering, then I could hurt them even more, and then the whole thing would spiral.”

      “Mmmm, true,” Baelin mused. “I can see why you would only take such risks with yourself. No matter. By recording the method, you’ll certainly help blood mages and also make some good, solid coin in the process. I’m sure there’d be a market for it.”

      “Right…” Alex ran his hand along his chin where stubble was establishing itself after days of not shaving. Baelin’s beard-braids got him thinking about how he might look with a full beard covering his chin. Maybe he’d avoid shaving for a while longer. “You know, I think I just might do that. But! I’ll wait ’til things come to their natural conclusion first. Doesn’t make sense to write a manual when I don’t have all the data. Yet.”

      “Quite right,” Chancellor Baelin said. “Then just as we are about to focus on demon summoning, you will need to focus on your training.”

      “Will do,” Alex said. “Will do. Let’s see how far I can push myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few weeks, Alex put everything into keeping his word and pushing himself as far as he could. Most days were about training, eating, sleeping, resting and meditation.

      He only deviated from that routine to go to Greymoor and back, study, work at Shale’s, go to class and write his midterms. Every moment he could spare was spent on building his body and pushing it as far as he could, which included trying to improve his special kind of training.

      The more he practiced with Warp Flesh, the more refined his control became. After a week, running the current through his muscles was reaching the point where he could say it was becoming easy, plus, he’d refined how he ran the current, and how much mana he used. With each contraction during weightlifting, he’d focus on the muscle and be sure to spike the current.

      Two weeks of improvements later, he hit another breakthrough. By combining control over his lifeforce with Warp Flesh, his mana currents, and Cleanse Flesh, he did something that would change his body forever.

      “Hurrrrrgh!” Alex retched into a bucket on the balcony. “Why… why didn’t anyone tell me it feels like your insides are on fire? By the Traveller! Hurrrrgh!”

      “Alex!” Selina ran onto the balcony. “Alex what’s wro—It stinks! Why does it stink so bad?”

      Shaking, he turned to his sister. “Because I’m bringing up just about every nasty thing that was in my body. I found a way to do something similar to the first part of what Theresa does.”

      He turned the bucket, revealing a vile black substance inside.

      “Ewwwwww!” she screamed, running back inside.

      He gave a wry smile, wishing he could do the same.

      Alex Roth might not have been able to try life enforcement, not with the Mark of the Fool interfering with divinity… But he’d found a way to take some of that process’ power for himself.

      At least the first stage of it.

      Now, he could go even further.
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            Like a Titan From the Tales of Old

          

        

      

    

    
      It was like someone had taken a curtain off the world.

      He could see better: colours were brighter, things detailed and objects easier to make out in the distance. He could also hear better: the musicality in a person’s laughter, the song of the wind, the thunder of someone’s heartbeat. His sense of smell was better, perceiving scents in ways he never could before.

      Taste.

      Touch.

      It was all enhanced.

      Then there were other physical improvements: sharper reflexes, more flexibility. His thoughts came quicker, clearer, his stamina went through the roof, and he’d even shaved another fifteen minutes from his sleep time.

      He was renewed, like a whole new man.

      And he loved it.

      “I can’t believe getting that gunk out caused such a change.” He turned his hand, examining it. When he focused, he could clearly see the pores of his skin. “I didn’t think it’d be this effective.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” Theresa smiled, and for a moment, he was lost. He saw her in a new way. In new detail. Her gracefulness—a beauty he’d never seen before—took his breath away.

      A few hours had passed since he’d thrown up all that black stuff into the bucket—which he’d disposed of down the drain—and he and Theresa had strolled to the beach on campus. After Selina went to school, and the huntress heard all about Alex heaving his guts out, they’d taken a walk to a special spot—the quiet beach where they’d ended the night on their first date.

      Fall in Generasi was the opposite to fall in Greymoor.

      The warm autumn sun shone down on ocean waves breaking against the shore while gulls cried above. Every sound was so clear… he could even hear a fish leap from the water in the distance. It was as if his ears had been cleared of wool he never knew was muffling his hearing.

      “Hey, do you remember when Dad ‘fixed’ the axle on the wagon?” Theresa asked.

      “Yeah…” Alex said, letting himself get lost in her face. He watched her eyes getting lost in his too. “Your mom thought we might need a new axle, but your dad got down there and found all kinds of built-up gunk stuck to it. Didn’t he take like half a day getting it all off?”

      “Seven and a half hours, to be exact,” she said wryly. “He counted. And you remember how well the wagon worked after that?”

      “Yeah, it was like a brand-new wagon,” he said. “I remember him taking us out for a ride. Worked the horses hard. By the Traveller, it was like we were flying through the countryside.”

      “Yeah,” she said, smiling at the memory. “It’s the same with our bodies. All that gunk was clinging to every little bit of you. It makes your body struggle more, work slower, causes more pain, you get sick easier… Getting that stuff out’s really important. Even if you can’t cultivate… this is…” She sniffed, tears coming to her eyes. “I’m just so happy for you.”

      A lump started rising in his throat. “I’m happy I get to share at least some of what you’ve been experiencing all this time.”

      “It’s great, isn’t it?” She giggled, wiping her eyes. “It makes you feel like you can run forever.”

      “Yeah… that’s a good way to describe it,” Alex said, looking at her curiously. “If this feels this… amazing, what does taking in nature’s energy feel like?”

      She sighed. “Like you’re one with the world, just for a little while. Like feeling creation’s heartbeat and bringing it in time with your own. Or the other way around, I guess… What you’re going through just keeps going. Your senses get sharper. You feel healthier. Stronger. You feel different, in the best way.”

      “Well… even just this part is fantastic,” Alex said. “Now… I wanna go train. Let’s see how I do with all that gunk gone.”

      Theresa’s smile was like the sun coming out.

      She leapt up from the beachside table and began to stretch. “I thought you’d never ask. Let’s go!”

      The huntress took off, racing across the beach in the direction of the gymnasium. A second later, and Alex was sprinting after her.

      Except sprinting fell short of what he was doing.

      It almost felt like flying.

      Every footfall was strong, catapulting him like a stone launched from a trebuchet. He laughed as the wind rushed by his ears, and Theresa laughed with him. With every pump of his arms, he closed the distance between them until he was beside her, almost running flat-out.

      He wasn’t even winded.

      “Great! You caught up!” She grinned. “Now we can really run!”

      “Wait, what now—”

      She was gone.

      Alex’s jaw dropped.

      “Hells!”

      She’d gotten a lot faster over the past few months. With a whoop of excitement, he followed, pushing himself to his max. Trees whipped by. Passers-by turned toward them.

      But they were gone in seconds.

      Too soon, they reached the gym, and Alex felt like he could keep running forever. But it was time for a different kind of training.

      “Alright.” He ran the mana current through his body and cast Mana-to-Life. “Let’s get training.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, let’s see where I am,” Alex said, approaching a weight bench. “You mind spotting my chest press?”

      The huntress’ eyes ran up and down his body. “I don’t mind at all. The view’ll be great from up here.”

      She stood behind the bar as he slid the plates on. Her eyes grew wider the more weight he piled on. “By the Traveller, how much is that?”

      “Six hundred and ninety-five pounds,” he said. “I’ve almost caught Thundar. Let’s see if I can close the gap today. You ready?”

      “Sure am,” she said, holding her hands below the bar.

      The fact she didn’t flinch at the thought of spotting that much weight gave him an idea of just how strong she’d become.

      “Alright.” He rubbed powder over his hands then slid onto the bench. “Let’s see if I can beat Thunda—Oh, holy crap!” The bar felt like it weighed nothing in his hands. Nearly seven hundred pounds glided through the air.

      He pressed the bar a few more times then—

      Clang.

      —racked it.

      “We have to go heavier,” he said in excitement.

      Theresa, almost giddy herself, went for more weight.

      Clang.

      Seven hundred and fifty.

      Clang.

      Eight hundred.

      Clang.

      Nine hundred.

      Clang!

      “More weight!” He was so pumped, he was twitching. “I can’t believe this! I feel amazing!”

      Theresa slid more plates on the bar. “After this… we’ll have to move to a bench with a stronger rack and bar. This one’s starting to bend. Right now, the bar’s got… a thousand pounds on it! That’s more than some horses weigh, Alex.”

      “Well… let’s see if I can lift a horse, then.”

      With hands shaking, he closed them around the bar and inhaled.

      Then pushed.

      Slowly pushing a thousand pounds above his chest, then slowly bringing the bar back down.

      Theresa gaped.

      Then they looked at each other.

      “More?” she asked.

      “More,” he said.

      They moved to a heavy-duty bench with a much thicker frame and bar, one he’d seen Grimloch and other immense folks using.

      He’d never considered using it before, yet here he was, pushing his limits over and over again.

      Clang! Clang! Clang!

      He finally hit his limit for bench press for the day at thirteen hundred pounds.

      His forearms and triceps shook and he stretched them out. “I can’t… I can’t believe this. We’ve gotta test my limits for other exercises!”

      “Let’s go,” Theresa said, almost as excited as he was.

      Over the past two weeks, his numbers had exploded across every exercise. Today, though, he’d eclipsed all of that. After a punishing series of tests that pushed his muscles to their limit, his maximums were on a completely different plane.

      695 lbs. → 1300 lbs. - bench press.

      1,250 lbs. → 2,340 lbs. - deadlift.

      1200 lbs. - 2,245 lbs. - squat.

      560 lbs. → 1,050 lbs. - shoulder press.

      5000 → Had to stop counting – push-ups.

      By the end of the session, he was exhausted… and completely elated.

      “Holy shit,” he said, lying flat on his back on the bench, catching his breath. “From what I read in my anatomy books, my body just passed the limits of natural human biology. It’s like I have a brand-new super body, Theresa!”
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        * * *

      

      “You lifted how much?” Thundar gaped. “What… no… that can’t be right.”

      “Hey, man,” Alex grunted, lying in bed while his body recovered. “The numbers… don’t lie.”

      “No, that can’t be true. That’s impossible!” the minotaur cried, sounding a little hysterical.

      “It’s okay,” Prince Khalik patted him on the shoulder. “Being second strongest in the cabal is no shame.”

      His grin was perfectly evil.

      Thundar gave him a flinty look. “I hate you.”

      Khalik’s smile grew wider. “Oh, I know. And that? That pleases me.”
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        * * *

      

      The next week, Alex Roth continued to explode.

      The gymnasium almost became his second home as he kept shattering his old records. His muscles burned, but in a good way, and recovered quicker than they used to. Session by session, his strength rose.

      It was astounding how his body kept adjusting, getting stronger, growing beyond anything he’d ever expected.

      He didn’t think this was what Val’Rok had in mind when he lent him Ito’s Spiral, but Alex had to make it a point to thank the mana manipulation teacher a thousand times over.

      He started drawing a crowd when he went to the gymnasium these days. Some onlookers began taking bets on where his numbers would stop, while others cornered him, asking for his secrets.

      Baelin was right.

      He really did have to write that textbook one day.

      As for his appearance, his muscles had stopped growing in mass, but seemed to be increasing in density. His body was solid like warm marble now, making his bed groan a little louder whenever he fell into it.

      He kept going until… he finally plateaued.

      Well beyond natural human limits.

      “You can do it!” Khalik cried from the nearby bench. “You can do it! Just a little higher!”

      “Hrrrraaaaargh!” Alex roared, finally getting the bar above the rack, then racking it with a thud. The noise echoed in the room.

      His arms were utter jelly. His heart pounded like thunder.

      This was it. This was where his body wanted to be.

      “Well done!” Grimloch snarled, moving his hands away from the bar. As Alex’s strength increased, only Grimloch or Claygon were strong enough to spot him.

      “That’s it, I’m done,” he panted.

      “By all the gods,” Thundar grunted. “How much was that again?”

      Alex looked up.

      At the highest weights, lifters rarely used plates here in the gymnasium. Instead, enormous iron blocks were laid out for the most powerful life enforcement practitioners to use. The shark man regularly used them, but now, Alex could join him.

      He looked at his friends: Theresa, Thundar, Claygon and Grimloch.

      “One ton.” He smiled. “Two thousand pounds. Give or take.”

      “What in all hells?” The minotaur shook his head. “Alright, tell you what? Next time there’s a monster to wrestle? You do it. Theresa, Claygon, Grimloch and I’ll just watch, relax, and eat goodies.”

      Alex laughed weakly, folding himself off the bench and picking up his notebook.

      This time, he’d saved chest press for last, and recorded the final number, then reviewed all of them.

      2,000 lbs. - bench press.

      3,600 lbs. - deadlift.

      3,450 lbs. - squat.

      1,600 lbs. - shoulder press.

      Don’t even bother - push-ups.

      In essence, physically—with his special training—he’d reached his peak. In strength. Reflexes. Stamina and endurance. He was like a titan in tales of old. Combined with his potions, magic, friends and Claygon?

      Alex Roth was feeling ready for anything.
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        * * *

      

      “Those were the longest weeks of my life,” Catherine said, riding ahead of her two companions. “Leaving the wizard’s camp, getting away from the rest of the delegation, investigating those attacks and then riding all the way back here? I feel like I’ll be wearing the aroma of horse for at least a month!”

      Above, a crow cawed, hopping from branch to branch in the canopy. The forest grew thick over the secret paths to Uldar’s Vale. Just one of many defences that had kept it undisturbed, undiscovered and protected through time. Rioran should be feeling safe, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. Even here. The skin on the back of his neck felt like eyes were boring into it.

      “It’ll be worth it,” Stanwic said, bringing up the rear and glancing over his shoulder. So far, none had followed, except local wildlife. “While Rioran breaking from the plan was frustrating, it might have been beneficial. We have much to report.”

      “I’m right here, you know,” the sandy-haired man grumbled.

      “Yes, well, how much more would we have discovered if we could all have moved about freely for the entire time we were with those wizards?” Catherine shot a challenging look at Rioran. “Trying to take all the credit for yourself, are you? Uldar does not bless the selfish.”

      “The only credit goes to Uldar,” Rioran said, glancing at the trees. “I—”

      His words died.

      There was a light ahead.

      A green and gold light flickering in the distance.

      His sword was in his hand in a heartbeat. “Something’s in the trees!” He pointed with his blade.

      With the swift reaction of an angered snake, Catherine and Stanwic drew their weapons, turning their mounts toward the woods.

      “What is that?” Catherine whispered. “A wizard? Did they follow us?”

      “No, I don’t think so… Hold your blades a moment, I think I recognize that light,” Stanwic said. “I saw something like it, far from the Vale when I was a lad. Follow me.”

      The elder of the three spies slid off his horse, leading his companions into the trees with a stealth borne of a secret life lived in service to those on Uldar’s escarpment. Catherine and Rioran exchanged a glance and followed. They wasted no time bothering to secure their horses. Vale steeds were trained to remain until their rider returned. They were a breed not skittish by nature.

      As the trio approached the light, Rioran squinted to see through the darkness. A deep calm seemed to lay in the air. Peace. And a promise of fortune.

      “What witchcraft is this?” he hissed.

      “No witch had anything to do with this…” Stanwic smiled, stepping through a wall of trees and into a clearing. “This is all natural… Congratulations, you’re two of very few in Uldar’s Vale to ever lay eyes on an aeld tree.”

      At his words, crows burst from the canopy, chattering and screeching, raising a mighty racket. In Rioran’s paranoia, he could’ve sworn their caws were cries of triumph.
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      “Oh, quiet, you silly birds!” Catherine shouted at the crows in the canopy.

      They paid her no mind and cawed, flapped, and cavorted like there was an autumn festival in the treetops.

      “Ah, leave them alone, Catherine,” Stanwic said. “Maybe the tree’s got ’em happy. They say that every part of an aeld tree is good for food and medicine, and they bring luck wherever they grow. Maybe the animals are happy to be near one. It’s a thing of beauty, ain’t it?”

      The tree was young, perhaps ten feet—if even that—and despite the onward march of fall, its branches hung heavy with green leaves shining like emeralds. Swollen buds peeked through the leaves, ready to explode into bloom, and its bark was the golden amber of rich honey.

      It bled a greenish-gold light that radiated warmth, like the tree was a cheery flame in a hearth.

      Then there was the smell…

      The smell was…

      “It smells like home and hearth,” Rioran said, struck by a scent that reminded him of roasting chestnuts and bread baking. “What a wondrous blessing of Uldar’s.”

      “Oh, don’t be mistaken, Rioran, this tree was never created by Uldar,” Stanwic said. “Aeld trees grew here long before the prophet-god came to these lands to save and guide us. They are spirit and tree alike, closer to fae than any mortal, god, or monster.”

      “Fae?” Catherine raised an eyebrow. “Fae have no love for Uldar.”

      Both hands wrapped around the hilt of her sword, and she raised it like an axe. Rioran stiffened. A noticeable change washed over the clearing. Feelings of calm and peace that had filled the air retreated, leaving fear and discomfort in their place.

      “What?” Catherine cried, pointing her sword. “Something’s wrong, like a foul wind in the air! Is this an attack?”

      “No.” Stanwic gave her a look. “It’s afraid. You’re holding your blade like a bleeding axe. There’s a spirit in that tree, you know? It knows enough to be afraid of things that can bite its wood.”

      “Can it harm us?” she asked.

      Stanwic turned his eyes to the surrounding trees, scanning them with care. Then he crouched low, pressed his hand to the ground. “Aeld trees grant fortune to those who protect them, whether they be monster, mortal or fae. Older ones can have dozens of wild guardians. But this one is young…”

      “So it didn’t have time to gather servants?” Rioran asked, scrutinizing the young tree. “Bad luck you have there, tree. Sprouting so close to our lands. It’s rare anything with sense comes so near Uldar’s Vale. Monsters sometimes wander in, but our patrols do a good job culling anything that might do harm to the Vale. As for us? You won’t be making slaves of us, spirit. We only serve our divine patron.”

      The air bristled with fear, and after weeks of paranoia, Rioran had to admit… it felt good making something afraid of him.

      “Oh, stop with that stupid talk,” Stanwic said. “Aeld trees transplanted into castles and towns bring good fortune, good harvest, and some protection. Even to those who follow Uldar. We might be transplanting it from here and into the Vale, you know.”

      “I don’t trust it,” Catherine said. “I say we report it to Third Apostle Izas and let him decide what’s to be done with it. If he trusts it, only then will I trust it. If not…”

      She brandished her sword menacingly.

      Stanwic frowned. “There’s sensible thinking in that. The way I see it, the tree is probably Uldar-sent. This path back to the Vale isn’t used often. Even the patrols don’t normally come in here. Yet it was lying here undiscovered for Uldar-knows how long and we just happen to stumble on it? I say it’s divine providence… We’ll let the Third Apostle decide the matter.”

      “I say we cut it down now,” Rioran said darkly. “Get it done with. Who knows what evils it might attract. You say it seeks guardians and servants? What if it calls Ravener-spawn here?”

      “The divinity on the Vale stops Ravener-spawn from even approaching, Rioran. Use your head.” Stanwic gave him a sour look.

      “Maybe this tree has magics that could call evil to it. Why take the chance and leave it here?”

      Fear continued spiking around them, permeating the atmosphere.

      “Haven’t you gone your own way enough for one mission?” the older servant of Uldar asked the young spy. “You could be in enough trouble as it is. Do you want us to tell the Third Apostle that you not only snuck about the foreigners’ encampment without consulting us and got caught by the Chosen, but you turned around and destroyed a tree that he might want to bring into the Vale for the service of Uldar?”

      Fear and anger surged in Rioran. He swallowed it, barely biting back an ugly response. Nerves—and building fear from thoughts of the impending meeting with Izas—had him on edge.

      He wanted to break something, make something feel as much fear as he was feeling, and the tree was just steps away. His eyes flicked to Stanwic’s face; the man’s expression was hard.

      ‘Let it go. If you challenge Stanwic, you’ll bear blessed Izas’ wrath. So let it go,’ he thought, remembering who he was. He had honour. He was trained. Steeped in Uldar’s holy teachings. If he couldn’t even control his own emotions, what good was he?

      He’d already fallen once to impulse. Would he let himself fail again so soon?

      “You’re right…” he grunted. “We’ll report it to the Third Apostle. See what he thinks should be done with this… tree.”

      Without another word, Uldar’s servants slipped back into the hidden path and headed to their horses. Mounting up, they continued at a walk. They were in no hurry after all; it wasn’t like the tree was going to get up and walk away.

      Or so one would think.

      Long after they’d departed, the forest was quiet.

      Leaves gently rustled in the wind.

      The sun crept across the sky.

      And the aeld tree at last relaxed, releasing its earlier tension.

      All was quiet.

      Even the birds. Only one pair had followed the trio deeper into Uldar’s Vale. The rest stayed and watched. They did not move. They did not cry. They merely watched while something measured the aeld tree through their eyes.

      One flew off on black wings, soaring over hill, glen and wood. The crow’s eyes searched the woodlands as though it had passed this way many times before—or something that controlled it had.

      In any case, it seemed to know what it was looking for.

      And at last, it found it.

      Miles from where the aeld tree stood, it spotted a vast pond far below, and within it lay what looked to be a slumbering form. A matted mound of plant matter beneath murky waters.

      A crich-tulagh.

