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Chapter One



Death, Noah Vines found, was not what he had been expecting. He’d never considered himself a particularly religious man, but he’d always thought there was something that came after.

He was pleased to discover that there was indeed something.

He was less pleased to discover that this something involved waiting in a line. A very, very long line. To make matters worse, he had absolutely no idea what he was waiting for. There hadn’t been any introduction. He would even have settled for an onboarding video.

Instead, he found himself standing behind another man, as naked as the day he was born, slowly wandering toward something. The only thing that existed was boredom. There was nothing around them but more lines of people winding through empty space and standing on faint, translucent paths of energy. Time passed—at least, Noah felt like time was passing. He didn’t have any way to tell for sure.

Several times, he thought about talking to someone. Each time, he decided against it. It just didn’t feel right. Perhaps that came with being dead. However, it did give him a little time for self-reflection.

Unfortunately, what he reflected on didn’t make him feel particularly great. He would have loved to arrive at the afterlife—whatever it was—with a little bit more to be proud of. Thousands of successful students, or perhaps a loving wife and kids.

He hadn’t quite made it that far. Noah had a grand total of four years of teaching under his belt, along with a useless university degree that had barely gotten him the job—the same job that had forced his fellow teachers to give up their sick days so he could afford the hospital bills.

God—or Gods, however many or whatever type there are—I hope those kids have a good start to their lives. They deserve it.

The line inched along. Time stretched. It passed, but by how much Noah was unsure. Hundreds of years. Thousands. He wasn’t sure anymore. The only thing that really kept him company was his own voice, echoing within the silent confines of his mind.

He just stood, occasionally taking a step whenever the soul in front of him moved.

The world changed.

Noah wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened, but one moment he was standing in line floating in infinite nothingness, and the next his feet were on solid ground. The lines all converged on a single point, where a tall woman towered above them all. Behind her was a huge lake full of glimmering silver water.

Unlike everyone else, she wore clothes. Beautiful silk hung from her body and danced around her like streamers, but nothing on or beside her could compare to the woman herself. She was perfect to such a degree that the only emotion that Noah felt was fear. Without a doubt, she was not human.

One by one, the people in the lines stepped up to her. They paused for a minute, as if in silent conversation. Then they continued, walking into the lake and dipping their hands into it. They raised the silver liquid to their lips and vanished, transforming into streaks of white light.

The line continued on. Before Noah could even truly process it, he was standing before the beautiful woman. Time froze around him as they locked eyes.

“Noah Vines,” she said, as if reading from some invisible prompt. “Died at the age of twenty-six. You were an influential figure for eighty-four of your pupils. Many prayers have been sent up for you. A life well lived.”

“I—Are you God?” Noah asked, speaking for the first time since he’d died and instantly cursing himself for it.

“I am Renewal, one of the many goddesses of Reincarnation,” she replied, looking slightly bored at the question. “You have been chosen to be reincarnated on a higher plane. Drink from this well of the Waters of Life and, after losing the memories of your current life, continue unto your next. A suitable body will soon be born for you.”

“Wait, I won’t remember anything? Nothing at all?”

Renewal opened her mouth to respond. Then time snapped back into motion. Thousands of streaks of black light carved through the nothingness like a shower of falling stars. Noah stared up at them in awe, his mouth hanging askew.

The first star hit, falling into a line of people just a short distance away from Noah. It obliterated them and smashed through the floor, sending huge chunks of it spiraling away into nothingness.

A massive rumble shook the ground as more of the stars fell, each one tearing the serene scene into smithereens. Renewal raised her hands. A beautiful pink flower bloomed in the air before her, moments before a lance of black energy slammed into it.

It crushed the flower and narrowly missed Renewal as she spun out of the way. More of the stars continued to rain down all around Noah, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. All he could do was watch as they tore through the other souls surrounding him, ripping them to shreds or sending them plummeting into nothingness.

A deep, grating howl echoed through the air. Renewal staggered as a jagged black spear erupted from her shoulder. Cracks formed in the air around her, and a gurgling mass seeped out from within it, pouring onto the ground like sludge.

Screaming faces rose up within it, as if they were straining to escape the bubbling goop. It rose up, forming the blobby shape of a man. He ripped the spear free of Renewal.

“I finally found you, Renewal,” the man said, his whispery voice laden with a mocking tone. “My beautiful flower.”

Renewal’s face didn’t budge. She thrust a hand toward the man. A beam of brilliant energy erupted from her palm, searing into him. A thousand voices screamed in pain, and he clutched his chest. Black liquid poured down his body and into the pool of silver water, tainting it.

Another falling star slammed into the ground just beside Noah, snapping him out of his reverie. There wasn’t a single other soul left that he could see. He’d been so close to Renewal and the terrifying man that he’d been spared from the destruction so far, but it didn’t take a genius to tell that sticking around for a battle between gods was a terrible idea.

His eyes latched onto the Waters of Life. He glanced up at the two, but neither of them was paying attention. Noah scrambled to his feet and threw himself forward. The man turned, and for a single instant, he locked eyes with Noah.

Then Noah plunged into the silver pool. He drank without waiting to see what would happen. It poured into his throat, sweet and syrupy. A sense of peace enveloped Noah, cradling him in its comfort.

The terror that had been gripping him just moments ago faded away. He was safe. There was nothing to fear. All that mattered was moving on to his next life. His past didn’t⁠—

Noah recoiled as something bitter hit his tongue. It spiked through the peace, binding around him like a thorny vine. The fraying memories of his mortal life suddenly stopped decaying and rushed back into him, packed into his body along with the disgusting taste.

And then Noah was gone, a streak of light shooting across the cosmos.

Worlds stretched past him in a blur of color across a black canvas. He streaked through the infinite black, his mind a muddled mess as he tried to comprehend the visions flashing before him. Time became a foreign concept. To Noah, existence became the dancing shapes and universes that he passed by.

But, as all things must, it came to an end. He felt a sharp jerk in the area that would have been his chest, had he had a physical form. The dull pain was the first thing that he had felt in—well, Noah wasn’t sure. A while.

Images bloomed before him, no longer of flitting worlds or stars, but of endless green fields and massive mountains. Lakes the size of an ocean and intricate cave systems deep below. Awe filled his being as he hurtled through the new world, his awareness sputtering as it tried to fully reignite.

For the briefest instant, Noah spotted two massive, reptilian eyes looking down at him from within the stars. Then he was gone, getting lower and lower to the surface of the planet. A faint drawing force pulled him down into a village and he slipped through the wooden planks of a small house.

A woman lay in bed, a newly born infant mewling in front of her. Her features were a mixture of relief and pain, but Noah didn’t get to examine them for long. The force tugged at him, pulling him toward the child’s body.

He descended, brushing the crying boy’s face for an instant. Tight bands wrapped around him, sending flashes of agony throughout his body. No more than a second later, he was yanked away and sent hurtling across the planet once more.

Several more times, Noah was pulled into scenes of births, where his floating body tried and failed to merge. The tightness grew stronger, to the point where he could barely even muster the meager thoughts that he’d managed thus far.

Noah caught a glimpse of the towering walls of an enormous castle the size of a city an instant before he shot through them. He pushed through the cracks in the stone and continued onward, hurtling past forests and great plains.

He slammed to a halt in a small clearing surrounded by charred, blackened trees. They stretched into the air around him like withered hands reaching for the heavens. To his surprise, there was no child. There wasn’t even a mother. A greasy, black-haired man sat beside a dying campfire beside a small lake. His features were sharp and pinched in pain. Blood trickled down his chest from a deep wound. Noah wasn’t a doctor, but he was pretty certain that it wasn’t the kind of wound that people walked away from.

The corpses of several furry creatures lay around him. They roughly resembled monkeys but had large, jutting fangs and claws far longer than any monkey on Earth. Their fur still smoldered, and they were all riddled with holes as wide as quarters.