      The plant monster wasn’t sleeping, it lay motionless, waiting to capture whatever approached the pond to drink. Winter was coming. Its energies must be full to sustain its life through the long, frozen months.

      One of many tentacles twitched as the crow circled, poised for the bird to come within reach. Except those black feathered wings did not bring it near. Instead, it circled high above the pond in unnatural, hypnotic patterns.

      Its beak was open, emitting an odd call—a foul whisper hidden within. Magic reached across distances, using the inky body as a conduit, and the power that flowed was so potent, smoke spiralled from the crow’s wings.

      Flames leapt from its feathers.

      Power rushed from the burning body as the bird dropped from the sky, striking the monster beneath the water. A terrible will seized the creature, and the crich-tulagh found itself lumbering onto the shore. The mound shambled with purpose. An evil intellect guided it until it neared its destination: Uldar’s Vale. A golden light called to it, and compressing itself to move through the trees, it answered.

      The monstrosity pushed into the clearing, sending the aeld tree’s fear spiking again as vines shot forward, driving into the earth, seeking the young tree’s roots. Distress mounted as it rocked back and forth, trying to escape, almost toppling, but the crich-tulagh seized its trunk, holding it firm. Once the earth around the roots had loosened, tendrils coiled around them and lifted the young plant free.

      Waves of panic surged from the spirit tree as—

      Schlorp!

      —its roots were planted in the crich-tulagh’s mound of plant life. The larger plant would feed on the smaller one, sucking away its nutrients until it was nothing but a withered husk, and with that, the plant-monster shambled off through the woods with the young aeld tree protruding from its back. The crich-tulagh tore at the canopy, snapping branches so its precious cargo could pass through the forest unspoiled.

      Behind, a flock of crows took to the air, surrounding them and scouting for threats. And in this way, the plant monster and its captive made the long journey to a certain abandoned windmill just outside of Greymoor.

      By the time anyone from Uldar’s Vale came to investigate the report of an aeld tree, they would find only plant debris, and a large empty hole in the ground.

      That fact wouldn’t matter to those who made the report.

      This was especially true for one—they’d have far more immediate things to worry about.
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      “May Uldar’s blessing cleanse your soul.” The priestess poured water over Rioran’s hair. “Even as his rains wash filth away and feed the land, so might they do the same for you.”

      “Thank you, holy one,” the spy said.

      “Uldar’s grace lay upon you.” The priestess lifted a bowl of burning incense, wafting the smoke over Rioran’s bare chest. “May his sacrifices give you life and purpose, as they have done for all of his children.”

      “Thank you, holy one,” the spy said.

      “And may his spirit grant you strength.” The priestess drew a blessed jug of fiery spirits, tipping just enough onto Rioran’s tongue for a slight burn. “Just as his holy spirit empowers the Heroes and priests.”

      “Thank you, holy one,” the spy said.

      “You are ready to see the apostle,” the priestess said. “Go, Third Apostle Izas awaits you.”

      Rioran rose, putting on his shirt, covering the flagellation scars that marked his back—the remains of a few disobedient episodes as a child.

      He solemnly made his way to the door and opened it, leaving the cleansing chamber behind. In the hallway, Catherine and Stanwic waited, both nodded to him grimly, and without a word, all three strode down a corridor. The escarpment hymns surrounded them, for they were deep within its confines. They passed doors carved in the shape of Uldar’s servants—holy men and women from ages past—until they came to a set of double doors that looked no different than others set within the long corridor.

      Stanwic knocked.

      Rioran took a deep breath.

      “Come in,” an aged voice called from the other side.

      The three spies entered a small chapel, greeted by the scent and smoke of incense drifting in the air. The interior was almost as plain as a natural cavern. The only part of it that looked like mortal hands had ever touched it was a lone statue of Uldar which rose—eight feet tall—in the centre of the chamber’s back wall. Kneeling before it was an ancient figure—breathing in time with the hymns—with a snow-white beard and bright robes that seemed to glow in the flickering light of two braziers illuminating the room.

      Three cushions were laid before the Third Apostle.

      “Sit, children,” he said, gentleness and yet a note of firm command marking his voice.

      With instinctual obedience, the spies knelt before him.

      “We greet thee, holy Third Apostle of Uldar,” they said as one.

      “And he greets you,” he said. “Did your mission go well?”

      Rioran opened his mouth.

      But he was too slow.

      “Rioran learned much,” Stanwic said, “though possibly at great cost. The Chosen discovered him while he was investigating the foreigners on our first night there.”
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      Third Apostle Izas’ face did not twitch.

      Only a light nod acknowledged what he just heard, but when he turned toward Rioran, the young man’s heart thundered.

      “What is this, Rioran?” the ancient priest asked. “The Chosen saw you? Confess what has happened, child.”

      For a wild moment, an urge to lie surfaced, almost overpowering the sandy-haired man. He’d been trained to lie, and told Catherine and Stanwic only that he’d been caught by Cedric, not the details of his ill-fated meeting with the Chosen.

      He could spin the story and shift details to lessen the brewing disaster.

      But one look at Izas’ face banished all such notions.

      The ancient man’s eyes were endless pools, deep and full of mysteries. Rioran could not even imagine a lie they couldn’t see through. Throughout all the young spy’s training, who was it that guarded this ancient order, serving as messenger between layfolk and the First Apostle? Who was it who’d been there, watching the training of Uldar’s servants since Rioran was a child?

      Izas.

      He knew every trick Rioran knew and more.

      What would a lie do? Only make things worse…

      With that one look from Izas, Rioran’s resistance crumbled.

      He bowed his head and sought mercy from the ancient priest. “Forgive me, Third Apostle Izas. Forgive me.”

      “Do not ask forgiveness of me, Rioran,” Izas said. “I cannot give it, for it is not mine to give. The harm of your actions will affect Uldar and his purpose. It is in his hands where forgiveness lies. And it is his mercy that you must seek, if you have done him wrong. Now… what have you done, my child?”

      Rioran swallowed, closing his eyes. “I… in my arrogance… I broke away from the others.”

      Reluctantly, he began the tale of what happened in the foreigners’ encampment. His decision to go his own way—with all the justifications he could muster—how he’d crept through the encampment, entered the research tent and what he discovered there.

      “Hmmm,” Izas mused. “And so you used the blessed dust of passwall to pierce their wards. Ironic: to use the remains of our enemies to learn more about foreigners who seek to learn about the remains of our enemies.” Izas rubbed his white beard, a wry smile twisted his lips for a heartbeat. “And how were you discovered?”

      “I…” Rioran said. “I was on my way back from their research tent and I was feeling proud that I’d avoided their sentries… that’s when the Chosen came upon me in the dark. He completely eluded my senses.”

      “You were preoccupied with what you’d just done… this narrowed your focus,” Izas suggested. “And though the Mark of the Chosen grants grace to him in a lesser measure than the Mark of the Champion, I am told that this generation’s Holy Chosen was already a warrior and man of light steps even before his blessing. It is little wonder you were taken off guard.”

      “T-thank you for your understanding, Third Apostle,” Rioran stuttered, a wild hope rising in him. Izas’ voice had been nothing but gentle and understanding so far. Some of his words had held a note of reprimand, but none of his tone or body language spoke of anger, or even disappointment. Perhaps the young spy would come out of this without punishment.

      “Continue.” Izas waved for him to resume his explanation.

      “He’d felt the divinity of the dust. And so I was caught and interrogated.”

      “Aaaaaahhh, indeed, that would make some sense.” Izas frowned. “The dust is subtle, but with divinity absent from the confines of their encampment and the young Holy Chosen’s gifts being what they are, it would stand to reason he would feel it. And then what did he say, child?”

      “He warned me not to interfere with the Generasians and—”

      “Wait.” Izas held up a hand. “The Chosen of Uldar demanded that you not interfere with the foreigners?”

      For the first time, another emotion entered the Third Apostle’s voice: surprise. Stanwic and Catherine also looked at Rioran with raised eyebrows. He’d never revealed this much of what actually occurred.

      “Yes, holy Third Apostle,” he said, then repeated Cedric’s reasoning and warning.

      Izas’ frown deepened. “It seems he is prioritizing the aid these foreigners provide and saw you as a threat to that. Hmmmm. This information is vital. And what did the other Heroes say?”

      “They did not speak to me, Third Apostle,” the spy said. “I do not think the Chosen told them what happened.”

      “I see. And did any of the foreigners know what occurred? Were you confronted? Spied upon?”

      Rioran searched his memories, past paranoia and panic-filled days returning in a wave. His thoughts were of the research team, the other wizards, the guards and the Watchers of Roal.

      Did any of them seem to pay closer attention to him?

      Had anyone shown signs of suspecting him?

      Nothing extraordinary came to mind. Except maybe…

      “I’m not sure if someone had knowledge of what I’d done,” he said. “He showed me no suspicion openly—but there was a young wizard at the encampment. He was trained, that was clear. He moved like a warrior and shifted his body language to mirror those he spoke with. Our eyes met briefly and to be honest, in some ways, he reminded me of us layfolk of Uldar. But I don’t think he paid me much mind after our initial contact.”

      “Your initial contact?” Izas asked.

      “When our eyes met, he seemed to… read me much like how we read another person’s body language.”

      “Who was this?” Catherine asked. “Oh, wait, do you mean that tall one with the building stones? It’s true, he did move like a warrior, but I didn’t notice him paying you any more attention than anyone else.”

      “Mmm, the Watchers of Roal moved like warriors too, and they weren’t the only ones in the encampment who did,” Stanwic said. “I noticed the big young man myself, but he looked more interested in the Heroes than in you or any of us, Rioran.”

      “True… It’s probably nothing, then. But he seemed to recognize my training from my body language,” Rioran said.

      “Hm,” Izas mused. “If he paid no attention to you afterward, that is fine. I’m not surprised the Generasians would bring along those who know how to handle themselves. They are in a warzone, after all.”

      “Yes,” Rioran said. “Well then, I’d have to say that no one other than the Chosen knew what I’d done.”

      “Then likely the Chosen did keep what he discovered to himself. A relief, but still a complication. One that might need to be resolved in time,” Izas said, his voice gentle… almost too kindly.

      Rioran didn’t know what to make of that.

      “And what did you learn about the foreigner’s experiments and activities, my children?” the Third Apostle asked.

      “Well, they held a demonstration of the tests they’d done for us,” Catherine jumped in. “We saw what they’d been doing and what they plan to do. Though they left out any mention of experiments with golems. If what Rioran found in their notes is true, they’re not sharing that part.”

      “I see. And what did they show you during these tests?” Izas asked.

      Catherine and Stanwic recounted the tests in detail, leaving nothing out, no matter how minor it seemed. With their trained memories, they could describe the spectacular demonstrations like they’d just witnessed them.

      Izas nodded slowly when they were done, seeming to contemplate what he’d just heard. “Powered machinery. Devices. Magic. Hmm… I see. It also sounds like they have the building blocks for a terrible weapon.”

      “Yes.” Stanwic’s lips tightened and a troubled look touched his face. “It was unholy.”

      “No, I would not be so quick to pronounce it as unholy, my child,” Izas gently chided him, shaking a finger. A kindly smile took his lips, and he looked like a village elder guiding a grandchild. “Uldar commanded us to learn and teach the people of this land. We need not fear discovery, cowering under the shadow of ignorance like barbarians. Magic is dangerous, yes, but it can be a tool of holy light when wielded in the proper ways, and by the proper hands.”

      “I suppose our armies and clergy could use such a thing,” Catherine suggested. “We use dungeon core remains with Uldar’s blessings to make use of some of the properties they had when they were whole all the time.”

      Rioran thought of the dust of passwall. It mimicked—with limitations—a dungeon core’s features of altering floors and parting walls to let spies slip through most barriers while leaving them whole.

      “And the Heroes wield blessed weapons that contain dungeon core remains,” Izas pointed out. “The Generasian’s professor speaks truth: chaos essence is difficult to acquire and can only be gained by those who wield the mightiest magics, or those who’ve been entrusted with the greatest of divinities. I daresay anyone with the power to call upon chaos essence with any degree of reliability already wields deadly power in their own right.”

      He chuckled. “They would not need such a mixture to show the world whether they were bane or boon.”

      Relief flooded Rioran. ‘This is a good sign. Izas is showing humour. Perhaps he holds no lasting displeasure with me.’

      “Still, I am sure King Athelstan, Court Wizard Errol, and High Priest Tobias will be most pleased to gain such a weapon against the Ravener. Excellent work, my children. Stanwic, Catherine, you may return to the village and rest. You’ll be free from your duties for a fortnight starting immediately. Use the time to contemplate, read the holy book, and share good meals with your loved ones.”

      Stanwic and Catherine bowed as one, then stood before Izas. “Thank you, Third Apostle,” they said in unison.

      Silently, they slipped into the hall, easing the door shut behind them.

      Rioran didn’t move.

      He had not been dismissed.

      His nails dug into his palms.

      Nerves threatened to turn his stomach.

      “Rioran, do not be afraid,” Izas said, looking on him with kindness and concern. “Gather a few provisions and venture to Achellon’s Face. There, climb the cliff and find the Shrine of the Second Disciple. Pray. Call on Uldar and reveal your heart to him under the open sky. Hide nothing and say what you truly feel. If you feel—in light of our conversation—you have wronged our god, then repent. If you do not then utter no false repentance. Own what you did.”

      “And then?” Rioran asked.

      “Then Uldar’s reply will be revealed to you.”
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      “You heard all, Eldin?” the Third Apostle said, though he seemed to be alone in the chamber.

      Grrrrrrnd.

      The sound of stone scraping on stone came from behind him, signalling a slot opening in the wall behind Uldar’s statue.

      “I heard all of it, Third Apostle,” Eldin’s deep, quiet voice said.

      “Your assessment?”

      “No threats yet… Though the Chosen might need to be watched. Threatening a servant of Uldar for the sake of foreigners… He had his reasons, but reasons like that can make a person all twisted up inside.”

      “Agreed. We will watch, then, and let this play out for now…” the Third Apostle said.

      Nothing he’d heard appeared to be a threat to the cycle, and might even benefit Thameland. Surely Uldar would be pleased to see his mortal kingdom prosper.

      “I take it I’m to make sure Rioran’s… on the right path?” Eldin asked.

      “Please do. And thank you, my friend.”

      “For the glory of Uldar, Third Apostle.”
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      With a grunt, Rioran pulled himself up the last bit of rock face and onto the cliff. His hands burned. Achellon’s face was not an easy cliff to scale, and none of the layfolk looked forward to ascending the jagged bluff.

      Still, this was a holy place.

      Close to the edge—some ten feet from him—stood the petrified form of a woman. The remains of the last Second Apostle of Uldar, still frozen in her final act of defiance against one of the deadliest of the Ravener’s servants.

      What sort of servant, Rioran didn’t know. He was not privy to the account. The battle had taken place many cycles ago. What he did know with certainty was that he was here to kneel before the Second Apostle and bow his head in prayer. He wasted no time in doing so.

      He searched his feelings, contemplating what occurred in Izas’ chamber. When he had reached Uldar’s Vale, he was covered in shame.

      But had things not gone well?

      He’d offered valuable information to the Third Apostle and only received a slight chiding. There was no punishment. There was no pain. In essence, had he not served Uldar well? He’d simply shown initiative. That business with Cedric was unfortunate, but Izas said it could be resolved.

      So, all in all… had he done anything so wrong?

      “Oh, Holy Father Uldar,” he prayed in earnest. “I come to… ask for your boon. Weeks ago, I took initiative on your account. I have come to see that it was the right decision. I hope you are pleased with me and I hope to show such initiative in the future.”

      Falling silent, he waited for a sign of Uldar’s answer.

      He wished he could feel divinity like the Chosen, the Saint, or the priests, then he might better feel Uldar’s will. Of course, if he could feel divinity—and were very, very sensitive to it—he might have been saved—

      “Wrong conclusion, I’m afraid,” a quiet voice said from behind.

      Rioran tried to turn, reaching for his dagger.

      A meaty hand, thick with rough callouses, closed over his mouth. Then a blow struck his elbow, shattering it.

      His muffled scream was sealed in by the hand as his assailant dragged him backward. Rioran fought to kick but—

      Crack!

      Another blow shattered his kneecap.

      ‘Uldar!’ he cried in his mind. ‘Uldar, save me!’

      Even as his prayer went up, he was being dragged to a jutting stone. There was no more surface to tread upon, yet his captor kept forcing him backward.

      Until…

      A cold feeling of confinement bound him as his terrified eyes strained to look down. The stone… it was consuming him. He was being drawn in!

      Rioran struggled.

      Rioran prayed.

      Rioran wept.

      But in the end, Rioran silently disappeared into the stone like a drowning man into quicksand.

      On the Shrine of the Second Apostle, the only thing left moving was a soft, gentle breeze.
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      When Alex Roth awoke, he had no idea he was on the cusp of one of the greatest battles of his life. He wasn’t alone in this, though; most folk tended not to see what was coming until it was staring them square in the face. Many spent their last hours worrying about mundane things like life’s daily troubles.

      As for Alex, from the moment his eyes opened, his mind was already taking stock of what he had to do.

      First, there was organizing the data from his special training.

      With the results in—and no sign of muscle breakdown, no further increases in strength, or no side-effects, positive or negative—he was ready to review his notes and plan the manual.

      Second, was getting ready for the Festival of Ghosts.

      It was fast approaching, and this year, the city was giving it more attention than last year. Masks and costumes had been in shop windows since school began, and festive decorations hung everywhere downtown. Only, there was a touch of sombreness that hadn’t been there last year. The victims of Leopold’s demon summoning were fresh in most minds, and lots of folks had newly departed loved ones to let go of.

      Alex was already making his own preparations, which brought up the third thing playing in his mind. The fruitless hunt for Burn-Saw was still on. The only way he was remaining patient was by telling himself that—with every passing day—he was better prepared for their eventual confrontation.

      He performed his morning stretch routine while thinking about the fourth thing—a confrontation of a different sort. He’d soon be needing dungeon core remains to forge his staff with. Thameish agents had been tasked with supplying the expedition with information on dungeon locations so the wizards could raid them for cores, and at the same time, take some of the stress off the army. Cooperating with each other also worked out well for the Heroes since they couldn’t be everywhere at once. To date, the amount of dungeon core samples harvested could be counted on one hand—not enough to share any spoils among the expedition members—which meant certain wizards were growing impatient and planning their own hunts to find cores for themselves.

      Alex planned on being ready. He still didn’t have the material he’d need for his staff’s body, but at least he’d be ready to harvest its power source. Wood was actually his preference for the body, but a material like metal would do, if that was all he could get his hands on. And it just might come down to him using a substitute. He’d been waiting on Gwyllain—the asrai fae he and his friends had saved from the blue annis hag’s cook fire—to appear, and fulfil a promise to settle his self-imposed debt by telling Alex where he could find an aeld tree.

      Months had come and gone, and he hadn’t even seen the fae’s shadow. His thoughts lingered on Gwyllain, and while Wizard’s Hand poured him a glass of water, he began dressing, wondering if the little fellow couldn’t find a tree… or if something awful had happened to him.

      “Hope you’re alright, little guy,” Alex said quietly in the dark room. “And I hope to see you soon.”

      He downed the water. It was almost time to leave for Greymoor and what he thought would be just another day working with the research team.
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        * * *

      

      “Steady, steady,” the younger of the hag sisters hissed. “We do not want to harm our lovely guest.”

      Three crich-tulaghs paused at their master’s words, ceasing their rough handling of the young tree, then gently positioned its roots at the bottom of a newly dug hole. Two steadied it, holding its trunk upright, while the third backfilled the deep hole, covering the bare roots. Beast-goblins and silence-spiders scurried around the base, packing earth, brushing soil so it looked natural and undisturbed, and scattering fall leaves haphazardly, creating the impression that the aeld had always grown there. In the air, distress emanated from the tree in waves of greenish-golden light.

      It was enough to set the final Hunter’s envenomed teeth on edge.

      “You think this will work?” it asked, mimicking the voice of a wizard it had heard when hiding from a patrol a week ago. It was getting very tired of hiding from mortals. “Much time has passed, yet our enemy remains.”

      “They will not remain much longer,” the elder of the hags said. “Some of their most powerful will be lured into our trap and be wiped out in one stroke. And once they are dead, the rest will grow agitated like wasps in their nest when the bear or badger comes! Then—”

      The younger of the hags giggled and scraped her iron claws against one another like blades along a whetstone. “—we will whisper of the treacheries we learned of to the other mortals. And they will be sooo broken upon hearing that their friends were eaten, they will react and strike! They will ruin each other for us! Soon your enemies will be dead, and my land will be mine again, just as it should be!”

      The Hunter’s growl escaped its lips. This… hunting scheme the hags planned was not a bad one. For weeks, it fought growing frustrations, contemplating what to do to complete its mission. Time and again, it felt its prey appear in the interlopers’ encampment, but it could not lay claws on the Usurper. It was always blocked.

      There were always too many powerful magic users around, and the moors were too heavy with patrols both night and day. The unfortunate assassination attempt had been costly. The failure gave the interlopers reason to be far more cautious. Patrols became too common for its liking, each made up of too many wizards and even more warriors. The stench of mana dripping from them was offensive.