Drawing a labored breath, the man fumbled in his belt and pulled out a small gourd. He snapped the wax seal at the top and lifted it to his mouth with trembling hands, drinking greedily from it.

Noah tried to move, but he had no control over his body. All he could do was float and watch. The wound on the man’s stomach rippled and bubbled. Strands of flesh and organs reached out, reconnecting themselves.

The man went to take another drink. He stopped halfway through the motion, his eyes bulging as he grabbed at his throat. The bottle slipped from his hands and fell to the ground, liquid spilling from its mouth.

A sharp tug pulled on Noah’s navel. He glanced up just as his spirt was yanked downward and back into the man’s body. Ice rushed through Noah. It felt as if he’d been plunged into the freezing ocean.

A scream split through his thoughts, but only later did he realize that it hadn’t been his voice. Noah drew a ragged, desperate gasp for air—and it worked.

Noah froze. He slowly reached up to his face, pressing against skin instead of ghostly ectoplasm. He patted himself down, slowly at first, then leapt to his feet. His foot landed on a patch of bloody mud, and he lost his footing, slamming onto his back with a loud crash.

Pain flashed through him, but he didn’t even register it. Noah scrambled on all fours over to the lake and peered into it. What stared back was the man’s body, but no traces of his wound remained.

“God,” Noah muttered. His head throbbed and he grimaced. He ran his hands along himself again, just to make sure he could still feel. “I’m alive. I’m alive!”

Noah burst into hysterical laughter and slapped himself across the face, just because he could. He had a physical body again. Sinking into a small ball beside the lake, Noah continued to laugh until tears streaked down his cheeks.

He was alive.

The bout passed, bringing considerably less joyous emotions with it.

“I thought I was supposed to lose all of my memories and be reborn,” Noah said, staring at one of his pale hands. The voice that emerged from his mouth wasn’t his, though it wasn’t all that different from it. “Neither of those seem to have happened.”

A shudder ran through him at the thought of the terrifying creature that had attacked Renewal. Whatever it was, he never wanted to see it again. But, possibly worse, someone had been inhabiting this body before his… arrival.

“Did I just murder someone? Or did I just watch them get murdered and take advantage of it?” Noah asked himself, swallowing nervously. He crawled over to the gourd the man had drunk from and picked it up.

A small piece of parchment was tied to its lip with tweed. To Noah’s surprise, he could read the words on it perfectly, despite knowing full well that they weren’t English.

Thanks for everything, Magus Vermil. I hope this healing potion helps you out.

Evidently, some of the man’s memories were still bouncing around in his head. That might have explained the throbbing headache. Something sharp poked into his chest. Noah reached up, pulling a small metal badge with the words “Magus Vermil” carved into it from a slot in his jacket. He tucked it into his pants pockets with a grimace.

Judging by the man’s expression moments before he’d died, Noah was pretty sure that this potion had done more than just heal him. From the looks of things, it actually did more to kill him.

Whoever this guy was, he had some enemies.

“Tough luck, man,” Noah muttered. “The line isn’t too bad when you get used to it, though. Hope things go better for you next time around.”

He gave it a hesitant sniff. The gourd smelled like honey and cinnamon. Noah carefully set the gourd back on the ground, making sure not to spill any of its contents on himself. Just because it didn’t seem to be affecting him anymore didn’t mean it wouldn’t work again if he got more of it on himself.

“Well, this certainly isn’t anything like monkeys on Earth,” Noah said, studying one of the dead monkeys. Now that he had an actual pair of eyes to look through, he was even more certain. The dead monkey’s eyes were bloodshot, and its fur was so matted that it could have been armor. There was no word to describe it other than monster.

He pushed himself off the ground, standing on shaky legs. Strangely, Noah felt no panic or fear. He’d spent more than enough time coming to terms with his life when he was waiting in line for the afterlife.

If gods existed, it wasn’t hard to extrapolate that monsters did as well. More importantly, something had seriously injured the previous owner of Noah’s body, and he wasn’t sure if it was still around.

An image of a towering, furry mass flickered through Noah’s mind. He paused, trying to bring it back, but the memory was already gone—and it certainly wasn’t one of his.

“What the hell was that?” Noah muttered, rubbing his eyes. “Is that what gored this Vermil guy before I got around to him? I hope not. I don’t want to be anywhere near that thing.”

A shadow passed over Noah’s head. He stared down at it as it eclipsed him, passing far into the campsite. His lips pressed thin. “Ah. Of course. It’s behind me.”

He turned around and came face-to-face with the fattest, ugliest monkey he’d ever seen. The monster towered nearly twice his height and had long, gangly arms that ended in disproportionately long, clawed hands.

Its eyes were small and beady, and fangs jutted out of its mouth in every direction. If someone had taken a rabid orangutang and shoved a bunch of extra teeth into its mouth before driving its face into the wall half a dozen times, then it probably would have been this thing’s mother.

“Hello there,” Noah said, lowering his gaze as he desperately tried to dig through his old memories of earth to recall what to do when one came face to face with a predator. Avoid smiling. Don’t make eye contact. Give a firm handshake and talk with confidence.

Wait, that last one might be for an interview. LinkedIn articles didn’t prepare me for this. I don’t think⁠—

The monkey screeched. Its awful voice tore through Noah’s ears like a rusty saw. He clapped his hands over his head and spun, sprinting away as fast as his legs could carry him.

Screw the rules. Those are for bears, not the goddamned sasquatch’s hillbilly son.

Heavy thumps behind him marked the monkey as it charged after him, but Noah didn’t dare waste the time to glance back at it. He was fairly sure it was gaining on him, but the jagged trees surrounding the clearing could slow it slightly.

Out of the corner of his eye, Noah spotted a massive, gangly claw hurtling toward his head, jagged claws glistening in the light of the setting sun. Panic flooded through him. His body moved of its own volition. His hands rose into the air, and white lines danced in the air before him, forming a strange pattern.

A streak of wind ripped out of his palms. It bit into the monkey’s paw, carving a deep cut into it and pulling a pained screech from the monster’s lips. Noah stumbled as energy rushed out of him. He stared at his hands in disbelief, overwhelmed for a moment.

“I just did magic. I can do⁠—”

Four huge claws slammed into his head as the monkey swung its other hand at him, carving down through his body and cutting the rest of Noah’s sentence as short as his life.

It was his first death on this new world—but it would be far from his last.


Chapter Two



Screaming in agony, Noah’s soul split apart from his body. The desecrated corpse pitched to the ground; its top half cut into ribbons. He stared down at it, the pain fading now that he no longer had a body with which to feel.

No. It can’t end like this. I can’t go back to that damn line.

Invisible energy tugged at his chest, pulling him away from the world. Noah’s heart clenched. After everything he’d gone through—thousands of years of endless monotony, barely surviving a fight between gods, all just to show up and get immediately killed by a damn monkey.

If Noah’s soul form could cry, then he would have been weeping, but he was denied even that. Something wrapped around his throat. Noah’s ghostly eyes bulged and he choked—something he hadn’t thought actually possible for a spirit. A black ribbon materialized around his neck, leading back off into the clearing.

The force pulling him away from the world vanished as the black ribbon yanked him back down to the world. Pain erupted throughout him once more and his eyes snapped open, drawing in a ragged gasp and clutching a hand to his thundering heart. He was in a body once more.

His head slammed like an entire orchestra had been trapped within it. Noah groaned in pain, unable to even move from his spot. It was several minutes before he gathered the energy to push himself upright.

There was no sign of his clothes. He was completely naked, and pain still racked his head. But, despite all that, Noah let out a sob of relief. He didn’t know how—or why—but he was still alive.

He doubled over, his hands digging into the blackened dirt just to remind himself that it was actually there, as tears poured down his cheeks.

Another chance. No matter what I have to do, I won’t go back. Not today. Not ever.

Noah pushed himself upright. A heavy fog still hung around his mind, but he needed to get his bearings.

He had returned to the same clearing that he’d first arrived in. The gourd of poison still sat on the ground where he’d left it. In the all too close distance, Noah could hear crunching noises from the direction of where he’d run. Swallowing heavily, Noah crept up to the pool of water and peered inside it.

The face of the man whose body he’d stolen looked back at him. He’d kept it, somehow. Unfortunately, the clothes didn’t seem to be part of the package deal.

“Why this guy again? It can’t be the same body—a monkey is eating the old one. Did I somehow steal his visage?” Noah whispered to himself. He touched his face, just to make sure it was there. A roar split the forest behind Noah and he paled, launching himself into the lake. He swam down as deep as he could go and latched onto a stone at the bottom, holding onto it for dear life.

He wasn’t sure how long he waited there. Time had lost most of its meaning during his stay in the afterlife. Noah didn’t dare release the rock until his lungs burned so much that he could hardly feel them and shadows danced before his eyes.

His body barely managed to propel him back up to the surface of the lake. He gasped for air, slumping over the edge as his lungs desperately pulled oxygen in. Suppressing a groan, Noah rolled over and glanced around.

The clearing was empty. His head still felt like mincemeat, but it was better to feel it than to actually become mincemeat…again. Noah pulled himself the rest of the way onto dry land and pushed himself upright.

I can’t rest. Something gave me another shot at this, and I won’t let it go to waste. I need to be able to defend myself from those monsters.

Noah lifted his hand, trying to form a Wind Rune above his palm. His brow furrowed. Nothing happened. If anything, the headache pounding against his skull only grew stronger and the fog clouding his mind thicker.

A cold breeze rustled by him. He shivered and tilted his head to the side, listening as hard as he could. He couldn’t hear the monkey anymore. That didn’t mean it wasn’t still there—he hadn’t forgotten how silent it could be when it wanted to be.

If I just sit around here forever, something will kill me again. I need something to work with. That dead guy had to have something useful on him, right?

Noah swallowed, his hands clenching at his sides.

If he doesn’t, I might just get killed hunting for what amounts to nothing more than pants.

What do I want more? Pants and a chance of something more? Or take my chances sitting around naked?

The answer didn’t take him long to find.

Noah crept into the burnt woods.

He hadn’t made it far in his previous escape attempt, and he spotted the bottom half of his corpse lying in the tussled dirt between several trees. There was no sign of his upper body or the monkey.

To his delight, his pants and some of the dead man’s belongings were still on the remains of the corpse.

Noah crept up to his former legs and quickly tugged his pants and belt off. Noah pulled them on, grimacing at the still-warm blood covering them. A small book clipped to the belt thumped against his side as he pulled it on. As soon as his legs were through the holes, Noah shuffled off into the trees, tying his belt with numbed, fumbling fingers as he walked.

Despite his best—and largely ineffective—efforts to be stealthy, Noah winced at every dry branch that cracked beneath his feet. He threw glances over his shoulders every few feet, jumping at the slightest winds.

He didn’t allow himself to calm down until he’d been walking for so long that the sky started to darken and night fell. Noah slumped against a scorched tree.

“This is not how I saw my afterlife going,” Noah said to himself in a low whisper. He shivered as a cold wind dragged its chilly fingers across his bare chest. The fog covering his mind had only just started to peel away a few minutes ago.

I need to see what this guy had on him.

He dug through his pockets. They were empty aside from a single metal badge with the name Magus Vermil embossed on it.

Right. A book, a badge, and some torn up pants. That’s it. Not bad considering I didn’t even have a body yesterday.

Noah unclipped the book from his pants and flipped it open. Detailed notes drawn in tight, flowing handwriting covered many of its pages, each of which was dedicated to a single, complicated pattern similar to the one he’d drawn in the air a few hours ago.

A Rune.

The words drifted to his mind of their own volition. Noah frowned. Runes certainly felt like the right way to describe the feature, but he was quite certain the thought wasn’t his own.

Did I somehow retain some of Vermil’s memories? I can’t feel anything other than the ability to read, but I won’t complain. Anything is better than nothing.

Noah flipped through the pages, searching for the Rune he’d envisioned while fighting the monkey. His efforts were rewarded by an old page near the very back of the book. It was covered with dozens of sketches of plants and animals that he didn’t recognize, along with descriptions of each one.

“Wind Rune,” Noah read, tracing the pattern with a finger. He raised his hand from the book, picturing the Rune in his mind.

Something inside his body shifted. Warm energy coursed through his chest and through his arm, gathering at his palm—but nothing happened. Noah’s brow furrowed, and he sent his thoughts back to when he’d first used the power.

I didn’t really think about anything other than trying to protect myself by⁠—

A thin blade of wind leapt from his palm and carved deep into the brittle trunk of the tree in front of him. Noah scrambled to his feet, eyes darting around to see if anything had heard him. He stood still for several seconds. Nothing came. He crept over to the tree, inspecting his handiwork. The magic had carved a deep cut into the rough bark.

He envisioned the Rune again, this time pointing his palm at the ground. Another blade of wind leapt forth and bit into the earth. The weariness grew stronger, but the fog didn’t encroach on his mind again.

Noah looked up at the night sky. Bright stars twinkled far above, glowing with faint golden light. Despite his situation, he let a small breath of awe slip out from between his lips. It was beautiful. Nothing like the dull, smog-muted stars that he could make out through his apartment window back on Earth.

I can’t let myself start daydreaming. Even if I get out of this forest. Someone killed Vermil by poisoning his healing potion—I suppose I owe whoever did it thanks. If Vermil hadn’t died, I don’t know if I could have taken his body.

But when they find out that Vermil is still walking around, I don’t imagine they’re going to just give up. I need to be careful. I need to be powerful. Even if I got a second chance, I don’t know if I’ll get a third.

He looked back down at his book, determination etching itself into his features.

“First things first. I need to get to civilization.”
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Noah didn’t sleep that night. He just walked, trying to move in a straight line as much as possible. It was as good a direction as any, and the last thing he wanted to do was wander in circles.

The crunch of dead and burnt foliage beneath his feet was the only noise in the still night. Windy gusts slithered through the trees, but despite their stark chill, they were nearly soulless. The trees had no leaves with which to rustle.

Noah came to an abrupt halt as he stepped around a tight group of scorched trees and found himself face to face with a monkey. His breath caught in his throat and a tiny yelp slipped out of mouth before he managed to silence it. The monster’s eyes were closed in sleep. It hung upside down from a blackened branch with its hind legs.

He swallowed heavily, taking a slow step backward. This monkey was roughly the size of the ones that had been lying dead in the clearing when he’d arrived in this world, but that didn’t make its claws and teeth any less deadly.

A branch cracked beneath Noah’s heel. The monkey’s eyes snapped open, instantly catching onto him. It hooted, dropping from the tree and landing on all fours. Noah cursed, scrambling backward and thrusting a hand toward it.

Wind whipped from his fingertips, and a thin blade of white magic carved into the monkey’s chest. It screeched in pain and blood splattered across the ground from a deep wound. The monster threw itself at Noah and he dropped to the ground.

It flew over his head, slamming into a tree behind him with enough force to crack the wood. He bolted upright and sprinted in the opposite direction of the monster as fast as he could. Loud whooping yells followed Noah, growing closer at an alarming rate.

Noah spun, raising his hands to fire another arc of wind into the monster. He had a pretty good head start on it, so he was pretty sure that there should have still been enough room to⁠—

Its face was an inch away from his. Noah screamed, his bolt of magic cutting across the monster’s shoulder an instant before its claws dug into his throat, ripping it out. Agony seared through the wound and he choked, gasping for air that wouldn’t come.

The monkey screeched in victory. It didn’t last long. A final arc of wind leapt from Noah’s numbing fingertips and caught it in the throat, severing the monster’s head from its body. A weak grin flickered across Noah’s lips, even as blood bubbled up behind them.