      Another failed attack on their camp would likely lead them to more drastic measures, perhaps bringing them right to the Hunter’s lair. Then all would be lost.

      The hags’ plan, though, was a good one. Drawing many of the enemy’s more dangerous fighters out in a group would make them ripe for ambush. Then—when they were slaughtered for meat—the Hunter would watch and wait, and when the interlopers sent out a search party to find their long-dead companions, Ravener-spawn and the hags’ own servants would greet them with fury.

      As the human blight was being eliminated from the Ravener’s territory, the hags would steer the interlopers into a fight with the ancient enemy, and pit the wizard who overflowed with mana against the Heroes. And in all the chaos—if the Usurper still lived—the Hunter would right that wrong.

      For the hags’ plan to work, much depended on the first ambush.

      Those fearsome interlopers had to be slain.

      The Hunter took account of its forces. Packs of silence-spiders and venom-walkers had come to reinforce its numbers. Then, there was the hive-queen, who even now lurked within a lair behind the windmill among a nest of silence-spiders.

      Stealth. Venom. Power. The element of surprise.

      All would tilt the coming battle in their favour.

      And if the last Hunter was fortunate…

      It turned its head toward the interlopers’ camp. It could feel the Usurper’s presence even now. If patterns held, they would remain there for the next three days. Enough time to spring the trap.

      The Usurper might even be among those to die in the ambush at the aeld tree. Flexing its claws eagerly, it imagined the taste of hot blood in its mouth.

      It had been too long since it made a proper kill.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh? You’ve seen one!” Gwyllain cried in excitement. The asrai fae’s long ears wiggled. “Where? Where? I’ve been looking for an aeld tree across bog, wood and field for moons and I haven’t found one!”

      “I’ve heard you were searching,” the little pixie said, poking his head out from a tree trunk. The edge of his wings caught the moonlight, shining like white jewels. “My cousin’s cousin told me you’d asked before the leaves had begun to turn. I don’t know where it came from, but an aeld tree’s sprung up near an old mill humans once used.”

      “An old mill…” the asrai faerie mused. “I think I remember that place. Many years ago, humans used it then left it. Then they started using it for a time again and left when the Times of Plenty came. I think there’s still flour in there… What’s an aeld tree doing there?”

      “I don’t know where they sprout and why! That’s their business!” the pixie cried. “They pop up like toadstools wherever they please. You might want to hurry to find this one. My cousin’s cousin said it was sick. Stressed. It might die if you wait too long. Oh! And watch out for the monsters!”

      “Monsters?” Gwyllain blinked his large eyes. He wasn’t too eager to end up in another cage, waiting to be something’s supper again. “What kind? Where?”

      “Don’t know and don’t know,” the pixie said. “My cousin’s cousin just said there were monsters, but that they’d gone away. Maybe all these magic-using mortals ran them off! Ugh, they’re so noisy. All the spells! All the booms! All the churning and building of stones. They’re ruiners!”

      “Uh-huh,” Gwyllain said politely. “Well, I’ll find this aeld tree and see if there are any monsters around. Thank you!”

      “Wait, what about payment!” The pixie put his hands on his hips. “You’re going to cheat me, Gwyllain! I told you something valuable and you’re going to cheat me! I’ll tell everyo—”

      “No need for that.” The asrai rolled his large eyes. He reached into a pouch at his waist and produced three large wasp queens, tied in gossamer. “I was saving these for my nightly snack, so take them and be gone!”

      “Ooooo!” The pixie rubbed his hands together then greedily snatched the wasps. “Delicacies! I’ll tell everyone that you’re generous, Gwyllain! Everyone!”

      With a happy little flutter, he shot back into the hole in the tree where there was likely a portal to the fae realm.

      “Well, there goes my snack,” Gwyllain pouted.

      He wasted no time in racing off to the windmill. Taking the fae paths and faerie ways, it didn’t take him long to reach where he was going and see that the pixie—rather, the pixie’s cousin’s cousin—had not lied.

      There was the greenish-golden light of an aeld tree.

      Though something wasn’t right. The tree was distressed. Frightened. In pain. Maybe it was sick. Maybe it was to die soon. Still, that didn’t matter. At least he would have settled his debt with the human.

      Debts were never good to carry for too long.

      Especially debts to wizards.

      Now… what about monsters?

      Gwyllain didn’t check too long, seeing no monsters. Besides, even if they were there, the wizard was strong with magic and had that four-armed golem and all those strong companions.

      Surely, they could handle a monster or two!

      Taking the faerie-paths again, Gwyllain scampered across the moors until he came out from beneath a hill. He blinked in surprise. Many times he’d passed this way, but didn’t remember any high stone walls being around the hill, and at its top!

      And was that a half-built tower?

      How curious!

      The fae slipped closer to the wizards’ place and looked around for the young man.

      Luck was with him!

      There he was, all tall and broad, walking atop those stone walls with a cloak around him, and that giant, four-armed clay man at his side. Gwyllain crept to the walls. It was a hard thing to do. There were plenty of folk on the lookout, and strange magics in the air. Maybe wards, maybe things that could see him.

      With his fae magics, he slipped between the guardians, sentries, and defences until he was at the foot of the stone wall at the top of the hill. It was atop that wall where the wizard walked, so he waited patiently, until he heard the young wizard pass nearby.

      Then he scaled the stones as quietly as a mouse, pausing at the top of the parapet. Just after the tall human passed, the fae poked his head up.
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        * * *

      

      “Pssst,” a voice whispered.

      Alex jumped and whirled around. There, poking out of the darkness was a small, green figure who Alex thought was a beast-goblin at first.

      It took his eyes a few heartbeats to recognize the scales on the little creature’s form.

      It was Gwyllain.

      “Hello, Alex,” the asrai said. “I’ve been trying to find you. I think I’ve managed to find an aeld sapling.”
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            An Otherworldly Muster

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gwyllai—” Alex cut the word off, realizing the little fae was being stealthy because he was trying to avoid attention.

      “You surprised me,” the wizard whispered. “I was just thinking about you this mor—Wait, did you say you found an aeld sapling?”

      The asrai nodded as vigorously as a happy child proudly confirming she was ready for dessert. He climbed over the parapet, did a graceful somersault onto the wall, then pressed his body to the stone, becoming part of the shadows.

      “It took me a lot longer than I wanted, but I finally found one,” he whispered. “We have to go see it right away! It’s sick or something.”

      Alex squinted, looking up at the moon.

      It had been a long day in Greymoor. Folks were normally up and away hunting dungeon core remains from first light, and today was no exception.

      Baelin arrived bright and early and teleported a team of dungeon breakers—a name the harvester groups adopted—to a dungeon of cold belchers some fifty miles east of Greymoor. Alex and his friends were on that team, and even though the dungeon was new, the monsters fought like they were battle-hardened, giving his team a fight that was far from easy.

      Temperatures in a cold belcher dungeon were numbingly cold, forcing the wizards to cast layers of spells to withstand it. The icy floors were as reflective and treacherous as walking on glass. Walls of ice would abruptly spring from either ceiling or floor, and—just like in the Chitterer dungeon—the dungeon core threw itself into the fight with abandon, determined to crush every last one of them.

      For their effort, they’d successfully harvested the core—a Watcher shattered it with a spell of sonic energy—but their work hadn’t ended there. Dealing with stragglers and collapsing the dungeon took more time. Cataloguing, warding a cold tent to house the living specimens they’d captured, as well as attending to regular duties, all awaited when they returned to camp.

      Research. Harvesting minerals.

      Ongoing research, castle construction and—more recently—outposts and fortifications throughout Greymoor. By day’s end, Alex and his dead-tired teammates fell fast asleep as soon as they hit their cots.

      A little under two hours later, he was rested and eager to get to work on his special training manual. He’d gathered writing supplies and his notes, then made his way to the finished inner castle wall that was now standing where the rampart of hardened earth once stood.

      A clear night was rare in Greymoor—the moon and stars were bright—and soaring some forty feet above the hilltop, the top of the wall provided a fine view of the land. Alex had greeted the night guards and chatted for a bit before taking in the view then settling down to write.

      And suddenly, Gwyllain was there, bringing news of the aeld sapling.

      The timing… wasn’t exactly perfect.

      “Can it wait until morning?” Alex asked, thinking about his friends. They were exhausted, and his cabal had burned most of their mana in the cold belcher dungeon. Even if he was selfish enough to wake them up to come help him, they wouldn’t have much magic to call on. “The morning would be better, I think.”

      “Why not now? You should go get your friends and come get the tree,” the asrai said eagerly.

      “My friends… they’ve had a long day,” the young wizard explained. “I can’t see getting them up in the middle of the night, even for this.”

      “Oh dear… oh dear… oh dear,” Gwyllain murmured, his ears drooping and his eyes looking off in the distance. Alex assumed that was where the aeld sapling was. “Well… it might be able to wait. But…”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “But?”

      “But! There’s something wrong with the sapling. It might be sick or stressed. The spirit inside of it’s upset, and that’s never a good sign.”

      The young man chewed his lip, thinking. “Will it last through the night?”

      “Ummmm, I cannot tell you, if I’m honest. It felt very distressed. And maybe it was afraid of the monsters.”

      “Wait, monsters?” Alex asked. “You didn’t say anything about monsters.”

      “Liar! I did say something about monsters! Just now when I said ‘maybe it was afraid of monsters,’” Gwyllain insisted.

      “Gwyllain, what—” He stopped talking as footsteps echoed nearby. They were soft, but his sharpened hearing picked them up. Guards were coming toward them, chatting and watching the moors.

      They didn’t appear to be paying any attention to him, let alone the little asrai hidden in the shadows.

      “Hey,” he said quietly. “Meet me outside. Near the gates. I won’t be long.”

      “Right, see you in a bit!” Gwyllain disappeared over the wall and Alex moved quickly. First, he went to his tent and filled his bag with potions, grabbed a bit of homemade jerky and a waterskin for the road. He still hadn’t made up his mind yet, but he’d be prepared if he did decide to go.

      Once he’d gathered everything he could think of, he casually strolled over to the encampment’s front gates.

      A familiar figure was stationed at the barricades for night duty—Ripp—the swiftling monster hunter he’d met in Generasi. He was alert, watching and listening, completely focused, but gave Alex a curious look as he came toward him. “Going somewhere?”

      “Yeah, just heading out for a bit. Going to grab something out there.” Alex inclined his chin toward the wilderness.

      “Oh really? Off on a little hunt of your own? Going to get a dungeon core, are you?”

      “No,” Alex told the truth. “Nothing like that.”

      “Well then, you’re not on duty. What you do’s your own business. Just don’t go getting yourself killed.”

      “Yeah, that’s not exactly the plan,” Alex said.

      “It never is.” Ripp chuckled darkly, then called to another guard. “Let’s open up, Sid. Just you two going out?” he asked Alex, looking up at Claygon.

      “Yep, just us.”

      Kroom.

      A pair of stone golems removed the bar and opened the gate, letting the young wizard and his golem pass. They walked between two more stone golems stationed outside and Alex nodded to them as he set off down the hill.

      He passed the partly completed outer castle wall, moving slow until he heard little footsteps approaching.

      “Gwyllain?” he said.

      “Yes, Alex, I’m here,” the fae answered. “So, will you go?”

      “First, tell me about these monsters that the tree might be afraid of. In detail.”

      “Not much detail to give. I met a pixie who said their cousin’s cousin saw monsters near the aeld tree and that they’d gone a while ago.”

      “A pixie’s… cousin’s… cousin. Okay,” Alex said. “And that’s all they said? Not how many? Not what they looked like? Not where they went and when?”

      “Not really,” the asrai said apologetically. “But you’re a brave slayer of monsters, aren’t you? You wouldn’t be afraid of a few raggedy wild monsters!”

      “Well, I think anyone that’s sensible would be cautious around wild monsters…” Alex said, acutely aware that—by most people’s standards—he’d left any notion of being sensible behind long ago.

      “If the wild monsters come back, they might harm the little sapling, and then it’d be dead and my debt to you would still be unfulfilled,” Gwyllain said. “Come, I’m sure there’s nothing to be afraid of!”

      Alex frowned, considering what to do.

      Going out alone at night to follow a fae to find a mysterious tree in a place that might or might not have monsters around sounded like a good way to get killed. At least, to most people.

      The sensible thing to do would be to not go, if he were honest.

      The second most sensible thing to do would be to wait, gather people in the morning after they’d had a good night’s sleep, then go for the tree. Though that had its own problems. He’d have to see if his friends could get away from their morning duties—not to mention skip out on his own—and more importantly, Gwyllain wouldn’t be able to survive the sun to guide them anywhere in daylight.

      And what would happen if other folks heard about the aeld? They held a lot of value. He doubted Professor Jules would make a claim for it, but others might follow and try to claim a share for themselves. And even if that didn’t happen—if things were as desperate for the sapling as Gwyllain thought—then it could be dead in the morning, possibly ripped apart by monsters. Would he get another chance like this?

      Alex shook his head.

      He was thinking like a baker’s assistant, nervous at what might be waiting in the wilderness, wondering if he should go for what he needed. He wasn’t a baker’s assistant. Not anymore. Hadn’t he been gathering power since he left Thameland? Hadn’t he made potions and learned spells to counter enemies? Hadn’t he learned how to heal himself in case he was injured?

      And trained his body to the absolute limit?

      And besides, it wasn’t like he was alone.

      Claygon was with him. He could  bring more ‘friends’ along too.

      “Alright, let’s go, Gwyllain,” Alex said. “Let’s go meet your tree and settle your debt. And if the tree needs rescuing? Then, hell. Let’s rescue it.”

      He chuckled to himself.

      Maybe Cedric and Hart were rubbing off on him.
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        * * *

      

      The final Hunter startled. Could this be true?

      It had scaled the windmill and was perched on one of four blades, digging its claws into the wood. The view from so high gave it a perfect view of the woods and hills far in the distance, as well as miles of wilderness. A light wind blew, and the strange human mechanics that turned the blades had long seized, making the spot the perfect place to perch.

      Its senses could stretch for miles, and one of those senses told it something too good to be true. Could its senses be wrong? Were hope and frustration twisting its thoughts? It focused acutely, sending pings through the air, reaching across the miles, feeling out any sources of mana.

      The pings travelled a great distance, confirming what the Hunter sensed: the Usurper was coming closer.

      They were coming this way!

      Stifling a roar of triumph, it swung its scaly form off the windmill blade and in through a window on the ancient structure. Inside, on the uppermost floor, a hive of monsters waited.

      Silence-spiders clung to stone walls. Beast-goblins and venom walkers milled about the well-worn floor. Crich-tulaghs gathered on the first floor below. And the hags… they sat in the midst of all the monsters on the upper floor, turning in surprise when the Hunter appeared.

      “What is it?” the younger sister asked. “What did—”

      “They come! The enemies come!”

      “You know this?” The elder hag’s face turned more sour than usual. “How? He is still miles away.”

      ‘He?’ the final Hunter wondered. ‘Just one wizard? Only the Usurper?’

      This was only getting better!

      “I have ways of knowing,” it said. “You do not tell me all. I do not tell you all.”

      “Hm,” the younger hag sniffed. “Fair. Well, this is a disappointment. Only one comes. The one who controls the big clay statue. There are no others with him, except that slippery asrai who should have been in my belly! He guides the wizard to the aeld tree, no doubt,” she growled like an angry dog. “Destroying the clay creature will be a boon, but killing just those two won’t remove as much of their fighting strength as we need! Agh!”

      She glared into the distance, witnessing the Usurper through avian eyes. “Hmmm… maybe we should capture them to lure the rest… then, a trap will feed a trap.”

      “We could do the same if he’s dead,” the Hunter spoke quickly.

      The hags did not know of the Usurper’s importance to its task, and they did not have to know. Still, there were ways to bring them to its way of thinking without revealing too much. “If they go missing, the interlopers will search for them. I know mortals—they will hunt for their kin even if they think they are dead. We kill the wizard now and break the clay-thing. Less risk.”

      “Fair enough,” the younger hag said. “We’ll set our ambush from up here. The man will arrive soon enough, so we’ll wait until he reaches the clearing where the aeld tree’s planted… and then, we’ll attack from all sides.”

      “Good! Come! Make ready!” the final Hunter called to the gathered Ravener-spawn.

      A horde of monsters poured down the windmill, readying themselves for a kill.

      At last.

      At last, the Usurper would die.
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        * * *

      

      “He is here, sister. And the asrai too. I will taste his juicy flesh after all, and the wait will make him taste even sweeter,” the younger hag said, watching through an owl’s eyes as the human approached alongside the fae and clay statue.

      “I see that,” the elder replied. “That was fast. He moves quickly. With hope, he’ll be tired out and the fight will be easy.”

      “Be careful, sister,” the younger warned. “The clay statue has much power. It ripped my crich-tulagh apart with its bare hands.”

      “Our magics and allies will take care of that.” The elder’s confidence was strong. “And it follows the orders of the man. Once he is dead, it will be much less of a threat.”

      “Yes,” her sister said, eager for vengeance. “When he is dead.” She savoured the words while watching the human through an owl’s eyes. He stretched and eyed the forest.

      ‘Hurry up!’ she thought. ‘Enter the trap!’

      But he didn’t enter their trap. Instead, his lips began moving.

      A circle of magic appeared before him, then a large water droplet materialized inside.

      He was conjuring a servant? No matter; they had many servants to—

      The man’s lips hadn’t stopped.

      Another monster appeared before him.

      Then another.

      And another.

      And another.

      The hag’s jaw dropped.

      She’d been wrong. Their enemy wasn’t coming alone. He was conjuring an army.
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            The Summoner’s Commands

          

        

      

    

    
      Summon Small Water Elemental.

      Summon Small Fire Elemental.

      Summon Small Earth Elemental.

      Summon Small Air Elemental.

      Summon Small Ice Elemental.

      Summon Elemental Beetle Swarm.

      Summon Aervespertillo.

      Summon Viper-Devil.

      Summon Taranea.

      Summon Hellhound.

      Using the strange power that reached across planes combined with months of practice, Alex filled the moors bordering the forest with a small army of monsters. He used Hsekiu’s Technique and cycled current to keep his mana flowing.

      Gwyllain’s already large eyes looked about ready to roll out of his head. “Wh—what’re you doing?”

      Alex paused his spellcasting. “You said there might be monsters, right? Well, I don’t much like the idea of being attacked by monsters, so I’m bringing a bunch of my own.”

      “How… how many?” the asrai asked.

      “As many as I can. As many as it takes.” He looked skyward at a pack of six Aervespertillos. “Scout the trees up ahead. Screech if your sound waves pick up anything bigger than this guy.” Alex nodded to Gwyllain. The blind, bat-like monsters released short cries, then shot over the trees, their oversized wings carrying them into the night.

      Alex returned to monster summoning.

      Soon, the area around him, Gwyllain, and Claygon was teeming with creatures from other planes, each watching their summoner with curiosity, mistrust and—in some cases—unconcealed anger. He definitely didn’t want to deal with bitter monsters, so he’d have to remember to approach them with respect. The young wizard drained and refilled his mana pool several times, but despite having loads of mana to draw from, he had to stop summoning monsters at a certain point. Creatures from other planes had limited time in the material world. If he kept them for too long, the ones he’d summoned first would run out of time and return to their home planes, whether he’d made use of them or not. So, if he needed more, he’d have to conjure more later.

      The next thing Alex did was cast defensive spells: he covered his body with force armour, deflective rectangles, an Orb of Air and forceshield. He then drank Sensory Enhancement and Flight potions; those two should do for now.

      His last bit of preparation was to cast six forceballs and six Wizard’s Hands, and toss booby-trapped sleeping potions into the crimson glowing Hands. Alex stretched, cracked his knuckles, and began communicating with the summoned monsters, greeting them in different elemental tongues—one of the tongues of devils, one of the tongues of celestials, and one of the tongues of demons, and conveyed the same message to each group:

      “I bet you’re wondering why I’ve called you all here,” he said.

      ‘Always wanted to say that,’ he added mentally.

      “We’ll be going into the woods ahead of us on a rescue mission.” He repeated the message, switching tongues as he needed. “Water elementals, I’ll need you ready to give a young tree water. Earth elementals, be ready to do some gentle digging. Oh, and before I forget. Please come here, Bubbles.”

      He pulled out sleeping potions and ‘fed’ one to each water elemental. “I’ll need you to jab this stuff into my enemies when I tell you to.”

      Bubbles made a happy blub-blub noise, and Alex had to fight the urge to pat the little creature. Tree first. Patting later.

      “Alright.” He cracked his knuckles again then pointed at the woods. “Forward, march.”

      Alexander Roth strode confidently in the middle of his horde of summoned monsters. A pack of hellhounds ringed him. Taraneas climbed from tree to tree on their sets of eight golden legs. Viper-devils slithered into the brush, their tongues flicking out to test the air.

      And then came the elementals.

      Fire elementals rolled along the ground while preventing the foliage from burning by their own will. Earth elementals snaked beneath the soil, ready to erupt from the earth and pounce on unsuspecting attackers. Bubbles and the other water elementals rode on Claygon’s broad shoulders as the golem crashed through the brush. Ice elementals were out front and air elementals soared above.

      Buzzing around the wizard in a cloud were masses of elemental beetles, alert and primed to swarm anything that came too close.