“Serves you right,” he muttered, but it felt like a hollow victory.

A strange feeling of warmth flooded into his body. For an instant, he felt greater than he had before— but Noah didn’t get time to appreciate it.

Death took him for the second time that day. Noah’s soul slipped out from his body.

What if that was it? If I only got two⁠—

A familiar force tightened around Noah’s neck. He suppressed his relief. It wasn’t just one more chance. He was going to get another shot— which meant now was the time to gather information.

Noah memorized his surroundings as best as he could. The pull grew stronger, and then he was hurtling through the forest. He focused, keeping track of the trees that whistled past him and taking note of anything that could be used as a marker to orient himself.

A few seconds later, reality slammed into him. Cold, wet dirt pressed into his bare back and his eyes snapped open. The empty gourd rested just by his feet, in the same place he’d left it. Heavy fog hung in his mind. His lips felt gummy and dry. His head throbbed and he was naked. Again.

Noah didn’t care. A laugh slipped from his lips despite the pain. A massive weight seemed to lift off Noah’s shoulders.

I can’t die. Damn the line to eternity. I’m free.

But, as quickly as the relief had washed over Noah, it vanished.

Things don’t just randomly happen. I’m coming back to life for a reason. But… what is it?

He turned in a slow circle, trying to see if there was anything that might be causing him to reform here rather than anywhere else in the world.

His eyes fell to the gourd that rested at his feet. The very object that had delivered the killing blow to Vermil—and the one that had opened the path to Noah.

What if it’s not the clearing bringing me back at all?

Noah started to reach for the gourd, but froze midway down as his heart leapt into his throat.

Peering at him from within the darkness at the edge of the clearing were two glistening eyes. A small monkey stepped out, a droplet of saliva dripping from its fangs. Noah swallowed, trying to call on his magic.

His head throbbed violently. No magic came. The monkey bared its teeth and took a step toward him.

Not here. I can’t fight here. If I’m right⁠—

The monkey wasn’t concerned with Noah’s worries. It let out a screech and charged at him.

Damn the magic. I’m done running away.

“Leave me alone!” Noah roared.

Then he sprinted toward the monkey. A flicker of surprise flashed through the small monster’s eyes, but it wasn’t nearly enough to stop it. It leapt into the air, its hands reaching for Noah’s throat.

He didn’t care. His fist whipped forward, slamming into the monkey’s face with all the force that Noah could muster.

Hot lines of pain carved through him as the monster’s claws dug through his flesh, ripping his neck open. Bones crunched beneath Noah’s fist as the monkey slammed into the ground.

He lunged for it, but the monkey was faster. It ripped at his throat again and Noah staggered past it, crashing to the ground as the strength flooded from his body.

Noah’s soul peeled back, rising into the air despite his best efforts to stand back up. He struggled furiously as the monkey sniffed at him, then turned its beady little eyes toward the gourd on the ground.

The only link he had to his potential revivals—and one that might get severed if the monkey got curious and damaged it. Energy tugged at Noah, and this time, he welcomed it.

There was a flash of black, and violent pain ripped through his mind. Noah’s eyes snapped open as he leapt to his feet beside the monkey, staggering as a wave of dizziness washed through him.

The monkey let out a screech of surprise, but it wasn’t prepared for Noah’s fist to slam into its face for the second time that day. It stumbled back, but Noah was relentless. He leapt at the monster, digging his fingers into its eyes with a wordless roar of desperation and fury.

Its head cracked against a rock, but Noah wasn’t done. He slammed it back again and again, each strike a crunch through the otherwise silent night.

Noah didn’t stop until he was taking deep, ragged breaths and the monster was a bloodied mess in his hands. He sat back, wiping his shaking palms off on the dirt, before staggering upright.

A faint trickle of energy rose up from the monkey’s body and sank into his, filling his body with warmth. The exhaustion that had built up relented slightly, and his lips suddenly felt just a bit less parched.

Noah barely cared. He scooped the gourd up like a baby, holding it gently to his chest.

I don’t know if this is the way I come back to life, but I can’t take the risk.

“You’re coming with me,” Noah whispered to the gourd. He looked down at himself, then grimaced. “And I need to get Vermil’s pants back.”


Chapter Three



His second trip through the forest went quicker than the first. He hadn’t managed to memorize everything perfectly, but he’d gotten enough of his bearings to retrace his steps. It was several hours, but he spotted his body lying on the ground across from an equally dead monkey.

Noah grinned despite the bitter cold. He jogged up to his corpse and stripped it, pulling his pants back on and tucking the gourd into a loop on his belt. Whole once more, he turned in a slow circle. The fog in his mind finally peeled back, letting him think properly again.

Unfortunately, the dead forest stretched in every direction for as far as he could see. Rows on rows of scorched, dry trees stood in silent parade arrest for a general that would never come.

What the hell was this Vermil guy doing here in the first place? Did he have a death wish? He had to have some way to get out.

No answers came. Noah pursed his lips, then shrugged. Standing still was making the chill even worse, so he set off once more. There was only one thing on his mind, and that was survival.

Noah continued for several more hours, but he quickly realized that there was a bigger problem. He was starving, and weariness had started to set in. It had taken longer than Noah had expected, but it was relentless in its approach.

No more than a few minutes after Noah first realized he was getting tired, he found himself barely able to drag his feet across the dry ground. He staggered up to a large tree and, after a cursory glance in the area to make sure nothing was watching right behind him, he curled up into a ball around his gourd and fell into a restless sleep.

Noah wasn’t sure how long he slept. When his eyes cracked open again, the sun hung directly above him. He grimaced, blinking heavily and wiping the crust from his eyes as he slowly stood up. He was absolutely parched, and his stomach rumbled irritably.

At least nothing attacked me this time.

He reoriented himself, then strode away in search of pretty much anything other than the endless trees.

Time passed. How much Noah wasn’t exactly sure. The sun was moving overhead, but he had no idea if the days were as long on this planet as they were on Earth. The burning emptiness in Noah’s stomach grew stronger with every step, but he had no choice but to ignore it.

Trees blurred together as he passed them. Either the forest was getting more uniform, or he was just so exhausted that he couldn’t recognize the differences in it anymore. Noah was so distracted as he walked that he nearly bowled straight into a monkey hanging from a tree directly in front of him.

Noah caught himself at the last second. He’d managed to come up on the monster’s back, and it didn’t seem to have noticed him yet. He raised his hands. A blade of wind shot from them, carving straight through the back of the monster’s head. It dropped from the tree before it could make a noise, dead.

A wave of energy rippled through his body, starting at his toes and rising up until it reached his head. With it came a strong feeling of refreshment. Noah’s hunger abated and his parched lips felt just a little wetter.

Noah froze, basking in the feeling for a few seconds before it faded away. He glanced around, checking to see if there were any other monkeys in the area. When he found that there weren’t, he wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed.

Killing the monkeys seems to sate me. Good. I’d really rather not starve to death. As long as I can kill these things, I can live.

Before he moved on, Noah’s eye caught on the monster’s long claws. He paused a moment, then knelt beside the monkey. He gingerly picked up one of its hands, holding a claw like a knife and working out one of the claws on its other hands.

Just in case I get killed and need to fight again.

It was bloody, grisly work that ended with him covering a good portion of himself and the monkey with rancid blood, but he finally managed to hack it free after several agonizing minutes of constantly glancing over his shoulders to make sure nothing was gaining on him.

The claw came out with a finger length piece of bone attached to its end, which suited Noah just fine. He tested its weight in his hand, then nodded to himself. He’d handled more than a few knives in his previous life— and every single one of them was for cooking, not stabbing people. Still, the claw felt hefty and sharp enough. He set back off through the forest, leaving the corpse in his wake.

[image: ]


The monkey was back. Noah pressed his back to a large tree stump, struggling to control his breathing. The huge, lanky monster that had killed him just seconds after his arrival in the burnt forest was somehow right in front of him, and he was pretty sure it had been looking in his direction.

Everything had been going so well. He’d killed several more of the small monkeys and had managed to avoid further death himself—and that had let him get complacent.

That didn’t matter anymore. What did matter was the slow, uncomfortably heavy breathing of the massive ape as it slowly grew closer. The beast took deep, ragged breaths, as if savoring the scent of his fear.

Noah’s eyes darted around and he searched for any place to hide or trap the creature. Running wasn’t an option. He’d already gathered that much. And, worse, he’d brought the gourd with him. If his suspicions about the gourd were correct…

A shudder ran down Noah’s spine. He could end up getting killed over and over again—forever. Or, worse, the monkey could end up severing his ties to the world and sending him back to the line. Dying now wasn’t an option.

There was another option, though. He did a quick mental check of what he had to work with. A gourd. His book. A pair of pants. A monkey’s claw. He barely suppressed an amused snort that would have given his position away immediately.

I’d almost wish for a monkey’s paw over a claw at this point.

An excited hoot echoed through the dry forest. Noah flinched, but nothing happened. For whatever reason the monkey hadn’t done anything yet. It was close, though. He could smell the stench of its matted fur, like a mixture of sickly sweet earth and week old feces.

Noah’s grip tightened around the claw in his hand. He stilled his breathing even further and carefully placed his gourd on top of the tallest tree branch he could reach. Then he turned, his grip around his makeshift dagger tightening.

As long as I can come back, I don’t care about dying. We aren’t playing the same game, monster. You can kill me as many times as you want— I just have to kill you once.

Noah sprinted out from behind the tree, bringing a blade of wind to his fingertips. The monkey jerked upright, standing just a few trees away from him. It spun in his direction, opening its mouth in a shriek.

The wind blade carved into its chest, splattering thick blood across the ground. Noah charged the monster and it reared back. In the back of his mind, Noah noted the move. It was the same one he’d been killed with.

He dove to the side, predicting the monster’s strike. Its claws ripped through the air where he’d been standing and he rolled to his feet, lunging forward and driving his makeshift knife into the monkey’s chest.

The padded fur was far harder to penetrate than he’d expected. His claw bit deep, but not deep enough. Noah cursed, trying to disengage, but he heard the next strike coming before he saw it.

He threw himself to the ground, but it was too late. Thick claws raked across his back, tearing apart flesh and snapping bone. Noah screamed in pain. The wound was definitely fatal— but he wasn’t dead yet.

Pain didn’t matter. His life didn’t matter. All that mattered was his continued existence.

Noah rolled to the side as a heavy foot crashed down, just barely missing his head. Shoving the burning pain out of the way, Noah surged to his feet.

The monkey reared back and swung down at him.

It was the exact same attack that the monster had just ripped his back open with. Noah rolled backward, narrowly avoiding the massive claws as they carved through the air above him. It reared back, lifting its paws above its head.

Noah lunged, driving his weight into the knife in the monkey’s chest. He twisted the blade, then threw himself to the side just in time to avoid the monkey’s overhead slash. As soon as its hands hit the ground, he ran forward and slammed himself into the dagger again, matching the monkey’s pained scream with another defiant roar of his own.

Something crunched as Noah’s shoulder slammed into the monster’s enormous ribcage. Bone gave way and the dagger punched deeper, driving into the monkey’s heart. It shuddered, and Noah locked eyes with it for an instant.

He bared his teeth in a primal snarl, fury and determination swirling in his eyes. All that met them was terror.

The monkey pitched back and crashed to the ground, blood pouring from the deep wound in its chest and flowing down its fur to pool in the ground around it. Noah took a shaky step back, his head still pounding furiously.

Energy filled his body, rushing through his limbs like a cold river—more than what he’d gained from killing the smaller monkeys. Much more.

Then he fell back, the adrenaline no longer enough to keep him running, and died.

Noah’s soul lifted into the air, looking down at the bloody scene for just a few seconds before he was yanked back down. Wind rushed past his face for a moment before he fell face first onto the dirt.

Swearing in pain, Noah rolled over and clutched his nose. He stared up through a throbbing headache at the tree—and the gourd within its branches—above him.

Noah started to laugh.

I was right. The gourd is my binding point. As long as it’s safe, I come back to life.

He pushed himself upright. One more victory or not, he couldn’t afford to rest. Not until he was safe. Not until he knew who had killed Vermil.

If anyone ever figures out how this works, it only takes one good blow to shatter the gourd—and then who knows what happens. I die for good, probably. I don’t plan to find out. First, I need to get out of this forest. Next, I figure out who’s gunning for Vermil’s head and deal with them.

Noah staggered over to what remained of his corpse and pulled his pants off. He tugged them on, then trudged into the woods to retrieve his gourd. He looped it into his belt, then headed back over to the monkey.

He pulled the claw from the monster’s chest, shaking the blood from it. Noah looked down at his tormentor, his lips pressed thin. Part of him almost felt bad for it. That part was very, very small. After all the time he’d spent dead, Noah had absolutely no desire to try it again. If monkeys had an afterlife, he hoped that its wait would be extra-long.


Chapter Four



Noah flopped down against a tree. He couldn’t remember what time of day it was, and his head hurt too much to look up at the sky to find the answer. He squeezed his eyes shut and massaged his temples, trying to push some of the pain away while he recovered.

He’d lost count of how long he’d been in the forest. He’d lost count of how many times he’d died and how many monkeys he’d killed. Sometimes, days went by without a death. Other times, he died twice in a row.

Noah wasn’t sure how much time passed as he sat there, but a distant noise reached his ears. Noah blinked, letting his eyes crack open. His head was still thundering in pain, but he could have sworn…

“…somewhere here.”

Holy shit, people.

Noah scrambled to his feet and yelled as loud as he could. “Help! Over here!”

A moment passed and he strained to hear if anyone had picked up his calls.

“Hello? Please, I’m lost! I need help!”

Two men floated into view above the trees, each standing on a long piece of ornate metal. Both wore sleek black robes with hoods that cast their faces in shadow, even from the angle he was at. Noah stared up at them, his eyes wide.

“Gods, what are you doing?” one of the men asked as they lowered, touching down in the clearing across from him. “What happened to you?”

Noah opened his mouth, then froze.

I can’t tell them anything. I don’t know what Vermil was doing here. I don’t even know who he is.

“I-I’m injured,” Noah said lamely. “I got hit on the head pretty hard by some giant monkey, and my memories are all screwed up. I don’t know where I am or how I got here. All I know is that my name is Vermil.”

The men exchanged a glance as Noah pulled the small metal badge out of his pocket and held it out. One of them pulled his hood back, revealing a grizzled salt and pepper beard. He took the badge from Noah and studied it.

“He’s a teacher at Arbitage,” he said, glancing back at his partner. “Must have been quite some monkey. Was it the Hellreaver?”

“Of course it wasn’t,” the other man said with a scoff. “He’s alive and not scorched to a crisp. Was probably one of the Maulers. Do you really think he’d be walking around if he ran into that flaming demon? Let me guess. Was it a big, ugly bastard, about this high?”

He held his hand up above his head. Noah frowned.

“No. It was about twice that high.”

“Slasher,” the bearded man said, grimacing. “Tough buggers. I can see how that might have done some damage. You don’t look cut up, though. Didn’t you have any healing potions?”

Noah grimaced and patted his waistband. “I don’t remember. All I’ve got is the badge and my book. Look, can you get me back to… Arbitage, was it? I’m sure they can help me. I might collapse if I have to stand much longer, though.”

“We’ll take you. It’s not too far,” the man said with a nod. “It’s an ill omen if Slashers are getting strong enough to beat teachers. Not a good sign at all. Come stand on the back of my board. I’m Hanlin.”