      None of the monsters Alex had summoned would be considered the most powerful. They were brought to the material world using first and second-tier spells after all, but what they lacked in power, they made up for in numbers, and if they were coordinated as a proper unit, they could do some terrible things working in tandem.

      “You, uh, you’re prepared,” Gwyllain said a little nervously, staying close to the wizard. One of the hellhounds was eyeing the fae like he might be its next meal. Its eyes reflected crimson light from the wizard’s spells.

      “You’re sure you need all these monsters? It’s, uh… it’s a bit frightening.”

      Alex smiled reassuringly. “They won’t hurt you. And we’ll be thankful for these guys if we get attacked. Trust me.”

      “If you say so… But like I said, the monsters are gone.”

      “Yeah, well…” Alex focused on the forest above the din rising from his army of monsters. Sharpening his senses through body cleansing had also made the potion of sensory enhancement even sharper. “Something tells me this isn’t going to be easy. Nothing ever is.”

      Of course, he could get lucky like when he’d found Kybas’ cave in the botanical gardens, but he suspected that what was ahead would be a lot less friendly than the goblin wizard.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Be still…” the Hunter whispered.

      It crouched in the midst of a pack of venom-walkers, concealed within brush and shadow, awaiting the Usurper. Among the trees far ahead, crimson light glowed in the centre of a field of flickering orange.

      It looked like a full hunting party was out in force. Mana bled from a horde of figures—near fifty different creatures, by its count—moving along the forest floor and in the sky. Still, the only one that mattered was the Usurper. The others were nothing. They could not alter the Ravener’s plan, but the Usurper could.

      The ambush would be by the clearing where the aeld tree stood. Plant monsters were in position at the stone structure, ready for their part in the trap. The blue annis hags and their beast-goblins waited close by to tighten the snare around the Usurper’s throat. The final Hunter relished the time when its Ravener-spawn would strike from the rear, and if the Usurper escaped, the hive-queen would emerge from her burrow near the great stone building and ensure his death.

      “Be still,” the Hunter whispered. “Wait… wait…”

      While its enemy was near, those flying creatures were even closer.

      The final Hunter held its breath, going ever so still. It had nothing to fear. Even if the creatures could see in moonlight, the dense canopy covered the forest in deep shadow, veiling its horde from their eyes.

      They would be well-hidden if they remained sti—

      Why were the flying monsters slowing?

      What were they doing… hovering above the—

      Screeeeeeech!

      Six mind-shattering shrieks ripped the wilderness, slamming into both final Hunter and Ravener-spawn ears alike. The venom walkers cried out with incoherent gurgling as they writhed and clawed the air.

      Struggling to find its bearings, the Hunter improvised, altering its voice.

      “Stop!” it cried in a human speech, throwing its voice. “Please don’t attack me, stranger! I mean you no harm!”
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        * * *

      

      The Aervespertillos’ shrieking split the night.

      “What was that?” Gwyllain jumped, scurrying closer to Alex and Claygon.

      Alex caught the sound of inhuman cries spreading through the once peaceful night.

      “It sounds like monsters,” he said. “We—”

      A woman’s voice cried. “Stop! Please don’t attack me, stranger! I mean you no harm!”

      Alex hesitated, but only for an instant, remembering the patrizia’s ball and a clawed monster who’d mimicked Theresa’s voice to lure him.

      Could the voice actually be human or was it a mimic?

      Just in case…

      Alex pin-pointed the sound of the cry, then shot a Wizard’s Hand toward it. He willed the spell’s crimson glow to dim until it was barely visible.

      ‘Human or not,’ Alex thought. ‘You’re going to sleep.’
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        * * *

      

      A small light was shooting toward them.

      “Wait!” the Hunter cried, trying to keep up the ruse. “You’re making a mistake, stranger, please don’t atta—”

      The mana wasn’t slowing. If anything, it sped up, weaving through the woods, coming straight for the Ravener-spawn.

      The Hunter growled, dropping the deception.

      “Atta—” the order started.

      Then, a blinding crimson flash: a glowing Hand flared into incandescence.

      Crnch! Hssssss!

      Glass shattered, blasting vapour through the air.

      In a blink, the Hunter was gone, barely dodging the spreading mist. Behind it, the cries of venom walkers rose, then faded.

      Thmp. Thmp. Thmp.

      The heavy thud of bodies dropping on the forest floor soon followed.

      No more time to wait.

      “Attack!” the Ravener’s Hunter roared. “Attack!”
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        * * *

      

      “What is it, sister?” the younger hag demanded. “Why has the Ravener-thing started the attack? My birds were watching, but something happened to them!”

      The elder hag cursed. “It was discovered! The fool and its servants were discovered! The enemy is fighting them now! We should go to their aid. Fight the enemy with our combined powers.”

      “Noooo, sister,” the younger one said. “Think. Only send whatever beast-goblins we can spare to its aid and no more. We should remain here with the crich-tulaghs. The big clay statue is dangerous. It wields fire magic and has a giant’s strength. If it lights the forest ablaze, we could burn. Let’s wait. Strike from right here with our magic.”

      The elder of the two annis hags weighed her sister’s words. “That’s wise. Let the Ravener-spawn fight first.”
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        * * *

      

      The forest had come alive with the cries of monsters.

      “It’s time,” Alex said. “Elemental beetles, swarm out! Attack anything coming at us! If they have eyes, go for them!”

      With fierce buzzing, the swarms launched for the trees and shot away into the darkness. Then Alex sent half his forceballs into the canopy, while the other half fanned out into the undergrowth.

      He wasn’t taking any chances at being blind to a silence-spider ambush.

      He swallowed another potion: Haste.

      Then tossed a flight potion to Gwyllain. “Drink up! It’s a flight potion. Stay close to me, but if we get overrun, you can fly away!”

      “You swear on your life that drinking this is safe?” Gwyllain eyed the bottle.

      “I swear on everyone dear to me,” Alex promised, understanding the fae’s scepticism. Baelin would approve of Gwyllain’s caution.

      “O-okay!” the asrai fae said, downing the potion.

      “And with your permission, I’ll cast an Orb of Air on you too. It’ll protect you from breathing in anything nasty that’s in the air,” he said.

      “Uh… that’s fine, Alex. I don’t know what that is, but you swore on your loved ones, so go ahead.”

      The young wizard cast the spell and turned his gaze toward the trees.

      A monstrous roar had reached him earlier, and now the sound of bodies crashing through the brush was growing closer, coming right for them.

      “Air elementals!” he shouted. “Go into the canopy, stifle anything coming this way and rake them with lightning. Aervespertillos, cover the trees and screech your lungs out! Stun anything moving through the woods!”

      The cloud-like air elementals flew into the trees with a whoosh of wind, while the bat-like creatures—in the distance—swooped above the canopy, screeching as they went. Alex’s enhanced hearing picked out the clamour of monster calls mixing with heavy footfalls.

      “Gwyllain! Which way to the tree?”

      “Uh, er, forward!” the little fae pointed. “Straight forward.”

      “Good. Water elementals, I want you to spray water on everything—except for the path right in front of us! Ground, plants, monsters, I don’t care, drench it all! Ice elementals, Freeze anything the water elementals spray!”

      With the sound of rippling water and the cracking of ice, the elementals went to work, spraying and freezing in equal measure.

      “Earth elementals, I need you to burrow under the ice and strike at anything coming our way. Twist ankles. Shatter feet. Pull things into the earth. Do anything you have to do to stop them!”

      The earth elementals spread out, digging beneath the ice to do their master’s bidding.

      “Viper-devils, I want you out in front! The path won’t be covered in ice, so anything that comes from that direction, give it a taste of your venom and drop it. Hellhounds, your job is to stop anything that attacks us from the front. Fire elementals, you make anything the hellhounds grab sorry they ever attacked us.”

      The devilish creatures hissed and growled as they bounded through the brush to organize themselves at the front.

      “Taraneas, spray your silk on anything coming through the trees. If they get too close, let them feel your fangs!”

      The celestial spiders skittered along tree trunks and branches, forming a circle in the canopy.

      ‘Claygon,’ Alex mentally reached out to his golem. ‘You smash anything coming at us from behind. If anything gets close to me or Gwyllain, we’ll use our dance, just like we practiced.”

      The towering golem stepped behind Alex, ready to defend his creator and their companion.

      “And me?” the young wizard said. “It’s time for me to go to work.”

      He shot Wizard’s Hands into the canopy, hunting for prey.

      It didn’t take them long to find some.
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      Silence-spiders scrambled through the treetops. Gangly monsters lurched through the underbrush.

      Alex was ready.

      “Go!” he barked, sending Wizard’s Hands among the horde of spiders.

      Crunch!

      Wooooosh!

      Sleeping gas spread in a dense cloud, enveloping Ravener-spawn, stealing control of their movements. They wavered back and forth, shooting webbing, but missing their targets, growing weaker with each breath. Until, in the crimson light of Alex’s spells, scythe-tipped legs spasmed, and silence-spiders plummeted without a sound.

      Yet, for every one that fell, two skittered through the canopy to take its place.

      Bzzzzz!

      A cloud of elemental beetles swarmed them en masse, crawling along carapaces, seeking gaps for pincers to nibble between and feast on the soft flesh beneath. The spiders went wild, thrashing at the leaves, dropping to the ground, frantic to escape as the beetles ate them alive. Another beetle swarm pinched their eyes; some flew into gaping mouths and chewed the moist insides.

      The Ravener-spawns’ jaws opened and closed, forming silent shrieks, but Alex’s will hardened. His tactics might be vicious, but the creatures weren’t there for a picnic with him and Gwyllain. They were there to kill them.

      This was war.

      And the enemy was still coming.

      The air elementals reacted.

      Flashes of blue light and a hungry crackle heralded their attacks. Lightning struck a cluster of silence-spiders, sending them into spasms, then the summoned monsters dropped into gaping jaws and sucked their air away. They stopped moving. More appeared.

      Alex sent three forceballs at their legs, tripping and knocking some to the forest floor. Ravener-spawn within the treetops kept up the battle, fighting soundlessly, but taraneas sprayed streams of silk, binding them to the branches. Soon, the canopies were filled with writhing cocoons of struggling monsters, breaking the momentum of the enemy’s charge.

      Alex used the lull to call his Wizard’s Hands and hand them booby-trapped flight potions, keeping one in each of his hands. Then, he eyed the forest filled with a throng of monsters. With a short command, he sent Wizard’s Hands into the clot of attackers at the front, and to hover above those at the back.

      He planted his feet, tightening his grip on the potions in his palms and—

      Whoosh!

      —launched them, his enhanced senses and reflexes delivering them with precision.

      Crash!

      Whoooosh!

      Glass shattered against tree trunks.

      Wizard’s Hands cracked vials.

      Crunch! Whoooosh!

      Vapour swept the air, filtering through the canopy, filling the monsters’ lungs.

      One moment, they were clinging to a stand of trees, the next, they’d been yanked off and sent flying into gnarled branches, tree trunks and even each other. Silence turned to ear-splitting shrieks. Pulped silence-spiders littered the undergrowth and canopy.

      “Oh dear… I feel sick,” Gwyllain groaned and covered his mouth, looking even greener.

      On the forest floor, a different type of Ravener-spawn wasn’t having a much better time of it. Alex recognized them: venom walkers.

      Nasty things.

      The entry on their venoms, habits, and what could withstand them took up an entire page in the Thameish bestiary. Cleanse Flesh or not, staying away from those barbed tentacles was a must.

      “Don’t let them touch you!” Alex warned Gwyllain. “They’re full of poisons!”

      “I don’t want any of those monsters touching me!” Gwyllain’s voice was panicked, as were his eyes.

      The young wizard sent forceballs racing through the underbrush, dimming the light until they reached the venom walkers. The spheres hovered at eye level for a heartbeat then abruptly flared as bright as flame. Screeching and flinching, they tore at their eyelids, trying to clear the searing light, but Alex wasn’t finished with them yet. His forceballs looped between their legs, pitching them into the underbrush.

      Most tried to kick away Alex’s spells, and a pair were almost upright.

      Earth elementals had nothing to fear from poisons, but venomous creatures had plenty to fear from earth elementals. The summoned monsters grabbed spiny tendrils, dragging downed venom walkers into the soil even as some were trampled by their kin in their rush to reach Alex. A wall of icy spray hit monsters and the ground around them, turning the earth into a spreading sheet of freezing water. The foliage drooped with ice, and the air grew heavy with icy vapour.

      The seven-foot venom walkers’ momentum propelled them along the ice, while water showered them. They struggled to gain footing against freezing water layering their bodies and the earth under them, leaving them flailing on the frozen forest floor.

      Then, Alex’s forceballs were there, harassing them, tripping them, stopping them from standing. Their movements gradually slowed. They shivered as they were encased in ice, and soon grew still.

      Their packmates in the rear bound up, desperate to avoid the icy spray, poised to poison Alex with writhing tentacles. But there were other monsters near him. Viper-devils slipped through the foliage, hissing, baring knife-like fangs and striking the Ravener-spawn.

      Alex grimaced. Venom walkers were immune to most poisons.

      “Pull back!” he shouted in the tongue of the viper-devils. “Save your strength; your venom won’t hurt them! Hellhounds, fire elementals! Go! Burn them, tear them apart!”

      As the otherworldly serpents pulled back, snarling hellhounds surged ahead, unafraid of these monsters’ poisons, immune to poisons from all worlds and planes. They bared snapping teeth that seemed too big for their mouths, and sprang—flame spewing from gaping jaws—burning and ripping at the attackers. The enemy struck out with spiny tendrils, catching a hellhound who yelped in pain, but then, the fire elementals were on them.

      Flame spirits bounced high in the air, then dropped, landing on the venom walkers, instantly flaring with a burning light. Flame ignited from both hellhound and fire elemental, spreading over the looming venom walkers and setting them ablaze. The creatures writhed, turning into fume-spewing, shrieking, fleeing infernos.

      Alex looked at Gwyllain and tapped his Orb of Air. “Are you alright? Can you smell the fumes?”

      The fae patted his Orb. “I’m fine. I don’t smell anything burning with this on my head! It’s great!” He grinned, still patting the Orb appreciatively.

      “Glad to hear it,” Alex said, watching as venom boiled, hissed and splashed on foliage the burning monsters ran through. Some slipped on the ice, melting it and dousing their flames.

      More soon replaced them, looking to bypass the hellhounds and fire elementals. Alex called his Wizard’s Hands, telling them to throw, pull, and push the creatures off-balance. The monsters stumbled around like they’d had too much wine, making easy prey for the summoned fire monsters.

      Some circled around, trying to attack from the rear.

      And ran right into Claygon.

      Smash! Crunch! Splat!

      He cut the monsters down like he was in a field of rotting fruit, squashing them with his big fists, grabbing and hurling them against tree trunks or stomping some under his massive clay feet. They were no match for the golem. Their venom was useless, their strength lacking.

      In no time, more than a dozen lay dead, and far more were either dying, asleep, stunned, or disoriented.

      The ambush had failed in a most spectacular way.

      Alex took stock of the area, just when a wounded silence–spider broke free of the taraneas’ silk, leaping from tree to tree, springing at the wizard with scythe-like blades stabbing.

      A month ago, Alex would have dodged or tried to guide the creature away.

      But now, he had other options.

      He waited, hands readied like he was in a game of catch. His forceshield deflected some of its blades, turning them away with motions matching the Cleansing Movements, and as he reached up, he caught hold of two front legs.

      Alex Roth smiled: the massive spider felt no heavier than one of McHarris’ flour bags, and with a surge of power, boosted the snapping creature high above his head.

      ‘Claygon?’ he thought. ‘It’s all yours.’

      He threw it into the air.

      Whooosh!

      The golem swung a massive fist straight for the plummeting spider his creator had so politely pressed over his head.

      Splat!

      It shattered like a pumpkin as Alex stepped aside and Gwyllain sprang away, ducking for cover and looking even greener than before. The Thameish wizard had a Wizard’s Hand pat the little asrai on the back.

      “You might want to close your eyes when things get messy,” he said. “I have a feeling they’ll be getting a lot messier before we’re done.”

      Alex scanned the forest, listening to the sounds of monsters approaching and caught sight of some moving toward them.

      ‘There’s still quite a few out there… but at least it doesn’t look like it’s an army,’ he thought. ‘I’ve got plenty of mana. I could run Hsekiu’s technique through my pool again and summon more monsters if I need them. Plenty of potions left too.’

      “Let’s keep going,” Alex stood in the midst of his summoned army. With their numbers, varied abilities and his tactics, his army wreaked havoc through the approaching Ravener-spawn.
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        * * *

      

      This was a disaster.

      The final Hunter watched, hidden deep beneath the brush as the Usurper tore through its forces like they were helpless insects. It was regretting the choice of Ravener-spawn it brought on the hunt.

      The Usurper had conjured a multitude of strange creatures, and none of its forces were ready for them. Silence-spiders and venom walkers were perfect weapons for ambushes and assassinations, and were even deadly in a fight, but the enemy was stealing their mobility, finding them despite their advantages in stealth, and not seeming to care about toxins.

      A silence-spider and even a venom walker had slipped through the field of obstacles the enemy created, only to be either torn apart by those fire-creatures, seized by the Usurper and crushed by the clay statue, or smashed by it.

      Its venom walkers and silence-spiders were a poor match for any of this.

      Skreeeeee!

      Those foul things flying above the trees strafed it and its forces with their infernal cries again. They sensed without seeing… Which made trying to regain the element of surprise pointless.

      Throwing wave after wave of its forces into the jaws of death was a bad strategy.

      Regrouping was a sound one. Strike with its remaining forces united with the hags’ plant creatures.

      “Retreat! Back to the building of stone! Back!” the Hunter roared in its monstrous tongue, and loped away, moving through the forest at full speed. Trees whipped by—and as the crimson light of the Usurper’s magic faded behind it—the golden-green glow of the aeld tree grew brighter.

      The final Hunter sprang from the woods ahead of its pack of Ravener-spawn. From the topmost window of the windmill, the hags poked their heads out.

      “The enemy comes!” the Hunter announced. “We must make our stand here!”

      With a growl, it raced to the mill and called for the hive-queen.
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        * * *

      

      “Curses. Curses and darkness!” the younger hag swore. “The ambush is ruined!”

      “For now,” the elder said. “We are here. That wizard is not the only one with magic, and our forces are stronger than our ally’s. Victory will be ours, sister. Victory will be ours.”

      She smiled, looking up at the moonlit sky.

      Birds flew above the forest in a flock so enormous, they looked like gathering thunderclouds.

      “He will die soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Alex Roth strode through the woods.

      The forest had suddenly gone quiet, and he could hear the sound of wings beating above.

      Birds.

      Likely hundreds of them.

      He had a sinking feeling they weren’t the friendly kind.

      Alex called to his Aervespertillos. “Stay below the branches! Don’t get caught out there!”

      The bat-like creatures screeched once, then dove below the canopy.

      “Why are there so many birds about?” Gwyllain asked. “Some strange magic, this is…”

      “Yeah… I think you’re right,” Alex said, watching the path up ahead.

      A golden-green light bled through the trees.

      “That’s the aeld tree,” the little asrai said. “We’ll be at it soon.”

      “Uh-huh…” Alex said. “And it just happens to be growing out in the open?”

      “Yes, right near the old windmill.”

      “Right… So the enemy probably wants to lure us into open ground, then swarm us with all those birds. I bet they have more monsters hiding in this windmi—Wait… you said windmill?”

      “Yeah.” Gwyllain nodded vigorously.

      “What was it used for?”

      “For grinding grain before the Ravener came and the humans abandoned it.”

      “They used it to make flour…?”

      “Yes, why?” the fae asked. “This is no time to be baking bread, Alex—What, why are you laughing?”

      Alex had thrown his head back, a booming laugh echoed through the trees. “Oooooh, man! Sometimes life does give you a second chance. An old abandoned flour mill, eh? Well, I hope there’s a bunch of monsters hiding in it, cuz if they are? I won’t be baking bread, Gwyllain.”

      His smile turned downright evil. “I’ll be baking Ravener-spawn.”
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            Make Like a Tree and Leave

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop!” Alex called as his summoned army reached the forest’s edge.

      The aeld tree shed a golden-green light in a clearing ahead. It was alone, unguarded, and an old windmill rose behind it. Gwyllain had been right. Something was wrong with the sapling. Alex had done some reading on aeld trees after the asrai offered to bring him one. The spiritual plants projected their feelings into the air.

      And this tree?

      Fear, panic, and pain emanated from it. He felt for the young sapling.

      “Well, you see the tree, Alex!” Gwyllain said, his voice frayed with panic. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll be taking that offer to fly away now—”

      “I wouldn’t,” Alex said.

      “Eh?”

      “Look.”

      The young wizard pointed to the windmill.

      His enhanced senses took in the moonlight streaming through the archway leading into the mill, the cracks in the ancient stone, and a window high above. Although he couldn’t see very far inside, movement in the dark was unmistakable.

      Lots of movement.

      “That mill’s full of monsters,” he said. “And I get the feeling the birds have something to do with them.”

      Alex glanced at the flock, which had been growing with every passing heartbeat, circling the canopy. There was something unnatural in the way they were gathering.