“Thank you.” Noah staggered over, still barely able to believe his luck, and stepped onto the metal plate. He steadied himself on the man’s shoulders as it shimmered and lifted into the air.

“Hold on,” Hanlin said. “And at least warn me if you think you’re going to fall off. I don’t want to have to deal with explaining that one of Arbitage’s teachers leapt to his death while I was ferrying him around.”

Noah grunted his assent. Hanlin’s partner floated into the air as well, and then they were off, rocketing through the sky just above the burnt treetops. Noah clutched Hanlin’s shoulders for dear life, squeezing his eyes shut to keep his already throbbing head from imploding.

His consciousness fluttered in and out, and it took everything he had to keep his hold on Hanlin. Noah wasn’t sure how long they hurtled through the air, but it felt like it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds.

Someone nudged him, and he realized that the howling winds had stopped. He slowly let his eyes open, grimacing at the sudden bright light that pierced into his skull. Noah squinted, raising a hand to block out the sun.

They’d landed on the grass before a tall, ornate stone building. Large pillars rose along the sides of the buildings. Statues of monsters clung to the pillars, as if trying to claw them apart during their climb toward the top.

The letter T was emblazed upon each of the pillars in shimmering gold, each one roughly the size of Noah’s head. Noah squinted at it.

Actually, I don’t think that’s the literal letter T as much as the closest translation to English. Egh. This is just making my head hurt even more.

“You’ll be in good hands,” Hanlin said. Noah glanced around for any sign of Hanlin’s partner, but the other man had somehow vanished without him noticing.

I suppose that probably wasn’t too difficult to do in my current state.

“Where are we?” Noah asked.

“Arbitage, the Fourth Bastion,” Hanlin replied. He saw the blank look on Noah’s face and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. If there’s anything that can be done, you’ll be fixed up. Any moment now⁠—”

A pair of double doors with a chimera carved into them swung open, and a short man strode out, following after Hanlin’s still-unnamed partner. He wore plain white robes and carried a small wooden staff in his hand, though he didn’t seem to be getting much use out of it. The two of them hurried over to Noah.

A frown passed over the short man’s features, and he slowed, losing nearly all of the panic that had been originally on his face.

“Magus Vermil.”

“Uh… Hi. Are you a healer?” Noah asked, rubbing the back of his head to force the pain and fog away.

Not the most concerned-looking healer I’ve ever seen.

“I was informed that you suffered from a bout of memory loss,” the short man said. “Do you remember who I am?”

There’s a whole lot more than just memory loss, mate. I’m covered in blood.

Noah shook his head. “I—No. Not at all. I’m sorry. Should I know you?”

“My name is Richard. I am specialized in Healing Runes.”

Richard paused, studying Noah’s face. It remained blank. They stared at each other for a few moments.

“Nothing?” Richard asked.

“I’m afraid not. I don’t recognize you in the slightest.”

Richard chewed his lower lip. He stepped toward Noah and raised a hand, pressing it to his chest. "Where did you find him?"

"In Scorched Acres," Hanlin replied. "I know what you're thinking, but I don't think he's been replaced. He's too… helpless."

"We shall see," Richard said. “Stay still for a spell.”

Noah obliged, and what felt like a cold spotlight filled his insides. It traveled throughout his entire body, starting at his stomach and running up his spine and into his head before slowly dispersing throughout the rest of him.

The small cuts that remained on his body from the fight with the monkey sealed over and faded away. His headache didn’t abate in the slightest, though. If anything, Noah was pretty sure the fog in his mind got even thicker.

“He's indeed human. But… strange. I don’t see anything physically wrong with you beyond some minor injuries, but it’s quite clear that your memories are not intact.”

“Really? How can you tell?” Noah asked.

And, more importantly, can you tell that the old Magus Vermil is dead and gone?

Richard snorted, which Noah felt was quite the odd thing to do in the face of such a question.

“No reason in particular, Magus Vermil. You may simply need to spend some time resting, but there is nothing a healer can do for you. Your mind and body are as intact as they have ever been. If anything, better.”

“Better?”

“Never mind that,” Richard said, shaking his head and failing to suppress a small smile. That only served to confuse Noah even more, but he wasn’t about to press his luck. The less people questioned his supposed memory loss, the better.

“I see,” Noah said. “That’s… unfortunate.”

“Quite,” Richard said dispassionately. “Hanlin, thank you for delivering the good Magus. We’ll ensure that your efforts are properly rewarded.”

Hanlin touched the edge of his cowl. “Any good man would have done the same. Best of luck, Magus.”

He hopped on his board and shot into the air. Noah watched them for as long as his throbbing eyes would allow, then turned back to Richard. He raised a hand to block the sun from poking needles into his sore eyes.

“I’m afraid I have absolutely no idea what I’m supposed to do,” Noah said. “I really can’t remember anything.”

“That’s quite all right. I’ll let the headmaster know you were injured. I can lead you to your room for the time being, so you can get some rest,” Richard offered.

“That would be great. Thank you.”

Richard just nodded in response. He headed back toward the ornate building, and Noah followed after him, stepping inside. It didn’t take long for him to lose his bearings.

The halls were a vague blur to him, and Noah wasn’t exactly sure where in the building they were. He recalled walking up several stairwells and traveling through halls lit only by the light outside, but everything melded together in his addled mind.

They finally came to a stop before a plain stone door with a keyhole in its center. A metal plaque on its side read “Magus Vermil.” Richard sent Noah an expectant look.

“Key?” Richard asked.

In response, Noah stared at him blankly. The man sighed.

“Override it is, then.” He pressed his hand to the door, and thin lines of white energy stretched out along it, illuminating a pattern hidden within the rock. The door clicked and swung open smoothly.

“I’ll have someone sent to check on you soon,” Richard promised. “I suggest you remain here until then. Perhaps some of your memories will be jogged.”

Noah nodded absentmindedly and stepped inside. A small frown flickered across his lips. The room was a complete mess. Piles of papers covered a large wooden desk and had fallen to the floor around it. A metal key sat on top of the desk beside an unlit candle.

This is probably for the door. Why did Vermil leave it behind?

The bed was messy and unmade, and the window behind it was covered with grime and dust. A small door in the side of the room led into a bathroom, which wasn’t in much better shape.

There was a soft thud as Richard wordlessly closed the door behind Noah. He glanced over his shoulder.

Something tells me he doesn’t like me much.

Noah pushed the haze and pain to the side. He walked up to the desk and leafed through the papers, trying to see if there was anything that could be of any use.

“Skinwalker group spotted in the area. Be wary of colleagues or students that you recognize who speak or move in an odd manner, especially those that have been missing for more than three weeks,” Noah read aloud. He tossed the paper to the side.

He leafed through a few more, then paused as something caught his eye.

“What the hell is this?” Noah asked, picking one of the papers up. It had been a while since he’d seen something of its like, but he’d filled out more than enough of them in the past to recognize the key features. It was an extension request for some sort of assignment.

A signature had been scribbled across the bottom, along with an extra line. Noah’s mouth dropped open in disgust as he read it.

Meet me in my room an hour after class if you want the extension. Wear something cute.

Magus Vermil

Noah looked back over the note, desperately hoping he’d misread something and that this was meant for the man’s lover. There was no such luck. Without a doubt, this note had been submitted by a student. It even had their year number beside their name.

“Shit. The last bloke in this body was a creep. No wonder someone killed him.” Disgust washed over Noah’s face. He leafed through more of the papers, and some of the blood drained from his face. “Wait. He was a teacher. Am I supposed to teach people magic? I don’t even know how to use it myself.”

Noah ruffled through the rest of the papers, desperately trying to find out if there was any semblance of order to them. Unfortunately, Vermil must have taken some degree of pride in the complete mess that was his room.

Half of the papers were ruined by water stains—at least, Noah hoped it was water—and the others were either outdated, worthless, or just made absolutely no sense. He did his best to organize them, filtering out the most useless papers of the lot and stacking them by the door.