      “Oh, by the fae lords,” the asrai cried, his ears going stiff as his scales paled. “If the birds are being controlled… Oh no—they’re going to eat me!”

      He tried to fly away using Alex’s potion, but the young wizard caught him by the shoulder.

      “You separate from me and they’ll kill you,” Alex said. “They’re waiting for one of three things: those birds to build up, for us to come out from under the tree cover, or for us to run. We do that, and they’ll attack.”

      “Wh-what do we do then? Ooooh, I should’ve listened to that pixie! Should’ve listened to their cousin’s cousin! Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear, they’re going to eat us! The birds are going to peck out our eyes and—”

      “I’m not gonna let that happen,” Alex said. “You stay close to me, and I won’t let ’em hurt you. You’re the one that led me here, right?” He smiled at the little fae. “I’d be a pretty shitty guy if I let you die after you went through all this trouble.”

      He used his training to make his voice as soothing and confident as he could. Some of Gwyllain’s tension seemed to ease.

      “Y-you sure?” the fae asked.

      “I’m sure,” Alex said, being careful not to say I promise. Making a promise or pact—even by accident—wouldn’t be the best idea with a fae. What would happen if he promised ‘you won’t be hurt,’ then something terrible happened?

      He didn’t think fae pact magic would accept ‘but it was an accident!’ as an excuse.

      “Right,” he said, taking a loop of rope from his bag. “This is going to sound strange, but I want to bind you to me.”

      Gwyllain gave him a horrified look.

      “No, no, no, not like that!” the wizard said. “If you’re tied to me, I can keep you safe and watch out for you. I don’t want us getting separated if those birds swarm.”

      Gwyllain gave the rope a dubious look. “O-okay, if it’ll keep me from being pecked to death.”

      Glad no one else was around to hear their conversation, Alex had his Wizard’s Hands loop the rope around his waist and tie the little asrai to himself.

      “Now, let’s force their hand and not let any more of those birds gather.”

      Gwyllain’s gaze remained frightened. “You’re going to have to move quickly if you want the tree. T-they’ll attack the minute we step into the open.”

      “Who said anything about us going out there?” Alex asked. “They’re going to come to us.”

      He switched to one of the tongues of the celestials. “Taraneas, I want you to start webbing up the canopy above and around us. I want a wall of silk that nothing’s going to get through, even something as small as a sparrow.”

      The taraneas chittered and sprayed their webs into the trees.

      He switched to the tongue of water elementals. “Water and ice elementals, turn everything around us into ice. Ground. Leaves. Tree trunks. All of it.”

      The water and ice elementals bubbled and cracked, spraying their surroundings and freezing it over. He had his other monsters gather inside the frozen area, ready to attack anything that breached the perimeter. To his air elementals and elemental beetle swarms, he gave them orders to hover nearby, poised to fly to the windmill with a single command.

      Then, he switched to the tongue of earth elementals.

      “Alright, my underground friends, I’ve got a… special job for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is strange…” the younger of the two hags said.

      “What is?” the elder sister asked.

      They crouched by the windmill’s uppermost window, claws out and magics ready. Watching the forest and clearing below, they waited for their enemy to step into the moonlight.

      Every heartbeat brought more birds, tilting the odds in their favour. Many of their avian servants were day-flyers—unable to see well at night—and so the best time to strike would be when the enemy stepped from the dark tree line.

      Except he never did.

      Even as their flock grew—and they knew he could see it—he stayed. Was he planning to run?

      The elder hag frowned.

      They were missing something.

      “What is strange?” she asked again when her sister remained tight-lipped, her voice filled with impatience.

      “I remember this one…” the younger said. “His clay companion was dangerous, but—of all those who killed my servants—he seemed least deadly. I thought he would be an easy kill. He was not this difficult to ambush before. Even my crich-tulagh were able to drag him beneath the water.”

      She scratched her chin. “His senses were not so sharp… and the creatures he conjured not so—”

      “Many.”

      Both hags startled as their ‘ally’ slithered from the dark and joined them in peering out the window.

      “They are many. And they are coordinated like an army. Do not dismiss this one,” it growled, its claws biting into the window frame. “I have some of my forces in the forest, hiding and ready to strike from behind. The hive-queen will attack the big clay-thing when they step out. While it is occupied, we kill the master.”

      “Soon, we will have enough birds to pluck out his eyes and drive him from the woods,” the elder hag said. “But why is he not moving? I sense no mana and I see no spells being cast. Time favours us, so why—”

      “Sister!”

      “What is it?” the elder asked.

      “Some of my birds are caught in a spider’s web!”

      The elder growled. “So, he is trying to lure us in… Clever, but he cannot gain the aeld tree unless he steps out.”

      “He might send that big clay-thing out to get it for him,” the Hunter said.

      “If he does,” the younger said, “then he is a fool. Pulling the tree from the ground with such violence will only do it more harm. We have buried it well and deep.”

      “It does not matter either way,” the Hunter growled. “When his clay soldier goes out, my hive-queen will attack. Then we can kill the man while he is undefended. I will go down to the lower floor and be ready. You two prepare your magics.”

      The Hunter loped away, climbing down the inside of the windmill. After he was gone, the elder sister scratched her cheek. Something was still wrong.

      She looked down.

      Now the enemy’s monsters were spraying water in front of him, then freezing it. How would he or his golem cross to get the tree? She glanced at the aeld sapling, which wobbled a little in the wind. Would he send in his flying creatures?

      Her eyes focused on the hovering monsters, just barely visible at the edge of the trees… Like they were waiting. They did not look strong enough to carry the sapling, let alone uproot it, so then—

      “Sister! Look! The tree is moving!”

      “The wind blows it, yes, but—”

      “No, you fool, look!”

      The elder hag peered closer and gasped.

      Her sister was wrong—the tree wasn’t moving.

      The soil beneath it was.

      Earth bubbled and shifted around the roots of the aeld tree, shaking the sapling back and forth. Then it rose as though an invisible hand was raising it by its branches…

      Her eyes grew wide.

      Or something was pushing it up from below!

      The earth swelled like a bubble around the tree’s roots and then it glided toward the forest. That was why he was staying hidden in the trees!

      He had a way to make the aeld sapling come to him!

      “Sister, make haste! We must strike!”

      Gathering their mana, their claws began to arc with lightning.

      “Attack!” the younger hag screamed at their servants.

      They sent lightning into the forest as their birds fell from the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Alex felt the mana just before he saw the flash of light.

      “Gwyllain! We’re moving behind the trees!”

      ‘Claygon, get between us and this tree!’ he thought. ‘Charge your fire-gems.’

      Whooooooooom!

      “Wha—” the asrai shouted as Alex leapt behind a large oak and the golem surged forward, standing between them and the tree trunk.

      Crackle!

      Boom!

      For an instant, night was as bright as noon.

      Lightning arced from the windmill, crackling through the air and slamming into the wood.

      The asrai screamed.

      Wood blackened and splintered.

      Steam shot through the air.

      Then the lightning faded.

      Alex and Gwyllain were alright, as was Claygon, but the trunk had a smoking hole in it and fire licked up the charred bark.

      The young wizard peered out.

      He swore.

      Some of his water and ice elementals had been hit and blasted back to their home planes. His army was down by half a dozen little soldiers.

      “Steady!” he said, drinking another potion of Haste. “Cover your eyes, Gwyllain. Here they come!”

      Birds swooped from the sky as monsters boiled from the windmill: beast goblins, venom walkers, silence-spiders—and then the big, shambling crich-tulaghs.

      There. The enemy had engaged.

      “Claygon, fire at those monsters, then go and stop those big plant bastards in their tracks!”

      The golem moved forward, cracking the ice and stomping past the aeld tree as it glided along.

      Whooooosh!

      Claygon discharged the fire-beams in his palms, strafing the incoming horde of monsters. The fire-gem in his head fired on the window where the lightning had come from.

      There were cries of alarm, and something dove away from the window.

      Booom!

      Flame exploded through the monsters and roared into the window, blackening the stone. Beast-goblins and venom walkers burned, but the crich-tulaghs—soaked with water—shambled forward through clouds of steam. They piled onto Claygon, whipping him with their vines and body-slamming him. His fists struck in retaliation, pulping plant matter.

      Birds hit the taraneas’ webs, which bound them to the canopy. Some veered around, coming in low, screeching and shooting toward the wizard and asrai. Alex brought up all his force spells—Wizard’s Hands, forceballs, deflective rectangles, and forceshield—then raised his arms in the Cleansing Movements.

      As the birds pecked and clawed, he blocked and gently deflected, his arms blurring. Wizard’s Hands seized wings and feathers, throwing them into the spiderwebs.

      “Now!” he roared, pointing at the windmill. “Elemental beetles, there’ll be cloth sacks in there. Go in, find them, tear them open and spread the dust around! Elementals, find any crack you can in the stone and blow the dust with everything you’ve got!”

      Beetles surged past the birds and toward the windmill, followed by air elementals. Elemental beetles poured into the archway, while air elementals pushed their forms against cracks along the outside of the old mill, funnelling air into the structure. Sacks were chewed open, dispersing flour.

      Things were going well.

      If he—

      A slight shift in the shadows barely saved his and Gwyllain’s lives.

      He soared into the air…

      Just as a silent monstrosity crashed into the trees.
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      A familiar form writhed through the moonlight, chilling Alex to the bone.

      “By the Traveller,” he whispered.

      “What was that?” Gwyllain screamed, his head darting back and forth. The wind whipped by as he and the young wizard soared. “What hap—by the fae lords, what is that?”

      Alex had seen the creature in his worst dreams.

      He’d faced it in what seemed like a lifetime ago. Deep within the Cave of the Traveller.

      From the tree line, the immense Ravener-spawn coldly observed him and Gwyllain. Looming in shadow like the stuff of nightmares.

      Alex took in its form. The lower body of a centipede, scores of legs, each ending in a blade, two massive arms capped by scythes.

      And above those arms?

      Carapace, harder than plate armour, sheathing a humanoid torso. Crowning the creature’s trunk was a spider’s head with five pairs of glinting black orbs clustered in its forehead. Ten eyes followed man and asrai, four upper arms flexed and opened coarse hands almost rhythmically, retracting and extending its claws.

      “It’s a hive-queen,” Alex murmured.

      “A what?” Gwyllain cried.

      “A leader among Ravener-spawn.”

      The world dragged to a crawl.

      Birds banked through the air, their movements slowing by the heartbeat in Alex’s perception. Plant juices seemed to spray at a snail’s pace as Claygon’s fists squelched and sank into crich-tulagh’s bodies. Vines coiled around his limbs, fire-gems, and head, straining to pull him down… but he wouldn’t fall; instead, he dragged them like a raging bull.

      Near the windmill, flames crackled through the clearing. Monsters burned. Some screamed. Others charged past the fire, piling onto Claygon or springing at Alex, where he and Gwyllain floated out of reach.

      His summoned monsters harassed the hive-queen while the aeld tree—panic bleeding from it in waves—was rushed to the woods. The young wizard shouted in the tongue of earth elementals: “Take the tree away! Don’t stay here. I’ll find you later!”

      The sapling’s panic surged, its light flickering wildly as the earth elementals bore it away from the battle, weaving through charging Ravener-spawn.

      The monsters ignored the aeld and summoned creatures like they weren’t even there.

      Alex’s blood grew cold.

      ‘They’re not here for the tree…’ The monsters raced toward the clearing, leaping straight for him.

      And as for the hive-queen?

      Her eyes were fixed on him like nothing else mattered. Her jaws spread apart, revealing needle-like fangs. Fire elementals and snarling hellhounds charged her, flame flaring as they closed the distance.

      The Ravener-spawn’s massive lower blades blurred in arcs, cutting hellhounds and elementals down like a sickle through dry wheat. The summons were promptly blasted back to their home planes.

      She levelled a clawed hand at Alex.

      “Oh, shit!” he swore, ready to move.

      With eerie quiet, a gleaming webline streaked toward the bolting wizard, narrowly missing. The air whistled as it whipped by.

      She was fast. He needed to slow her down.

      “Taraneas, bind her!” he shouted.

      White lines of silk sprayed from the canopy, sticking to the queen’s back.

      She writhed against them as he dug into his bag for a booby-trapped potion.

      “Alex, looook ooooooouuuut!” Gwyllain screamed.

      Crackle!

      The sound of electricity.

      Something was firing from the windmill.

      Alex turned in mid-air, trying to soar higher, but—

      “Oh shit!” He dove as lightning flashed.

      A bolt tore through the air, aimed at where he’d been. Gwyllain’s warning had kept him from flying headlong into it. His hair stood on end. The sky above crackled.

      He shot a glance at the hive-queen.

      Two weblines raced at him.

      Alex weaved his body between them, but one struck a deflective force rectangle.

      It exploded.

      Gwyllain screamed, “We’re dead! We’re dead! We’ve been killed!”

      The hive-queen’s legs tensed. She pointed at Alex and his screaming fae companion as she cleaved the taraneas’ webs.

      Without a sound, webbing flew from her hand, arcing through the moonlight, cutting the air around his head. He dove, cursing the monster.

      It was what she’d been waiting for.

      Those hundred legs launched her massive bulk off the ground to spring at Alex, blades cutting the air.

      The wizard shot away from the slashing scythes, but an edge clipped a defensive force rectangle, shattering it.

      Birds swarmed, pecking and clawing from all directions as he climbed.

      “Aervespertillos, screeeeeeeeam!” Alex yelled in the tongue of his summoned air elementals. “Stun her! Stun her!”

      The bat-like creatures ploughed through the bird swarm, heading for the hive-queen. Their jaws spread wide, ready to shriek.

      Another flash from the windmill. A crackle in the air. More mana.

      “Looooooook oooooooout!” Gwyllain cried, pointing.

      Behind them, lightning flashed from the top window and the crackle of electricity growled hungrily. Twin bolts sparked, directed at Alex within the mass of birds. Birds died, plummeting from the flock as he bolted, weaving across the sky in a zig-zag pattern. His hands blurred, grabbing a booby-trapped flight potion from his bag and whipping the vial at the window.

      His aim was true… but too late.

      Crunch! Whooooosh!

      A lightning bolt struck the potion bottle, melting the glass and releasing the liquid inside. Any birds caught in the mist shuddered, and abruptly plunged to the ground, joining their companions littering the forest floor. The second lightning bolt was coming at Alex. He banked as it split the sky, incinerating more of the flock, further thinning their numbers.

      Crack!

      Another defensive force rectangle exploded, stopping a webline, keeping it from trapping him.

      He flew at speed, tearing away from the hive-queen with Gwyllain screaming at his waist. His forceshield spun around them, deflecting talons, helping him gain height and distance until…

      Screeeeeech!

      Alex flinched.

      The Aervespertillos’ extended shriek stunned birds, hive-queen, and any spawn near her. ‘Hit her while you can!’ Alex thought, whipping booby-trapped flight potions while she leaned over, holding the sides of her massive head.

      The bottle spun, flipping over and over—

      A dead crow fell, picking up speed, and plunged into the bottle’s path, deflecting the potion.

      Crack!

      Both went spinning into the night, landing somewhere in the woods.

      “Dammit! Dammit!” Alex shot away, climbing higher.

      Below, Claygon fought an endless wave of crich-tulaghs, silence-spiders, venom walkers and beast-goblins. Each swing of his arms sent monsters flying, but more swarmed him like ants.

      The hive-queen shook herself like a fighter who’d taken a hard blow to the head. She looked up at the sky, then all four hands spun weblines, tying the ends, making knots the size of a grown man’s fists. Her body reared back, whipped forward, and with her full weight on the weblines, they lashed out.

      Four whips snapped without a sound, while Alex frantically weaved around them.

      “We’re going to die!” Gwyllain screamed. “We’ll be flayed! Our bones crushed! Our bodies broken! Our faces torn away! Oh, they’re not going to find enough of us to fill a spoon!”

      “We’re not going to die! At least not at these bastards’ hands!” the young wizard shouted.

      Alex’s heart pounded with fear, but also rage. Especially rage.

      He flew through the cloud of birds, reaching the window. Lurking in the dark were two blue annis hags.

      Two blue annis hags working with Ravener-spawn.

      ‘What’s this all about?’ he wondered.

      Gwyllain screamed at the sight of them. “She’s back! By the fae lords, that’s her, Alex! She’s back! The hag that tried to cook me—she wants to eat me and you too! We have to flee!”

      “She’s not going to eat us! She’s not eating anybody!”

      The young wizard’s heartbeat quickened as his mind tried to piece it all together.

      Think. Adapt. Think. Adapt. Think. Adapt.

      The hags… a blue annis hag. One was driven out of Greymoor by him and his team.

      ‘She came back?’ he thought. ‘Did she move to this windmill instead of going back to her cave? Did she claim the aeld tree?’

      No… that didn’t make sense.

      Gwyllain was here earlier. He was alone, so why wouldn’t she just eat him then? And if she’d claimed the sapling, why weren’t the monsters trying to take it back?

      No.

      Something else was going on here… This entire thing felt like a trap, like some kind of setup.

      The aeld tree had been the bait. The ambush and all these monsters working together? He’d seen beast-goblins, crich-tulaghs, two different kinds of Ravener-spawn, a hive-queen… Wait, maybe there was a dungeon around here?

      And what about that woman’s voice he’d heard in the woods earlier?

      He thought about the clawed monsters from the patrizia’s ball: the one that lured him into the granary mimicking Theresa’s voice. Could it have been one of them? Maybe… maybe not. Magic could mimic different voices, and blue annis hags had magic.

      And certain fae could mimic voices too.

      He looked down at the screaming asrai at his waist.

      Was Gwyllain in on whatever this was? He sure didn’t look like he was in on anything. And why would he work with a hag that was trying to eat him? Unless he was lying, and they’d always worked together? No… he’d given his word and he had a debt to settle. If the asrai had betrayed him, then the fae magic would never give him a moment’s peace.

      Which meant he was just a victim in a bigger scheme.

      Alex chewed his lip, searching for other possibilities.

      He remembered the night the silence-spiders attacked the camp.

      There was that silence-spider Claygon had smashed… which seemed to be going for his tent, didn’t it? His heartbeat quickened, pumping Haste potion through his veins. His thoughts raced. Suddenly, he felt cold.

      Wait, was this ambush… for him? Or was it supposed to be for all the wizards, but he’d come out alone? He thought of the Chitterer dungeon core and how it targeted him. Was this whole thing just part of that?

      Was he being hunted?

      The why and how were things to consider later.

      For now, what mattered was getting the hell out of here. His jaw clenched. He had the aeld tree, and he’d kept Gwyllain safe.

      He could fly away, try to lose the birds and—

      No. What about Claygon?

      He looked at the fight below.

      His golem was tearing into the crich-tulaghs with all four arms and blasting them with his fire-beams.

      But more monsters were piling in by the heartbeat.

      Even as the hive-queen lashed her whips at Alex, she struck Claygon with her bladed legs. He was fighting back, but he was up against a swarm, pressing him with no end in sight. Even when Alex had him spin in a circle, pick up speed, and fling the monsters off, those silence-spiders clung to him like leeches.

      Exasperation filled the young wizard. Claygon had been unstoppable so far. But if there was one thing the battle against Vesuvius had shown, it was that he wasn’t invincible.

      Besides… he was family.

      And Alex Roth didn’t leave family behind, no matter what.

      Whiiiiish!

      Crackle!

      Whips slashed and lightning crackled on either side of him. His forceshield weaved around, deflecting the birds.

      “The lightning’s getting closer!” Gwyllain screamed. “We can’t dodge it forever!”

      The asrai was right.

      Alex couldn’t dodge forever. Not with that flock of birds harassing him. He needed to help Claygon, and he needed to destroy these monsters and—if there was a dungeon around—come back with help.

      He couldn’t do any of it if this horde followed him.

      The air elementals were still pressed against the windmill—at least the birds hadn’t attacked them. Maybe his elemental beetles had been left alone too.

      For his plan to work, he’d have to get as many monsters into that windmill as possible. And, right now, there was only one way he could think of to get them in there.

      “Gwyllain?” he said.

      “Y-yes?” the asrai asked.

      “Forgive me.”

      “Forgive you for—Oh by the fae loooooooords!”

      Alex dove toward the ground at full speed, grabbing some sleeping and one booby-trapped flight potion.

      First step, help Claygon.

      He concentrated, looking for space within the screeching cloud of birds and calling his Wizard’s Hands.

      ‘No gap,’ Alex thought. ‘You need to make one.’

      He threw sleeping potions.

      Crash! Crash! Crash!

      They landed in the waiting Hands, which snapped shut with force.

      Whooooosh!

      Vapour spread through the air.

      Birds fell, clearing the sky below him.

      There. A gap!

      He whipped the booby-trapped flight potion at the monster horde.

      The hive-queen saw it coming and raised a hand, poised to bat it away but sprang aside instead. She’d seen what those potions did to her kin earlier.

      Crash!

      The bottle hit rocky ground, the impact shattered glass in the middle of the monster horde, releasing the potion.

      Mist spread over Claygon and his attackers. Alex kept moving.
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      The scene was a sea of chaos.

      Ravener-spawn became puppets and the potion mist their master, tossing them into tree trunks, sky, or ground, it didn’t matter which. The result was the same.

      The crich-tulaghs and beast-goblins had no need for air—murteidheann vines had long removed the goblins’ need to breathe. Unaffected, they fought through the vapour. Still, there were less monsters now and Claygon had more room to manoeuvre.

      His fire-beams were powered-up, blasting on his attackers, reducing their numbers.

      ‘Good.’

      “Hey, monsters!” Alex roared, swooping down toward the battlefield, stopping some twenty feet above the ground. Hovering with his arms crossed, he called his forceballs to his side and glowered at the window high above. “That goes for you too, you snaggle-toothed, half-witted bastards! Your aim is as bad as your smiles!”

      “What are you doing?” Gwyllain cried.

      Monsters looked up.

      Birds circled.

      The hive-queen snarled.

      Two faces, the very picture of rage, appeared at the window. Iron claws bit the frame.

      “Ohh, oh, no, no, no—they’re looking at us! They’re looking at us, Alex!” the fae screamed, trembling against the rope.

      “That’s right! Your aim’s terrible. It’s no wonder you’re not a threat to anyone!” he mocked.

      The air bristled, and hate flowed from the hags.

      Push a little more.

      “Why are you enraging them?” Gwyllain cried. “I—I don’t share his opinion, nice monsters! I’m sure your aim’s very good most days!”

      “See, your aim’s so bad, you need pity compliments from my little buddy here!”

      “What?” Gwyllain gasped.

      “That’s right! You’re trash! You mad now? You want me?” The young wizard’s forceballs and Wizard’s Hands orbited him like crimson planets. With an act of will, they flared bright. “Come and claim me!”

      “No! Don’t come and claim anything! Go away! Alex, w-what are you doiiii—Noooooo!” Gwyllain screamed.

      The hive-queen’s whips slashed the air. Her mouth opened in a silent roar.

      “Try again!” Alex dove.

      Crackle!

      Two blue lights lit the window—lightning danced between the hags’ claws.

      A bolt arced down.

      He barrel-rolled to the side, the hair on his arms rising.

      Lightning struck, catching a venom walker off guard.

      “Wake up!” Alex laughed as the monster was electrified.

      Wind roared past them, and he pulled into an aerial loop, dodging the other bolt. He hovered again.

      “Forget half-witted, you don’t even have one wit between the two of you to rub together!” He whirled, his laughter echoing through the woods. Force spells revolved around him, deflecting squawking birds.

      ‘Claygon!’ Alex called mentally. ‘Listen carefully, smash as many of those crich-tulaghs as you can. You’ll get my signal from inside the windmill over there. I’ll need you to start charging your fire-gems as soon as you get the signal! Be ready to fire into the mill—Oh shit!’

      Whiiiish!

      A giant blade cut the air. The hive-queen was leaping for him.

      “Nooooo!” Gwyllain screamed.

      The wizard tucked and rolled above the slash, letting it pass a hand-width below him.

      “Still too slow!” he mocked as she shot past and dropped to the ground. Her bladed legs skidded through the dirt.

      Snarling, she raised her whips, but Alex was already soaring around her, arcing toward the windmill. He risked a glance behind.

      His heart skipped.

      ‘Got you.’

      The horde was following him: Ravener-spawn, birds, beast-goblins, and even a crich-tulagh had broken away from Claygon and was shambling after him.

      Leading them was the hive-queen.

      ‘Good, just follow me,’ Alex thought, descending. ‘Pay attention to nothing else.’

      With the wind whipping by his ears, he dove through the windmill’s archway.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s in the mill!” The young hag scrambled from the window. She peered through a wide hole in the floor. “That rude, human wretch! I’ll wring his neck! Agh, damn this dust!”

      Flour drifted from below. Dozens of sacks had been ripped apart, and the rude wizard’s insects were spreading it with their wings. Small cloud-like creatures blew wind into the mill, whipping the flour into a billowing mass.

      The hag coughed, waving it away, trying to see through the cloud of white. It was no use—a veritable blizzard stormed inside the mill and she could barely make out shapes.

      “No, sister, no wringing his neck.” The elder stayed by the window. “That would be too quick. Our birds will eat his eyes, fingers and toes! Then we’ll have all the other soft bits while he shrieks!”

      “Yes!” the younger screamed, still trying to look through the flour cloud. “But the asrai is mine! I saw him first, and he gave us pity compliments! I’m going to eat him from the feet up.”

      She ran back to the window, throwing her consciousness into the flock of birds. “Together, sister, together!”

      As one, the blue annis hags guided the flocks toward the windmill.

      A tide of birds poured through the archway.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do I get the feeling something’s thinking about eating me?” Gwyllain cried. “Oooooh, I know it! I just know it!”

      “No one’s eating anybo—Shit!”

      Whoosh!

      A crich-tulagh’s vine struck a rafter inches from Alex’s head.

      He dove, flying through the drifting flour.

      There was a sense of deja vu about this.

      A building filled with dust. A monster stalking him through the dark. Flames in the night. It was like Patrizia DePaolo’s ball… almost. Alex hadn’t flown through the patrizia’s granary, and Claygon had been at his side then, not a screaming, terrified fae. He’d also been weaker and slower. His reflexes less honed.

      But of course, there’d only been one monster to deal with then.

      Now?

      Monsters were everywhere.

      Silence-spiders clung to the windmill’s walls. Birds filled the air, choking on flour-dust. Venom walkers climbed after him, trying to poison him with their deadly tentacles. The crich-tulagh threw beast-goblins at him.

      Their bodies crunched when they hit the walls.

      He was glad he wasn’t a beast-goblin.

      And the hive-queen?

      Her whips had been cast aside and she’d spun line after line of webbing through the mill, swinging from one to the next, trying to trap him. Scythes slashed when she came near.

      Alex ducked and weaved through the weblines and monsters, spinning as he went. His cloak billowed behind, whipping more dust around. He grabbed flour sacks as he flew by, splitting them, spilling their contents in his wake.

      The white dust grew thicker.

      Air elementals whipped it up like a storm. Inside the mill was like a whiteout blowing across a barren countryside. A Thameish winter’s full fury concentrated indoors.

      Monsters coughed. Monsters sneezed. Monsters roared, nearly blinded.

      “I’m getting diiiizzy!” Gwyllain cried. “For the love of the fae lords, whyyyyyy?”

      Alex threw a glance at the archway. Through the dust, he made out silhouettes stumbling in—the horde was starting to thin.

      ‘There. Looks like most of them are inside.’ He barrel-rolled, passing another webline. ‘Not a moment too soon either!’

      He grabbed another sack, split it, and soared toward the ceiling in a spiral.

      “That’s it!” he shouted over the monsters’ rising racket. “Follow me, you fools!”

      He was unaware of another pair of unfriendly eyes, watching from a rafter above.
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        * * *

      

      The final Hunter watched the Usurper, its claws dug into the windmill’s rafters and its muscles tensed to spring. It had been waiting for its chance.

      And now that chance was here.

      The Usurper was proving to be a ferocious opponent.

      In the time the Hunter had walked these lands, never had it seen prey that struggled so fiercely. Any strike would have to be quick, decisive and final.

      It watched as the Usurper shot through the mill, kicking up dust. Was he trying to hide himself? Was this some means of camouflage? It did not matter. The Hunter would have sensed him near or far. This futile attempt at hiding was a fool’s errand.

      More allies flooded the human structure.

      They chased the Usurper, striking from all directions, but he dodged them all like an annoying fly.

      What was he doing? He was only cornering himself.

      Unease seeped into the Hunter’s thoughts.

      None of these tactics made sense.

      What was he up to?

      Whatever it was… it had to be stopped.

      He had to die, now.

      The Ravener’s assassin braced against the rafter as the Usurper flew through the air, shooting up the structure.

      Now!

      It sprang, bearing venomous fangs and spreading its claws, set to puncture the wizard’s back.

      He was oblivious to its presence.

      The ambush was perfect…

      Until the Usurper spun in mid-air—with eyes blazing—and grabbed the Hunter’s wrists.

      “Hah! You thought you could—” he began speaking.

      But the words died on his lips and his eyes flew wide.

      “Y-you!”
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        * * *

      

      Shock hit Alex, chilling him to the marrow.

      There, in his grip—after so long—was another clawed monster, kin to the ones that attacked on the night of the patrizia’s ball. A little larger, but from the same stock.

      It struggled in Alex’s grip as his mind raced.

      So many mysteries to solve: this ambush, the silence-spider attack, the patrizia’s ball, the Irtyshenan empire… The answer to so many questions was right here.

      “Aaaaaah! Aaaaaah!” Gwyllain screamed. “It’s a monster! It’s going to kill us! Throw it awaaaaay!”

      “Why…” Alex asked, his voice shaking. “What are you? Why are you hunting me?”

      The monster snarled and lunged.

      Venom dripped from its fangs.

      Crack!

      Alex blocked its face with his forceshield.

      Two Wizard’s Hands grabbed its shoulders, pulling it back.

      “Answer me!” he roared.

      They spiralled up the inside the structure, whipping clouds of white powder around.

      “Tell me! Why are you hunting me? What are you? Answer me!” Rage filled him. How dare this thing remain silent?

      “Tell me what you want!”
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        * * *

      

      The Hunter roared, moving to overpower the human, but to its alarm, it couldn’t! The grip binding its wrists was like steel! No matter how it shifted its body, the Usurper’s hold didn’t weaken, even as he flew through the rafters in circles.

      Anger and disbelief was turning to fear. The final Hunter had never known helplessness. The Usurper had sensed it. This wizard was its superior in strength and it couldn’t escape! How could that be? He was not the Chosen or Champion. No mere mortal could match the Hunter in power!

      It extended the claws on its feet and slashed at the man’s belly, trying to eviscerate him.

      Thnk.

      The enemy’s leg whipped up, blocking the blow. An invisible force protected his legs, and their movements were like flowing water.

      It slashed frantically.

      “Answer me!” The human’s eyes burned. He shook the Hunter in his grip. “You don’t get to chase me, try to kill me, then act like you can’t talk! I heard you in the woods, playing like you were human! I know your kind can mimic voices!”

      Now the Hunter froze.

      Its kind? The Usurper knew of its kind?

      By the Ravener, had its kin found him before?

      If they’d failed… He was even more dangerous than the Hunter thought.

      For the Ravener and for its own sake, he had to die.
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        * * *

      

      Frantic, the clawed monster threw its bulk around, desperate to break Alex’s grip or claw his insides out. Forceballs spun at its feet, deflecting its claws, but the weight threw their flight off.

      Wizard, monster and asrai moved through the air while the beast kept struggling. The flight grew increasingly erratic. Weblines whipped past. The clawed monster pulled the three of them within a breath of the rafters.

      Alex’s frustration grew. “You’re going to be like that? Fine. We’re not dying because of you!”

      A Wizard’s Hand took out a sleeping potion. The monster’s head recoiled and a leg lashed out, slashing the Hand, destroying it. The potion spiralled, landing in the horde below.

      “Bastard!” Alex snarled.

      “Why are you talking to it?” Gwyllain screamed. “Why, by all the fae lords, are you talking to it! Let it go!”

      The wizard focused on the struggling creature. “You wanna shake us around? You wanna make this harder? Then have it your way!”

      As Alex flew, he spun.

      “Raaargh!” the monster screamed.

      “Aaaaaargh! Not agaiiiiin!” Gwyllain screamed.

      Whooosh! Whoosh! Whooosh! Whooosh!

      The world tumbled end over end. Alex focused as the enemy spun with him. They climbed higher.

      He’d disorient the creature, then put it to sleep. It’d be too dizzy to stop him.
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        * * *

      

      Its plan wasn’t working.

      The Usurper kept spinning faster and faster. The Hunter couldn’t tell up from down, or left from right. Its eyes swam and its stomach clenched. If it lost control of its senses, it would be gassed by one of those bottles.

      That must not happen! It had to do something.

      Well, if resisting didn’t work…

      “Over here!” it called in its monstrous tongue. “Hive-queen! Be ready to strike! I’ll distract the mortal!”

      It moulded its voice box—then opened its jaws.

      “You are our enemy,” the Hunter said to the man. “You wronged my master, and now you must pay the price.”

      The Usurper gasped.

      It had used the man’s own voice to speak.

      “Now!” it roared.

      Two weblines shot through the dust.

      The hive-queen leapt, coming at the Usurper from behind.
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      Alex’s thoughts raced.

      The clawed monster had spoken to him, saying something about a master? Who was this master, and how had he wronged them? How did he become its enemy when he didn’t even know who they were?

      The monster roared, then fixed him with an odd gaze. Its lips parted. A word was forming.

      Alex focused on the creature. What would it say?

      He took in every detail: its body language, its voice, its eyes…

      …Its eyes.

      It wasn’t looking at him.

      It was looking behind him.

      Alex whirled and dove.

      “What’re you—oh nooooo! It’s coming out of the dust!” Gwyllain kicked wildly. “We’re dead! We’ll be killed.”

      The young wizard swore and shot away.

      The agitated beast wouldn’t stop squirming. The trio swayed unsteadily. Alex’s grip tightened on the creature’s wrists. No matter how much it thrashed, he wasn’t about to let it go.

      Behind them, the hive-queen swung along on sticky weblines. Dust parted before her. Her blades cut the air while she sprayed twin lines of webbing at Alex’s back. Forceballs swirled into her path, knocking the webs off target, but her blades kept coming.

      Wrestling with the monster, Alex tried to soar past a beam holding a shelf of flour sacks.

      Crack!

      He grunted, pain shooting through his leg as his thigh bounced off the wood—force armour had taken most of the impact.

      The hive-queen’s immense bulk swung overhead, jaws parting in a silent roar.

      Her blades slashed, splitting the old wooden beam, slicing through half a dozen flour sacks.

      Crash!

      Flour swirled like a snowstorm.

      As the young wizard soared away, grappling with his would-be assassin, he called his elemental beetles: “That’s enough! There’s enough flour in the air! Attack the giant spider! Go for her eyes!”

      The queen’s multiple legs pulled her smoothly along the webbing. Then, with a silent cry, she reared back. Through the white-out, elemental beetles swarmed her.

      She clawed at her face, ripping at the beetles, trying to tear them off—buying Alex precious seconds.

      “Leeeeeaaaadeeer,” the hive-queen hissed. “Are yooouuuu aliiiiiive? I cannot see!”

      The monster roared at her in its monstrous tongue, desperately slashing at Alex’s gut. Wizard’s Hands closed around its ankles, and forceballs pushed its legs apart, making it struggle all the harder.

      Alex swore.

      This wasn’t working.

      He looked at the ceiling. There were some holes in it.

      ‘We have to get out of here.’

      He’d have to put this monster to sleep and question it when they got away from the windmill. He needed answers. Focusing on his plan, Alex sailed through the air, climbing toward the ceiling, hauling the screaming, kicking monster with him.

      “I… I think I’m going to be sick… or dead…” Gwyllain groaned.

      “Hold on for a little longer. We’re getting out of here,” Alex said, then switched to the tongue of air elementals. “Listen to me!” his voice boomed through the mill. “Go to the top of the mill! Stay up there, get in front of the window! I’ll need all of you to blow inside as hard as you can!”

      Wooden beams rushed past as Alex ascended.

      The monster growled, snapping and biting at him.

      The forceshield spun around its face.

      ‘Claygon!’ he thought. ‘Now! I need you to start charging your fire-gems. I’ll need them soon!’

      Something came back through their connection: not a thought, but an acknowledgement.

      ‘Thank you.’ The wizard raced above the last of the birds, aiming for a hole in the ceiling.

      That must lead to another floor.

      He readied the forceballs. No doubt two very angry blue annis hags would be waiting.
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        * * *

      

      “Where did he go?” The younger hag looked through the eyes of birds spread throughout the mill.

      There was no sign of the wretch.

      The last she’d seen of him, he’d been flying toward the top of the mill.

      “Our birds outside do not see him either!” Her elder sister’s head turned as she looked through dozens of pairs of eyes.

      The younger growled, pulling her senses back into her body. “I’ll look for myself.”

      She started for the hole in the floor—

      Crash!

      And stumbled as something burst from it.
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        * * *

      

      Alex swore from pain.

      The clawed monster roared in pain as well.

      Its struggling had slammed their shoulders against the floorboards as they flew through hole.

      Wood exploded and splinters rained down.

      But Alex had more to worry about than a throbbing shoulder.

      This floor was mostly abandoned: only a few beast-goblins and two very large, very angry blue annis hags glared at him as he, the struggling monster, and the screaming Gwyllain, hovered above the hole.

      “You!” shrieked the closer one.

      “What?” Gwyllain cried in a single breath. “That’s her, that’s her, that’s her, that’s her, that’s her! Don’t eat me!”

      “I’ll eat you!” the hag growled.

      “No!”

      “I’ll have your flesh this time. There’s no escaping, fae!” she snarled, then turned her eyes to Alex. “And I’ll have yours too!”

      Roaring like the monster he was gripping, she lunged, her iron claws shining in the moonlight.

      Alex had no more patience for this. He had a plan and they were messing it up.

      His forceballs shot at her feet, tangling her legs. The hag hit the floor jaw first, sprawling like an old rug. A tooth shot from her mouth.

      “Raaaaargh! Filthy manling!” She spat blood on the floor. “I’ll get you! I’ll get you, manling!”

      “You’re about to have much bigger problems,” the wizard said, his voice like ice.

      Gripping the monster’s wrists, he shot through the open window.

      The hag in feathers screeched, raising her hands. Alex felt the mana of lightning magic gathering. Still bleeding from her mouth, the one in amphibian skins charged to the window.

      Both leaned out, lightning dancing around their claws.

      Air elementals were flying to the window.

      Whoooooom!

      Claygon’s fire-gems flared below; they were nearly finished charging. The golem had crushed two crich-tulaghs and was finishing off the last. His gems glowed bright.

      The clawed monster flailed in Alex’s grasp, desperately kicking and biting at him.

      “Die! Die!” it roared in Alex’s own voice. “Your hunt must end! No more can you be allowed to walk these lands! You and your kind must die!”

      What? His kind?

      Crackle!

      Lightning flared in the hags’ claws.

      Boom!

      Twin bolts arced toward Alex.

      He tried to dive away, but the monster’s movements grew more frantic, throwing off his flight.

      Lightning raced for them.

      They tumbled through the air.

      Alex’s blood went cold.

      He wouldn’t be able to dodge both bolts.

      Not with this creature grappling with him.

      Gwyllain was weeping at his side.

      Think! Adapt!

      His forceballs wouldn’t block the bolts.

      Think! Adapt!

      Forceshield couldn’t deflect them.

      Think! Adapt!

      He couldn’t get a potion out in time. He couldn’t cast a spell in time either. For a single desperate, mad instant, he considered letting the lightning strike them. His body was tough now. He might survive.

      …No. That was madness.

      It would kill Gwyllain and probably the monster too.

      And there was no way he’d survive the fall, even if by some miracle he survived the lightning.

      There was only one thing he could do.

      Frustration boiled, leaving his mouth in a roar of rage.

      Alex released the thrashing monster and dove.

      Crackle!

      Lightning struck the creature in mid-air, cutting off a shriek as its body writhed in flashes of blue light. Then, it was falling, trailing smoke. Alex shot after it at full speed.

      Mana-to-Life.

      If it was still alive, he could catch it and use Mana-to-Life to keep it alive.
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        * * *

      

      The final Hunter fell.

      Its head swam.

      Its body was past pain, and its limbs twitched.

      “Must… kill…” the stunned Hunter choked. Its tongue had boiled in its mouth. “Mission… no… escape.”

      Something was carrying it from below… Maybe it was the hive-queen, climbing her weblines. No… she was still in the human structure. It could see birds and white dust through cracks in the stone as it plunged toward the building’s base.

      Most of the Hunter’s forces were inside.

      It tried calling to them.

      ‘The Usurper is here!’ it thought. ‘He’s here!’

      They just had to go a little farther.

      A little farther and they would catch the Ravener’s enem—

      No… no, it had lost.

      There was nothing carrying it.

      Only the cold ground awaited.

      Heat touched its back as it neared the clay creature’s glow.

      Would the Usurper command the clay man to crush its body if it survived the fall? The Ravener’s servant looked up toward its enemy. The man flew after it at speed. He looked half-mad.

      “Claaaaygooooon!” he was shouting. “Caaaatch iiiiiit!”

      Catch it?

      Ah… the Usurper still wished to capture it.

      Maybe… maybe that would be a good thing. If it lived, there would be one more chance to fulfil its mission. Weakly, it reached toward its enemy’s outstretched hand.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The big clay soldier was approaching from below.

      Maybe it would catch it in time?

      Maybe—

      Whoooosh!

      Was that the ground?

      Something was nearing its back.

      It gasped, terror clutching its chest.

      No! It had more to do! It could not die! Not ye—

      Crunch!

      There was a horrible instant.

      An instant where it felt its body break.

      Then, there was nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” Alex screamed, pulling up from his dive. “No! No! No! No!”

      The assassin was splattered on the ground like an insect caught beneath a boot.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      A heartbeat too late, Claygon stepped beside it, his arms still raised to catch it. The golem’s head fell a little.

      Rage coursed through the wizard and he looked toward the window.

      “You… filth!” he roared. “Look what you’ve done!”

      The hags raised their hands.