Before he realized it, nearly two hours had passed. His headache finally receded somewhat, though some of the fog remained. The fruits of Noah’s work were a fairly clean wooden desk and a somewhat dusted floor. Noah sat down in the chair across from the desk and chewed his thumb.

“Okay,” he said to himself, rocking back slightly in his chair. “I can work with this. I’m good at teaching. It’s not like I ever had all that much time to prepare myself for subjects back on Earth. There’s got to be some sort of reference packet, right?”

The back of his hand brushed against the book hanging from his belt. He unhooked the book and flipped it open. His head throbbed again, and Noah pressed his hand to his temple. He lowered himself into his chair, studying the pages.

Maybe if he could make some real sense of its contents, he could pass his memory loss off and avoid detection.


Chapter Five



Asharp rap on the door broke Noah away from his research. He dropped his book and dove to the ground in preparation for a crazed monkey to come swinging at him. It took him several moments to realize that he wasn’t in the forest anymore.

“Hello?” Noah asked, slowly standing back up and grabbing his book on the way up.

“Vermil! I heard you were back,” a deep male voice called out. “What happened out there?”

“I took a pretty bad hit,” Noah replied. “Sorry. I’ve got a little memory loss. I’m not feeling too well right now, but I’m sure I’ll be good again soon.”

“Idiot,” the man on the other side of the door said with a chuckle. “Can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t remember.”

“Just how bad is that memory loss, Vermil? You’ve got a class soon. If it’s serious enough that you can’t teach it, we’re going to need to find someone to take over.”

“That sounds like a gr⁠—”

“And we’ll send for a mage who can really take a look at what happened and see if we can get that damage repaired. The Linwicks are going to be furious if they find out you were seriously injured and didn’t get proper treatment. I'm heading back to report later today and will be gone for a few months, so I can't cover for you.”

Noah paled. He wasn’t sure who the Linwicks were, but the absolute last thing he needed was a mage taking a closer look at him and finding out that he wasn’t Vermil at all.

“I actually don’t think there’s any need for that,” Noah said, trying to force a casual tone into his voice. “I can handle myself. It’s just a little bit of memory loss. Details and the like, but I’ve still got the important stuff. When’s my class again?”

“Gods, has it been that long since you actually taught? Building G, Room 100. You’ve got an hour until it starts.”

“Right. Thanks. I’ll be there.”

“Make sure,” the man rumbled.

An hour. Okay. It’s been so long since time mattered to me in the slightest, but that’s not too long. Not too short either, though.

The man’s heavy footsteps echoed away, and Noah let out a sigh of relief. He leaned against the wall and ran a hand through his long hair, bunching his hands up in it as he slid down into a seated position.

Okay. I’ve just got to convince people that I’m actually Vermil, just with some memory loss. From the way Richard treated me, I don’t think Vermil had too many friends. That should make things easier.

Noah pulled his hands out of his hair. He blinked, then rubbed his fingers together. Grimacing, he stood and headed back to the restroom. “But first, I’m going to need a shower. I feel disgusting.”

The knobs on the sink looked fairly similar to the ones back on Earth, and a quick twist proved they worked the same way as well. Water poured out of the curved faucet, and Noah dunked his head into it, scrubbing at his hair as hard as he could.

He finished a few minutes later, grabbing a towel from a hook on the wall and furiously drying his head off. Noah found a spare set of Vermil’s clothes in the closet and changed into them before heading back into the main room and sitting down on the bed.

Noah picked the leatherbound book up and flipped through the pages again. His time reading had lent him far more information than he’d hoped for, but far less than he suspected he needed. It was like trying to learn math by starting with derivatives instead of addition.

Despite that, Noah had managed to pick up a few key facts. He walked over to the desk and plucked a mostly blank page from the piles next to it. Using a quill that Vermil had kindly left sitting in a pool of ink that Noah had cleaned, he started to write what he’d put together.

	Runes let you cast magic. Already knew that.

	People can have more than one rune, since Vermil had a whole bunch of them in his book. I am unsure as to if there is a limit to how many you can have.

	There are probably variations in the runes. I’m unsure as to how this actually changes their function, if it does at all. Vermil placed more importance on the complicated looking runes, though. That probably means they’re better somehow.



Noah stared at the paper, tapping the quill impatiently against his thumb as he tried to think of something to put down for the fourth point. Nothing came to mind. Sure, the book was stuffed full of research on runes and where they’d come from, but none of that actually told Noah how they worked.

Luckily, I think I’ve got the perfect strategy to figure out some more without actually giving anything too important away, and I can help make a cover story at the same time. Two birds with one stone, as it were.

His plan decided, Noah smoothed out his wrinkled robes and approached the door, grabbing the key from his desk on his way. He rested his hand against the knob, fingers wrapping around the cold metal as he paused. He touched the gourd hanging from his waist.

On the off chance that something happened, people would see what happened if he revived. Then again, leaving it in his room hardly felt safe. Noah let his hand drop, leaving it at his waist.

The door clicked open, and Noah stepped into a narrow stone corridor. He glanced down both ends of the corridor, but they looked the same. Grayish-black stone made up the floor and walls, coming to an arch just above his head.

Doors lined the walls to the right, while open windows ran along the left. Noah approached one of the windows, and his eyes widened in awe. A beautiful garden stretched out before him, its winding brick paths weaving through the exotic foliage.

Horse-sized flowers dotted vines the width of Noah’s waist, their petals a rainbow of colors. They glistened with liquid pollen that dripped like rain, falling to large clusters of pink and bright yellow bushes below them.

Trees warped and twisted in ways that Noah had never seen. Leaves of gold and silver shimmered like a sea of riches within their branches, rustling in the faint wind. Everywhere Noah looked, the majesty of a completely foreign nature sprawled out.

Beyond the gardens, spires pierced the clouds. Tall towers rose between them, and stone bridges linked everything together. Noah could just barely make out the forms of other people walking along the bridges, but a large wall at the edge of the garden kept him from seeing the bases of the buildings.

He shook his head, pulling back from the window.

I’ll have time to admire the world later. I need to focus on not getting killed again.

“I wish I had a coin to flip,” Noah muttered.

He chose a direction at random and strode off through the halls. To his delight, after turning down several corridors, he came across a small metal board hanging from the wall. It had a miniature map of the building he was in, including a small gemstone that presumably marked where he currently was. Above the map, printed in what Noah was starting to suspect to be the common language of this world, was the letter T.

There were a dozen other buildings, all labeled with letters. A small key at the bottom of the map identified the meaning of each one, and the more Noah read, the less it sounded like a school and the more it seemed like a fortress.

Distributed throughout the multitude of normal school buildings were an Armory, a Transport Cannon, Drill Fields, and a multitude of other locations that he didn’t recognize.

I wonder if every letter has an equivalent in English or if I’m just somehow translating everything to the closest thing to it. I bet it’s the latter, since human brains are fantastic at making things up to adapt to new visual information.

After memorizing the map, Noah set off once more. Even with the path in mind, the building was surprisingly difficult to navigate. He’d never considered himself to have either a good or bad directional sense, but whoever had built this building clearly hadn’t been a fan of straight paths.

He finally reached an exit after several minutes of walking and more than a few mistaken turns that ended in dead ends. Noah stepped through it and into the beautiful garden, letting out a relieved sigh.

His nose twitched as a myriad of sugary, warm scents entered his nostrils. It was like a bakery that had been mashed with the essence of every fruit in the world and condensed into a single smell.

He ran his tongue along his lips.

Food. I want to eat something.

He took a step toward the garden, then paused. Food could wait. He was pretty sure his time before class started was going to run out fairly soon—or had that already happened? Noah pursed his lips, then shrugged. He was probably fine.

Noah started down the path, keeping close to the building’s wall to avoid getting lost in the thick garden. Especially from ground level, some parts of it were so thick that they might as well have been a forest.