      Then his air elementals reached the window—formed a wall—and together, blew inside as hard as they could. The hags were thrown back.

      Alex’s teeth clenched. For a moment, he considered flying back up there and capturing one—but… no. They had all of those creatures under their control. While he was trying to catch a single hag, they could swarm him, Gwyllain and Claygon, then escape through the woods and overrun everyone in the encampment.

      And the hags were magic users. They’d be a lot harder to hold on to than that clawed monster.

      Besides, poor Gwyllain was babbling with terror. He couldn’t justify taking the asrai anywhere near those two hags again.

      —oooom!

      As if supporting his decision, the fire-gems finished charging.

      Alex took a deep breath.

      The flour was whipped up inside the mill. The air was concentrated.

      …and most of his enemies were in the killing zone.

      “Claygon… obliterate them.”

      The golem looked at him for a moment, then turned, aiming all three gems at the archway.

      Their light burned in the night.

      Whoooooooosh!

      Three beams lanced from his palms and forehead, blasting into the windmill. There was a brief moment… a brief moment when the world seemed to be at utter peace.

      Booom!

      Then it all exploded.

      The flour dust caught.

      The air ignited.

      And night turned to day.
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        * * *

      

      “Sister, get up!” the elder of the hags cried. “Help me slay this creature! I’ll throw my mind into the birds and send them after him!”

      The younger hag groaned, climbing up to her hands and knees. Another of her fangs felt loose in her mouth. A growl of rage escaped her throat.

      That manling would pay for all of this!

      Even if he won on this night and escaped, she and her sister knew of the humans’ treachery. They could leave this place and whisper what they knew to the other humans, they could—

      Boom!

      She gasped, choking on dust.

      What was that?

      Leaning forward, she peered through a hole in the floor.

      Flame.

      Flame was consuming everything.

      Three beams of light had exploded, igniting the dust particles and air between. The air burned.

      And all burned with it.

      Venom walkers boiled.

      Silence-spiders ruptured.

      Beast-goblins lit up like torches.

      The crich-tulagh writhed, its body steaming then coming alight.

      The Ravener-spawn spider-queen screamed so loud, she hurt the hag’s ears. She was desperately trying to climb away, but her webs snapped from the heat. With her endless legs writhing, she fell into the inferno.

      Flames rose like a starving beast, turning the hags’ birds to ash mid-flight. They were shrieking as they—

      A blood-curdling scream came from behind her.

      It was her sister.

      She whirled.

      Her sister was on the ground, writhing and weeping tears of blood. The birds. Her senses had been in them—she’d felt each and every one of them burning all at once.

      The agony would have driven anyone mad.

      ‘I have to get out of here!’ the younger sister panicked.

      Flame roared, rising through the structure, consuming flour, rafters and monsters as one.

      It raced toward her, the burning spectre of death.

      Her lungs were blistering.

      Her skin was hot.

      Desperately, she tried to flee, abandoning her elder sister to her fate, but the air spirits were still blasting wind through the window. The hag dug her claws into the floorboards, fighting the gale. She’d never fight her way through it in time.

      Wait! What if she blasted them?

      Calling upon her mana—and knowing nothing of dust explosions—she called the lightning. It sparked between her iron claws…

      Sparked in a small stone chamber, being fed with a backdraft, and full of flammable dust.

      Boom!

      A second explosion consumed her.

      The blue annis hag—a creature that had stalked Greymoor for decades, eating people, fae and beasts alike—tried to shriek.

      But her lungs were ash.

      A lump hit the floor. A lump that was little more than meat clinging to burning bones.

      Greymoor would be a safer place.
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      The explosion rocked the forest with a concussion that stunned both flora and fauna. Nearby trees bent from the force, shedding leaves like rain. Any monster near the windmill was thrown through the air with Alex’s air elementals. The summons flew end over end, pushed by the inferno’s power until they righted themselves and darted a safe distance away, sparking with blue bolts.

      Dust, debris, monster parts and soaring flames erupted from the mill, shooting through the sky, scattering birds, reducing some to fleeing torchlights as their dead masters’ power ebbed away. Alex steadied himself and Gwyllain, hovering in the sky. The asrai was trembling.

      “Oh… I… oh…” The fae watched the flames, eyes as wide as plates. “W-would you look at that.”

      And Alex did look.

      And he didn’t like what he saw.

      Flames danced in the clearing, the mill blazed like a firestorm.

      Life could be fickle. Sometimes it gave opportunities when one wasn’t ready for them. Other times, it handed out chances disguised as ill fortune. Then there were the times where it repeated itself.

      Like today.

      Once again, life had brought Alex Roth deep within his anger, beholding a burning building.

      Gwyllain was about to say something else, but one look at the wizard’s face stopped the words from leaving his mouth.

      Before them, the windmill was a column of flame. Stone blackened. Everything within burned and turned to smoke like an oil-soaked parchment. In heartbeats, the flame climbed, licking at the old wood of the windmill’s blades.

      A heartbeat later, they blazed like the sun’s rays.

      Whoosh!

      Fire burst from the archway and crackling joined with the monsters’ cries.

      “Agh, I can’t watch…” The asrai closed one eye, peeking with the other.

      “I can,” the wizard said, leaving thoughts of a burning ale house aside. “They tried to kill us. They threw everything they had to kill us. So, I did the same. I just did it better. It’s just…”

      He looked down at the assassin’s broken corpse with disgust. “Anyway, it doesn’t make sense to just float here. We’d better make sure we get rid of any stragglers. Come on, we’ll have to clean up the rest of them. After that—when things are safe—I’ll untie you, okay?”

      “A-alright,” the asrai said. The flame reflected in his large eyes. “You’re right, it’s not safe if monsters are still running loose down there.”

      Alex shouted down to Claygon. “Let’s go hunting, buddy.”

      Downing another potion of sensory enhancement, he turned to the forest and cupped his hands over his mouth.

      “Who’s left?” he called in otherworldly languages. “Thank you for helping me. Whoever wasn’t sent back to your homes by the enemy, come on out!”

      Rustle.

      There was movement among the trees.

      Blub.

      Bubbles rolled out of the brush, leading a couple of water elementals. They bubbled at Alex. A pair of Aervespertillos emerged from the canopy along with a clot of taraneas. Two ice elementals and four viper-devils appeared from the undergrowth, crackling and hissing. Air elementals floated over to hover around his shoulders.

      “You were all a big help,” he began.

      As he spoke to the gathered summons, through the trees, a golden-green light drew closer.

      Alex called out in the tongue of his earth elementals. “Wait where you are for now. I want half of you to stay there and guard the tree. Don’t come into the clearing yet! The rest of you? Come with me.”

      His summons would soon be fading, so they’d have to move fast.

      “We’re going to sweep the area around here,” he instructed. “We’ll stay in a group, except for you Aervespetillos and air elementals. I want you to head deep into the woods and look for any of these.” He pointed at monster corpses dotting the forest floor. “Keep searching, destroy any you find until you’re called back to your home planes.” He pointed at the broken clawed creature. “If you see any that look like this one, don’t kill it. Come and get me and we’ll capture it. I’ll summon all of you later for a reward. Go for now.”

      The Aervespetillos and air elementals soared into the night, disappearing over the trees.

      “You guys also have another job.” He switched to a tongue of elemental earth. “I want you to go underground and look for caves, burrows or any place where creatures like the ones we fought could be hiding. If you find anything, let me know.”

      They rumbled like shifting rock and sank beneath the earth.

      “Oh, and Claygon?” Alex floated up beside his golem and patted one of his large shoulders. “Listen… I don’t know if you’re conscious right now, but… don’t feel too bad about that clawed monster hitting the ground. There wasn’t anything you could do. And if it weren’t for you, I’d be dead tonight. So, just so you know, good job, buddy. Good job. I’m going to get you so many puzzle books when we get back to Generasi. And we’re gonna go on a dancing binge!”

      Gwyllain looked up at the wizard like he was completely mad. “I’m sorry… did you say dance with him?”

      “What, you’ve never danced with a golem in the pale moonlight?” Alex asked.

      “C-can’t say I have…” Gwyllain murmured. “By the fae lords, what have I gotten myself into!” The asrai shook his head. “Tonight’s been… it’s been too much. I think I might sleep for a season to calm my nerves.”

      “Yeah, I think calming the nerves is a good idea,” the wizard agreed. “But we can think about that later. First, let’s make sure all those bastards are good and dead.”

      Calling forceballs to light their way, Alex slipped into the woods, his enhanced senses tuned to sounds, near and far. He was listening intently, hoping they’d find another clawed monster for Claygon and him to grab. He still had a lot of questions that needed answering, and even if they didn’t find a clawed one, he’d settle for any monster that could talk.

      Time dragged while they searched. The windmill burned, filling the night with the light of dancing flame and the roar of an inferno. Claygon, a very jittery Gwyllain, Alex, and his summoned monsters scoured the area, his disappointment climbing as they ventured deeper into the woods.

      Overall, there wasn’t much left of the monster horde. They came across sleeping monsters—still under the effects of Alex’s sleeping potions. Claygon smashed them without mercy. The young wizard’s mood grew increasingly darker with every useless silence-spider and venom walker they found. There were no clawed monsters anywhere. No blue annis hags or anything else he could capture. At least nothing that could talk.

      The remaining Ravener-spawn lurking in the woods soon found themselves on the receiving end of unwanted contact with Claygon and Alex’s summoned monsters. The summons were—one by one—being pulled back to their home planes, leaving Alex facing the reality that everything he could get information from was actually dead.

      He watched Claygon pull a stunned silence-spider from a tree and smash it between his fists. ‘There’s nothing to give me any new information, nothing beyond what that monster said… or whatever we can learn from its corpse. Shit! Looks like I’m back at square one… But maybe not. Think about every detail. What did you learn tonight that you didn’t know before?’

      As the forest grew quieter, Alex sifted through the night’s events. ‘A clawed monster, like the ones that attacked me in Generasi, attacks me in Thameland. It lays a trap, uses the aeld tree and Gwyllain as bait, and lures me out here. It was working with local monsters, like the two at the patrizia’s ball did… No wait, that’s not quite right. Not completely.’

      He thought about the blue annis hags. Their cursing at him and their promise to eat Gwyllain.

      ‘That hag wearing amphibian skins… she was the one who caught the asrai and stuck him in a cage in her cave. I’m guessing she was probably after revenge and wanted her meal and territory back. Those two hags didn’t seem like they were being controlled by that clawed monster. I mean, they electrocuted it while trying to hit me and Gwyllain, yet they seemed pretty indifferent to it being dead. Which means the clawed monsters are capable of forming alliances. There. That’s something I didn’t know before. Alright, what else was different between tonight’s attack and the one at the patrizia’s ball?’

      Taking in the forest around them, he glanced at a venom walker’s corpse.

      ‘Well, I can see two obvious differences. We’re in Thameland and this attack involved Ravener-spawn, not monsters from the Barrens. That means the clawed monsters have been seen in three places that I know of: Thameland, Generasi and the Irtyshenan Empire. Three places. Different locations, different climates, separated by bodies of water and hundreds of miles. Which means they’re either global or they travelled from a single location. Now… think about what the creature said.’

      “You are our enemy. You wronged my master, and now you must pay the price.”

      And then outside the mill, right before it died: “Die! Die! Your hunt must end! No more can you be allowed to walk these lands! You and your kind must die!”

      ‘It was working for some kind of master,’ Alex thought. ‘Said I was its master’s enemy. And its enemy too. It also said I’d wronged this master and I was on a hunt, a hunt that needed to end. So, it obviously didn’t want me around here with that ‘no more can you walk these lands’ line. That… that could mean it was after me in particular. But wait… it also said my kind. Not only am I on its shit list, but it thinks the same thing about whatever group it thinks I’m a part of. Okay, Alex… hypotheses time.’

      The wizard thought about why it could have been after him. ‘Could it be because I’m the Fool? My kind could mean the Heroes, which would mean its master is the Ravener. Maybe it’s someone who has a problem with all Fools… Except it never referred to me as the Fool. Also this ‘your kind must die’ reference… All the other Fools are dead, so that makes no sense. Unless there are other Fools around… No, that’s getting way too complicated. A simpler explanation would make more sense.’

      It’d said he’d wronged its master in some way… Who had he wronged? Who were his enemies? Who would want him dead?

      For a brief, mad instant, he imagined the ghost of Minervus or a secretly sinister McHarris controlling an army of monsters from the shadows. He shook his head. ‘Focus! Okay, possible enemies. The main ones would be the Ravener, Ezaliel, and the rest of Burn-Saw’s kindred. They’re all powerful and I’ve done things that would piss off all of them.

      ‘And this hunt that thing was talking about could be my hunting dungeon cores, but I haven’t been hunting them by myself. Not yet anyway. There’s not much reason to target me specifically. Others—like the Heroes—have been hunting and smashing them for well over a year. There’s also Ezaliel’s Cult to consider. Those demon worshippers are supposed to be hunting for cores too.’

      Alex thought about possibilities and different variables he could eliminate and any variables that made him unique. ‘For one thing, there’s the fact that I’m one of the Heroes. Though that doesn’t really seem to be what’s going on here. I controlled a dungeon core for a bit and saw something through it. Two dungeon cores came after me specifically: the one from the Chittererer dungeon and the other one in the cold belcher dungeon.

      ‘If I’m being hunted because I hijacked the core in the Cave of the Traveller, that puts things squarely on the Ravener’s shoulders. Wait, it doesn’t actually have shoulders—it’s a big round ball. Uh… pretty squarely on the Ravener’s… spherical surface? Anyway, there’s still some problems with that theory.’

      For one, the barrier around Thameland kept Ravener-spawn in Thameland, yet those monsters weren’t in any of the Thameish bestiaries.

      ‘The other thing,’ he thought, ‘is just because the two dungeon cores seemed to focus on me, doesn’t mean they’re after me because I controlled one of them. And even if the dungeon cores are after me because I took over a core, that doesn’t mean this clawed creature was after me for the same reason. Its kin that attacked me at the ball last year were in Generasi. And the demon summoner was calling on Ezaliel’s demons in Generasi. Now, Ezaliel’s demon worshippers are here in Thameland, and one of those same clawed monsters attacked me here in Thameland. That could all be connected to the cult, which might mean the hunt it was talking about is my and Baelin’s hunt for Burn-Saw and information about Hannar-Cim.’

      And if those creatures were connected to Ezaliel, that could explain what they were doing around Thameland. But was that right? Were they actually connected to the cult?

      ‘The Traveller’s mana left something on me… Something Burn-Saw recognized instantly. Maybe they could smell it too. Except those monsters attacked me before I ever knew Burn-Saw existed… Then again, the demon summoner was already creating chaos in Generasi, and if something had smelled the Traveller’s presence on me, that could be a reason for targeting me. The Ravener and Ezaliel: both theories make sense, but Leopold’s too dead to question.’

      Alex muttered, “My head’s starting to spin. I wish my clues would stop dying.”

      “What was that?” Gwyllain gave him a startled look.

      “Oh, nothing,” Alex said, coming out of his thoughts.

      He glanced around the woods.

      The trees were still.

      He hadn’t heard his Aervespertillos’ cries or air elementals’ crackles lately, and there’d been no monsters stalking them in the underbrush for a while. If monsters survived, they were few and long gone.

      Things were calmer. The only sound reaching his ears was the roar from the windmill burning.

      Before they headed back, he checked with his earth elementals to see how their search for hidden dungeons was going. They reported the area was clear so far, and some were being called home to their otherworldly plane. He told them he’d check back with them when he reached the clearing.

      It was time for him, Gwyllain, and Claygon to get back to the windmill so he could douse the fire before it spread and reduced the woods to cinders. He’d have a pretty hard time explaining that level of destruction to Professor Jules. He picked up speed. On their way back, he could find out how Gwyllain was doing; after all, the fae had been pretty traumatized tonight. When the fire was out, he would get the aeld tree, collect any remains he and Claygon could carry, then return to camp.

      First things first… The poor asrai would probably very much want to be untied the second they touched ground.
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      “Those Ravener-creatures were dedicated,” the little fae said when they returned to the clearing. “I’ve never seen anything put up such a fight after their side’s been licked. It’s said that the Crimson Head Brigadiers don’t give up easily either, but these beasts just kept throwing their lives away like they meant nothing.”

      “I guess that makes them deadicated.” Alex’s thoughts were caught between irritation and amusement.

      He bit back dark laughter, then caught Gwyllain staring up at him.

      “What?” Alex asked.

      “Uh… deadicated?” the asrai asked. “You put so much emphasis on the dead part, it sounds like you were making a pun.”

      “What? Wait, you can read my mind?” Alex gasped.

      “No… you said it out loud.”

      “O-oh,” he muttered. It’d been a while since his mouth had gone renegade. Great. As if Gwyllain wasn’t frightened enough, now he was looking at Alex like he was afraid he was completely unhinged.

      Pointedly ignoring the fae’s gaze, he called out in a tongue of elemental earth: “Earth elementals, did you find a dungeon? Come back up since you’ll be going home soon.”

      Soil shimmered and the rocky creatures emerged, relaying what they’d seen. Alex took it all in with a mixture of relief and frustration.

      They had found chambers deep beneath the windmill… but they’d been empty of Ravener-spawn and all other forms of monstrous life. No spheres. No dungeon. When the elementals vanished back to their home plane, Alex was left with Gwyllain, Claygon and a small number of his rapidly decreasing army.

      “Right,” he said. “Looks like the danger’s passed, so let’s get this rope off of you.”

      “Thank the fae lords,” Gwyllain said with relief, watching Alex’s Wizard’s Hands undo a series of knots. “I think the rope bit into me as much as that hag wanted to.”

      “Well, rope burns are nasty, but a lot better than hag teeth, I bet,” Alex said.

      The little asrai plopped to the ground—his flight potion having faded—and rubbed his chest and arms. “I can’t believe I’m alive.”

      “Yeah, it was touch and go, but we’re both alive.” The young wizard watched the mill blaze. Heat came off of it in waves, some of the rafters having collapsed to the ground. The structure now formed the perfect chimney, channelling heat up and out through the upper windows.

      Sparks drifted like fireflies, floating into the wind.

      It was like watching the world’s tallest hearth.

      “I have to try and put that out. We can’t just let it burn.” Alex put his hands on his hips. “The clearing’s pretty wide; otherwise, the sparks might’ve already spread to the forest. It’s probably burning through a lot of its fuel. Traveller’s blessing that there’s no dungeon around, or we’d have fire to deal with and be overrun by another horde of nasty monsters.”

      ‘The Ravener-spawn must’ve been brought here from elsewhere. Probably by the clawed one,’ Alex thought. ‘That’s something else to consider and discuss back at camp. And speaking of things to bring up…’

      He looked at the asrai faerie watching the windmill burn. His head was shaking back and forth, but he was otherwise motionless.

      “Hey, Gwyllain?”

      “Huh, wha?” the asrai jumped, double-taking on Alex. “Erm, yes?”

      The fae shifted his weight back and forth, looking ready to bolt. It was obvious he wanted to be away from here.

      “Did you ever notice anyone following you? Or watching you?” Alex asked.

      “Well, no…” Gwyllain said. “And I was keeping an eye open in case that hag was out some night looking to turn me into a meal or two.” He looked angry, then his expression shifted, becoming puzzled. “Then again… I did notice there were an awful lot of birds in Greymoor in recent times. Look at how they gathered and attacked us… Birds behaving like that isn’t natural. I guess they must’ve been watching us for a while.”

      The birds.

      There’d been birds around camp for months, lots of them. No one had paid them any mind—just thinking it was a normal sight in Greymoor. After all, the expedition was a large group with lots of food scraps that would attract crows and other hungry birds. According to the bestiaries, birds were one of the most common forms of animal life in the moors: the Generasians had no reason to give them a second thought.

      “Baelin and Professor Jules aren’t going to like this…” Alex murmured. “Looks like the blue annis hags were spying on us for a long time.”

      Gwyllain shuddered. “The thought makes me feel all creepy inside. I’m glad they’re dead now. And all those Ravener-creatures too. Small wonder there’s been so few animals coming around.”

      “Well, I think there’ll probably be more birds soon,” Alex said. “Lots of carrion lying around. They’ll probably flock to this place like someone rang the dinner bell. How are you doing? You seem kinda uncomfortable. You wanna get going?”

      “Well… in a bit,” Gwyllain said, glancing over his shoulder. The golden-green light of the aeld tree—back in the tree line—reflected off his eyes. “There’s a few things you’ll need to know about planting an aeld. The poor thing’s at least half as panicked as I’ve been—and I’m sure those hags didn’t exactly treat its roots well. Hmmm, hmmm, hmmm.”

      The asrai tapped his chin, deep in thought. “I’ve got a friend—Jack’s his name—he came into a lot of leasú-todhar dust last winter.”

      Alex’s eyebrows rose. Salinger had talked about that stuff in a lecture last summer, and it was also popular in old tales about talking trees. “Isn’t that the stuff fae folk use to feed their magic plants and make their beanstalks grow taller than trees?”

      “Aye, some of the best fertilizer in the whole wide world,” Gwyllain said, almost visibly swelling with pride. “A pinch of that mixed with the right amount of water should have those roots growing and healing in no time. I’ll go fetch some from Jack, he lives not too far from me in a toadstool cottage at the edge of the willow wood.”

      “Uh, that’s good of you.” Alex scratched the back of his head. “But—I don’t mean to be rude—why, though? You said you’d find me an aeld tree, a nice young one I might be able to convince to let me transplant it where our castle is. You’ve already done what you said you’d do.”

      “Aye.” Gwyllain nodded. “But it wouldn’t be in the spirit of things if I let you have it while it’s half-panicked and maybe sick. You’ll have an easier time convincing it if you care for it properly. I still have to fetch something from my home for you. Remember I said I’d talk to the bluecaps and see if they’d show you good spots where you could find proper building stone and metals where you wouldn’t be bothering other fae? Well, I did have a talk with them and they agreed, so long as you wizards didn’t give them any trouble. I have a map at my home that’ll show you where they said you could find good stone, some pretty shinies and other things. So, I’ll go fetch that too.”

      “Yeah, that sounds great. We’ve already been harvesting stone. It’ll be good if we found some metals too. The earth mages will be glad for that, and I’ll tell them they have to be respectful to the bluecaps.”

      “Good, good,” Gwyllain said. “And while I’m gone, try and talk to the tree a bit. Let it get to know you. You already saved it from nasty monsters, so that’s a good start, but it won’t know if you’re planning to plant and protect it, or if you’re planning to chop it up for firewood. So, be nice and gentle… not like how you were with those monsters. No disrespect intended.”

      “None taken.” Alex laughed.

      “Good, I’ll be back soon. Night’s getting on, and I want to be tucked in my bed before the sun’s out. I’ll see you shortly!”

      Gwyllain flitted into the woods and disappeared.

      Alex re-summoned his earth elementals.

      “Right, welcome back,” he said. “I need you to go into the forest and get me a special tree that’s in there. You can’t miss it. It’s the glowing one.”

      The elementals made a grinding sound and slipped beneath the earth. He felt their mana approaching the aeld tree, then returning.

      The sapling came toward Alex, smoothly sliding into the clearing.

      It didn’t look damaged, no stripped bark, broken branches, or anything visible, yet fear and confusion were still flowing from it in waves.

      “Hello there,” Alex said gently, approaching slowly. “I don’t know how much of any language you understand, so I’m just going to say that I mean you no harm.”

      The little tree shuddered in the low wind as the wizard stepped into its golden-green light. Waves of panic spiked. It grew more frightened with each passing heartbeat, leaves shaking.

      “Hold on… hold on…” Alex said, trying to keep his tone smooth, calm and soothing, remembering what Gwyllain said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The tree’s panic only increased, no matter what he said or how he said it.

      “Well, I guess after everything you’ve been through, it’s only natural that you’d be afraid of… me? Wait a minute…” He slowly turned toward the inferno that was the windmill.

      Fire still raged through the structure. A pretty terrifying sight for a tree, no doubt.

      “Right… maybe I should’ve tried calming that fire down a bit first, shouldn’t I?” Alex said sheepishly. He spoke to the earth elementals. “Sorry to send you back, but I need you to hurry and get this guy back into the forest about a hundred yards or so.”

      The elementals slipped beneath the soil, ferrying the tree back to safety.

      Alex spoke to the water elementals. “We need to douse this fire, so I want you to spray as much water on it as you can.”

      As the water elementals bubbled and rolled toward the windmill, the young wizard winced as he ran Hsekiu’s technique through his mana pool. His fibres were definitely stressed. After this round, he’d be done with mana for the night. For now, he needed more to summon another pack of air elementals.

      He gave them a quick order: “Three of you, find cracks in the mill and pull the air out through them. We’re going to starve that fire. You other three, go up to the windmill blades and pull out all the air you can from the flame up there. Let’s get to it. We’ve gotta calm this down before the blades collapse.”

      With a whoosh, the air elementals took off.

      Alex drank another flight potion, picked up Bubbles, and floated toward the windmill. “I’ll be right back, Claygon,” he said to his golem.

      He and the elementals moved from place to place, putting out as much of the fire as they could. The work was hot and difficult, and the heat wafting from it threatened to roast him if he went too close. He stayed to the side of the blades, letting Bubbles aim streams of water at them.

      Bit by bit, the flames decreased.

      But not enough to extinguish the blazing mill.

      Then, Alex had an idea.

      Floating to the ground, he cast Summon Small Fire Elemental twice, speaking to the spirits in one of the tongues of elemental flame. “Hey, guys, welcome back. Thanks for answering so quickly. I need you to go into that burning building and absorb all the flame you can. Just feast on it.”

      The fire elementals crackled with excitement.

      Then, he sent a mental call to Claygon. ‘I have a creative—some might even call it dumb—plan, buddy, and I need your help. When in doubt, fight with fire, so power up your fire-beams.’

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      Claygon thundered toward the mill, powering up his fire-beams as he ran. While the fire elementals happily burned as much wood and monster matter as they could, Claygon repeatedly shot all three beams through the archway again and again. The flames grew higher and hotter until the mill became too hot for most living things to be near. Alex stayed back and called the air and water elementals, leaving the fire elementals to enjoy the intense blaze.

      It was a good thing Gwyllain wasn’t there. What Alex was doing would have convinced him that the wizard had gone absolutely mad and was trying to turn the tower into molten lava. But with a few minutes of concentrated blasting and scorching, the opposite of what one might expect happened.

      The flames began dying.

      Solid fuel that would have burned for hours was turned to ash in mere minutes thanks to the fire magic. Alex had built the inferno up in the short-term, starving it in the long-term. He sent air elementals scouting the area around the windmill, blowing any errant sparks back into the fire, keeping it from spreading.

      Eventually…

      Crack!

      The beam supporting the windmill’s blades began giving way.

      “Alright,” Alex said. “Air elementals, I need you to move fast, blow the sparks back into the windmill when that support beam collapses. Claygon, I want you to blast the hell out of that building.”
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      Whoooooom!

      All three fire-gems built power.

      Whoooosh!

      Claygon’s beams lanced through burning blades, cleaving pieces of wood, incinerating them in seconds. Air elementals darted around the blast, blowing sparks away from the forest and back toward the mill. They looked like fluffy, flying sheepdogs herding a flock.

      Crack! Crack! Pop!

      Wood snapped, and pockets of moisture detonated within the support beam, shattering it. The structure plummeted to the earth in a cascade of soot.

      Crash!

      It collided with the ground, exploding with an impact that launched sparks and burning shrapnel soaring as high as the mill’s windows. Alex, Bubbles, the air and water elementals chased sparking embers, sucking away the air from hungry flame or dousing it with waves of water.

      Hssss!

      Steam hissed from the clearing and edge of the tree line: the sound of smothering flame. Alex ascended, found no flames had spread to the trees or brush, then dove back to the burning blades.

      He had the air and water elementals form a circle around the structure as Claygon’s beams struck the blades with their full fury, reducing each one to ash. Air summons hovered around the collapsing structure, controlling flare-ups by sucking away the air while—holding Bubbles—Alex and the water elementals snuffed out flying embers. Smoke billowed through the clearing.

      When the windmills’ blades had turned to ash and embers, both wizard and golem scooped up dirt, tossing it onto dying flames around the structure, but the fire still burned within the windmill. Claygon gathered dirt by the handfuls and heaved it through the archway. Water elementals sprayed and steam hissed. Air elementals drew in air.

      The fire starved.

      When all was black smoke and grey steam, Alex leaned against Claygon, rubbing his arms. A month ago, he might have been on the ground gasping for breath from his effort. As it was, he could marvel in the aftermath. The mill’s stones had cracked and run like candle wax, pooling in the smouldering debris.

      What once was a windmill was now just another abandoned, burnt-out ruin. A reminder of the folly of monsters, blue annis hags, and Ravener-spawn. With a sigh, he stepped away from the blackened shell as a bitter thought rose in his mind. If he’d had this power, this magic, Claygon, and his summons years before… the Roth Family Alehouse would still be standing, and his parents would be with him and Selina today.

      He shook the thought away. Down that road lay daydreams of things beyond his control, and if he walked it, he’d only find ghosts of the past waiting to consume him. He couldn’t help his parents, no matter how much he wanted to, but he could honour them by not being bitter.

      “You know, Claygon, that mill might’ve been abandoned long before the Ravener came back, but maybe someone wanted that flour. I’m thinking they’ll be bloody pissed when they come back to a big pile of ash. Ah well, all’s fair in love and fighting monsters. Or something like that, I guess.”

      They strode into the forest, following the light of the aeld tree to a quiet spot between two large oaks that looked like its bodyguards. Three earth elementals supported it, talking animatedly in their language.

      “Alright, little guy.” Alex walked over to the tree, his open palms facing the little sapling. “No more fire. No more flames looking to spread. No more nasty monsters to harm you. So, there’s nothing to be afraid of now. See? I’m noooot going to hurt you.”

      The aeld seemed less tense now, the high panic from earlier was gone.

      It was still giving off brief waves of uneasiness, but they were mixed with a hint of curiosity.

      “Alright, it seems you’re a bit calmer…” Alex said. “So, maybe I can introduce myself.” He pointed to his chest. “My name is Alex, or I guess—”

      “Hello.”

      “Gah!” Alex jumped a foot in the air and spun around.

      Gwyllain had stepped from behind a tree. “I see that the fire’s out. Good on you.”

      “Jeez, you nearly scared me half to death, man,” Alex said.

      The asrai raised an eyebrow. “Really? I step out from behind a tree and you get scared half to death? I was tied to you while you were flying about, dodging monsters and shooting flames and all that. If you’re half-dead, then I’m dead three times over.”

      “Right, right.” Alex rolled his eyes. “Guess I’m overreacting.”

      “Bah! Don’t pout. I brought you gifts.” Gwyllain presented a scroll case bound in a giant leaf, and a small bag that was leaking cerulean light. “Leasú-todhar.” He jiggled the bag. “Fresh and ready. And your map, of course.”

      He placed both in Alex’s waiting hands.

      “There you go. Now… listen carefully. For the aeld to thrive, you must know certain things if you’re going to do well by it. Heed my words, for mortals have known despair by not using the proper ways with an aeld.”

      “Right, I’m listening.”

      Gwyllain held up one webbed finger. “First, you must plant the tree at noon when the sun’s not hidden by clouds. Doing so will let the tree drink in its rays and plant its roots deep. Plant it on a cloudy day, and the roots will be shallow. Plant it at night, and the tree will never reach its true strength.”

      “Right,” Alex said. “So, noon on a sunny day. Gotcha.”

      Gwyllain held up a second finger. “You must never take from the tree anything it can’t replace. Not without permission. Pluck fruit. Pluck flower. Pluck leaf only sparingly. These are always things the tree can make more of. Never take a branch nor bough by force. Just as the tree can give fortune, it can also take fortune back. Saw off a branch for decoration or firewood, and you’ll find your food spoiling quicker and making you sick. Harvest will be poor, and animals will fall sick. Falls that should be bumps will make broken bones. Don’t trifle with it.”

      “Got it,” Alex said.

      “I’m serious!” the asrai said. “Too many mortals look at an aeld and take it for granted.”

      “I’m not going to.” The wizard smiled. “I’m not the kind of guy to spit in the face of advice.”

      “Well, right you are, then.” Gwyllain held up a third finger. “Water the tree, but don’t drown it. Feed it, for it needs lots of energy. With leasú-todhar, you’ll want to mix a pinch of the stuff per gallon of pure water. The purer, the better.”

      Alex glanced at Bubbles. “I think I can manage pure.”

      “Good… and should the aeld grant you a gift of a branch, make sure you seal all wounds with fresh honey.”

      “Got it,” Alex said. “Fresh honey?”

      “The fresher the better,” Gwyllain said. “Our Lorekeepers say that the first aeld tree took two protectors into its branches: a queen of hornets and a queen of honeybees. The queen of bees made her hive and had her workers pollinate the aeld. The queen of hornets made her hive to protect the aeld from enemies. The trees have had an affinity for honey and hornet venom ever since.”

      “Huh… I didn’t know that…” the wizard mused. “Should I get my hands on a hornet queen and honeybee queen for it? Let them build hives in its branches?”

      “Only if you really trust it and the tree trusts you; otherwise, it’ll set the swarms on anyone it doesn’t like.”

      “Got it… possibility of getting stung to death… I’ll remember that. Anything else I should know?”

      “Don’t betray it. And be careful to be direct with it,” the asrai warned. “Be kind, but understand: it’s a tree. It feels, but it doesn’t exactly do nuance and social grace.”

      “Right, treat it gently but honestly. Like a kid.”

      “No, not like a baby goat.”

      Silence followed.

      “Oh, no, I mean like a child!”

      “Ah! Right, yes.” The asrai yawned. “That. And there… that’s all I can teach you. The rest is up to you.”

      “Gotcha… so what now? Heading home?”

      “Oh yes,” Gwyllain said, nodding emphatically. “I thought I was dead about a half a dozen times tonight. Too much excitement! And not the good kind! But with this—” he looked at the aeld sapling “—we’re squared, right? All debts paid?”

      “All debts paid,” Alex said. “I really appreciate what you did. You should look me up again sometime. It’d be fun to have a chat when we’re not fighting for our lives.”

      Gwyllain gave him a look. “If it’s all the same to you… I’m probably going to avoid you for a bit. Too young. Too hot-blooded. I’ll give you a few decades to mellow out before I even think about coming to see you again. Wait—you’re a wizard. Maybe a century or so, then.”

      Alex laughed. “Alright, well, maybe I’ll see you in thirty to a hundred years, eh?”

      “Maybe. Oh, and… thank you again for saving my life. And for wiping out the monsters. The forest around here will be a nicer place with them gone. There’ll be more food for beasts and the smaller fae folk too. Farewell then, Alex… That’s a human nickname that’s short for Alexander, isn’t it?”

      The young wizard blinked. “Yeah, it is… Though I can’t remember the last time anyone called me that.”

      “Right, goodbye, Alexander. May the moon smile on you and may the sun’s kiss be gentle.”

      With that, the little fae stepped into the trees.

      And, after a few heartbeats, Alex could no longer hear his soft footsteps in the dark. He waited for a time, listening to the wind rustling through the canopy, then turned back to the aeld tree.

      “Right, I was introducing myself. I’m Alex Roth. Alexander Roth, if you’d prefer, though nobody calls me that except for Gwyllain, apparently. Anyway, I’m a wizard, and I was hoping to take you back to a place where a bunch of my wizard friends have made a base. I was thinking we could plant you there and give you a nice safe place to grow up. We have magical techniques that help plants grow big and strong, and you wouldn’t have to worry about fire, animals or anything else.”

      Alex kept his voice calm, slow and soothing.

      The tree’s nerves seemed to calm, replaced by a questioning aura. The young wizard had no idea what the tree was curious about, so he decided to explain all that he could about the encampment, the Generasians, and what they were doing in Greymoor.

      “My point is, we’re not going to do anything to you… Though I hope you’ll grant me one boon.” He looked at the tree’s branches. “I understand that you can gift some of your wood to those who aid you. I was hoping you would grant me a branch so I could make myself a staff. I won’t take anything more than what is offered, and I give you my word on that.”

      More and more, the waves of emotion emanating from the aeld were shifting from anxiety, to growing calm and curiosity.

      “Okay, so, what I’m going to do is transplant you in the middle of our home. My hope is that—while we protect you—you’ll bless our home with fortune and plenty. Is that fair?”

      The tree’s curiosity grew, along with another quick spike of nerves.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll transport you as gently as I can.”

      Bubbles poured water onto its roots, while earth elementals packed soil around them. Alex carefully added some of the leasú-todhar to the wet soil. It glowed with a cerulean light before vanishing, then a feeling of warmth and exhilaration rose from it, its light turning more radiant.

      Alex smiled. “You like that, do you? Good.” He took off his cloak.

      The sapling continued emitting feelings of curiosity and nerves while the summons worked.

      The earth elementals raised it, forming a ball with the soil and tree roots, then Alex wrapped his cloak around it. Mr. Lu used to bring home fruit trees from the Coille and protect their rootballs with burlap while he transported them. Alex didn’t have burlap, but his cloak would do for the trip to the encampment. Once the cloak was securely tied, Claygon gently scooped up the ball with his lower hands, steadying the trunk with his upper ones.

      “Easy now, steady,” Alex said. “You okay up there, little guy?”

      It felt strange calling a ten-foot-tall tree little guy, but it seemed appropriate. Gwyllain had said to treat it like a child, after all. The feelings emanating from it were a mix of fear, trepidation and a warm sense of hope.

      He patted its roots. “Alright, let’s take you to a better place.”

      Taking a final look around the forest, Alex, Claygon and the summons made their way through the woods and out into the moors. Bubbles dripped water onto his cloak, keeping the aeld’s roots moist. Together, the young wizard and the golem—gently cradling the sapling—walked through the moors to camp…

      Almost to camp—if they hadn’t run into a small survey team led by Ripp about a hundred feet from the forest.

      “What the hell happened to you?” the swiftling asked. “We heard a big explosion then saw a mountain of fire filling the sky all the way from the encampment. What went on out there? And what’s that?”

      Alex looked at the tree. “Hopefully, the beginning of a beautiful relationship.”
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      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Book Four to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        The Everfail will rise. His enemies will fall.
        
        Hiral is the Everfail, the weakest person on the flying island of Fallen Reach. He trains harder than any warrior. Studies longer than any scholar.
        But all his people are born with magic powered by the sun, flowing through tattoos on their bodies. Despite having enormous energy within, Hiral is the only one who can’t channel it; his hard work is worth nothing.
        Until it isn’t.
        In a moment of danger, Hiral unlocks an achievement with a special instruction: Access a Dungeon to receive a Class-Specific Reward.
        It’s his first—and maybe last—chance for real power. Just one problem: all dungeons lay in the wilderness below the flying islands that humanity lives on, and there lay secrets and dangers that no one has survived.
        New powers await, but so do new challenges. If he survives? He could forge his own path to power.
        If he fails? Death will be the least of his problems.
        Don't miss the next progression fantasy series from J.M Clarke, bestselling author of Mark of the Fool, along with C.J. Thompson. Unlock a weak-to-strong progression into power and a detailed litRPG system with unique classes, skills, dungeons, achievements, survival and evolution. Explore a mysterious world of fallen civilizations, strange monsters and deadly secrets.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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        He didn't ask for his rare powers. That doesn't mean he won't use them...
        Martel's only ambition is to become a Weathermage, able to ensure good harvest and prosperity for his family. But he'll have to graduate from the Imperial School of Magic first.
        A few problems. Martel is from a rural farming village. He has no experience with the harsh and deceitful ways of the imperial capital. And there are plenty who would take advantage of his naivety to see him fail, from fellow students to masters.
        Plus, he's twice as old as the typical novices, having spent his childhood hiding his gift for magic out of fear. And he's of Tyrian descent, who once stood as enemies of the Empire and are still treated by many Imperials as such.
        But they all underestimate him at their own risk.
        For Martel is fire-touched. A power so rare that if he were found out, the Empire would force him to join their endless wars... And he'd rather not be forced to unleash it...
        Experience the tale of Martel the reluctant fire mage in the Firebrand LitRPG Series. Join him from his humble beginnings as a hapless novice at a Magic Academy. This is character-focused and light-hearted progression fantasy at its finest, with a detailed magic system and a world filled with detail.
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        Conquer all Foes. Reach peak Power. Now, Do it Faster.
        
        Behold the Multiverse! Its countless realms overflow with terrific opportunities and terrible dangers—warring sects, priceless treasures, martial techniques, and all manner of horrible monsters abound.
        And Dorian has conquered them all.
        He’s a Godking—one of the most powerful creatures to ever exist. And as he sits from his throne at the literal summit of the world, bored out of his mind, one question comes to mind: what now?
        Do it all again, of course!
        But faster.
        He'll aim for the impossible — A PERFECT RUN.
        Don't miss the start of this exciting LitRPG Cultivation Adventure about an ancient God who's reached the apex of his power progression and has decided to reincarnate multiple times to try and speedrun the Dao and reach the peak of cultivation.
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        A new world. A new life. A chance to start over.
        Through no fault of his own, Joe’s life was starting on a downward spiral. Bad things can happen to good people, but this is not much comfort for those who are treading water, trying not to be drowned by misfortune.
        Luckily, sometimes people can catch a break, a chance to start over.
        When he's transported to an alternate Earth full of magic, wonder, and light RPG elements, Joe just wants to build a comfortable life. He begins to put down roots and make friends in the port city of Lockwood.
        But can he make a home for himself when fire spirits scorch his bathroom, demon dogs trample his rose garden, and countless other magical mayhem threatens his peace?
        Don't miss the start of the Cozy Fantasy LitRPG Series which proves that even in the quietest lives, the most dramatic things happen. A recipe gone awry because you lack one important ingredient and you need to make this cake for someone you love for their birthday which happens to be the next day. Low-stakes? Nah.
        Now add magic, dragons, spirits, and gods. And Joe.
        Joe is a cool guy.
        You'll like Joe.

      

      
        
        Get Cozy Isekai Craftsman Now!
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        * * *
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        Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon.
        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
        But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein.
        Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction.
        Until she, too, finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal...
        The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all.

      

      
        
        Get Black Talon Now!
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        For all our LitRPG, visit our website.
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            Groups

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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