Through no small amount of luck, the path he’d chosen led straight up to a large stone circle in the ground. At its center was an obsidian pillar bearing yet another map. It depicted an eagle’s eye view of dozens of buildings, along with another small red gemstone just above a building marked T.

His eyes darted around the map before landing on his target—the G building. It was just two buildings behind him, opposite the garden. Noah studied the path for a few more moments to make sure he wouldn’t get lost, then set off.

Just around twenty minutes later, he found himself standing in front of a stout stone building. Heavy vines wound around it like the embrace of a kraken; the wooden entry doors were worn and weathered by years of exposure to the elements. One of them hung slightly askew, and the other was heavily rotted. In the stone just above them protruded the letter G. The top half of the letter was chipped away, but he could just barely make out the pale area where it had once been.

“Looks like they had just as big of a budget as I did,” Noah grumbled, tugging on the door. It ground open, scraping across the ground. Once it was large enough for him to fit through, he squeezed inside.


Chapter Six



Building G was dark. The only light came through dirty windows that sporadically lined its walls. Thick layers of dust sat on the windowsills. Noah rubbed his nose with the back of a sleeve and headed down the hall.

Fortunately, the designer of this building didn’t seem to have had a vendetta against the world. There was only a single path, and it wound in a square spiral, slowly winding toward the center.

Less fortunately, but somewhat predictably, the room numbering started at 1. By the time Noah had made it to the nineties, there was absolutely no light left to go by. He walked in complete darkness, using the wall to guide him. Whenever his fingertips brushed over wood rather than stone, he mentally counted up by one.

There were spots where torches had once sat, but every single one of them was unlit. Noah was contemplating turning back and trying to find a light source when his outstretched left hand hit stone.

He felt around, blindly reaching for the wall. He brushed against brittle wood. He was at a dead end, directly across from a door.

“One hundred.” Noah pushed on the door, which creaked open. A tiny sliver of light descended from the ceiling in the center of the class, where a hole in the ceiling let the sun slip through.

There was just enough light for him to make out the shadowed classroom. Old wooden chairs littered the ground, most of them either damaged or completely unusable. A chalkboard hung from the end of the room behind a rotted podium, badly askew.

Several long desks sat in the center of the room, covered with a heavy layer of dust. Noah ran a finger across one of the desks, then sighed. He made his way up to the podium, nearly tripping over discarded wood several times, and turned to face his empty classroom.

“Something tells me my attendance isn’t very high,” Noah said to himself. He drummed his fingers on the podium, then ducked and searched around for chalk. Beyond broken wood and metal, the ground was unhelpful. Noah sighed. “Well, at least I’ve got a room. I’ve worked with worse before.”

Noah scooted a desk over to the thin streamer of light entering the room. He sat down and pulled his book out, flipping through the pages and trying to make sense of the scribbles.

And so he waited.

And waited.

A foot scuffed against stone. A warm orange light spilled through the doorway a few seconds before a young woman walked into the room. Her hair was the clearest shade of blue that Noah had ever seen and her eyes matched. A small ball of blue light floated above her hand, lighting the way.

She froze, locking eyes with him.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I believe I am here to teach class,” Noah replied, his eyes locked on the flickering orb of fire.

The girl squinted at him. “Vermil?”

“No, I—Oh, yeah. That’s me.”

“Who are you talking to, Isabel?” A muscular blonde boy nudged her out of the way and stepped through the doorway. He froze as well, his eyes going wide as he spotted the teacher. “Whoa.”

“What?” Noah demanded, looking down at his clothes. “Do I have dirt on my lapel or something?”

“I’ve never seen him show up for class,” Isabel muttered.

You can’t be serious. These are my students? I was expecting children! They’re practically my age.

“Technically, he didn’t,” the boy said. “Class was supposed to start forty minutes ago.”

Noah paled. “Ah. Better late than never, eh?”

“You seem… different,” Isabel said with a small frown. “What are you trying to play at?”

“Nothing!” Noah exclaimed. “I’m just here to teach. You’ll have to excuse any strangeness. I took a blow to the head while out… killing monkeys. I’ve had some minor memory loss.”

“Right,” the boy drawled. “Sure. Well, we’ll just be going then.”

“Nope,” Noah said, rising from his seat and sliding his book into its holster. “I’ve got to teach.”

And you’re going to answer all my questions for me.

“You showed up late,” Isabel reminded him.

“But show up, I did. And you did too. That means I’ve got to teach for—how long does this class go for?”

“Two hours,” the boy said, narrowing his eyes.

“An hour and twenty more minutes, then.”

“You didn’t even remember how long the class is,” the boy pointed out.

“While we’re at it, I’ve forgotten your name as well.”

“Todd.”

“Great. Isabel and Todd. Tell me, where’s the rest of the class?”

“There is no rest of the class, man,” Todd said, rolling his eyes. “Why’d you even bother coming?”

“To teach,” Noah said, patting the desk. “Well, two is better than none. Please, sit down.”

Todd stared at him. “You can’t be serious. You’re actually going to teach?”

“I mean, that’s my job, is it not?”

“Hasn’t stopped you before,” Isabel said. “I do not want to be taught by you.”

“That’s harsh,” Noah said. “And why not?”

“You’re Rank 1,” Isabel said, as if that were the most obvious thing in the world. “And we are also Rank 1s.”

“I see,” Noah said, not seeing at all.

“You’re literally no more skilled than we are,” Todd said. He squinted at Noah. “The only reason you’re even employed is because you’re part of the Linwick family, man. Look, we had a good thing going. Just keep not wasting our time, and we won’t complain about how useless you are. ‘Kay?”

Noah pursed his lips.

Linwick again. I’ll need to figure out what my association with them is because they’re clearly powerful. It would be bad if they found out I stole Vermil’s body.

“I’m afraid not,” Noah said. “As untalented as I may be, have you ever considered that I might have some experience that you may not?”

“Not really,” Isabel said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “What’s gotten into you? Come on, Todd. Let’s get out of here.”

They turned.

“Sit down,” Noah barked, calling on a voice that he’d often had to fall back on whenever his classes got too rowdy back on Earth. Isabel and Todd spun back toward him, their eyes going wide.

“What?” Todd asked.

“I have your time for the next hour and twenty minutes,” Noah said. “Sit. Down. You’re welcome to leave anyway, but then I’ll be reporting your absence to the school.”

They both paled, and, glaring in his direction, they pulled out two of the dusty desks and sat down.

Good. I was hoping the school would probably have some sort of punishment for students skipping class. These two aren’t going anywhere until I figure out exactly how magic works.

“Go on,” Todd said, resting his chin in his palm. “I’ve never seen you so motivated before. What are you going to teach us about? That time you seduced a girl five years younger than you?”

Noah cleared his throat. “No.”

“She was one of your students, wasn’t she?” Isabel asked with a smirk. “That’s bold, really. I can’t believe the school didn’t can you for that.”

“I,” Noah said, raising his voice just enough to keep them from interrupting him again, “will be talking about runes.”

“Bold,” Todd said. “That’s new.”

Noah paced over to the chalkboard and tapped his finger against it. He turned back to face his students. “What is a rune?”

Both Todd and Isabel burst into laughter.

“You can’t be serious,” Isabel said, tearing up from how hard she was laughing.

Noah just cocked an eyebrow. He waited a few seconds to let them get it out of their systems, then tapped the board again. “If it’s so simple, then answer the question.”

“What, are we children now? Runes allow us to gather energy and use magic. Accumulating energy both increases the runes’ maximum capacity and the amount of energy they currently have. Casting magic spends the energy, which recovers over time until it reaches the current capacity of the user’s rune. Are we children now? This is about as basic as it can possibly get.”

Good to know.

“And you, Isabel?”

“What do you want? Todd already told you what it is.”

“I see.”

“He’s lost it,” Todd muttered.

“I see that neither of you have any idea what you’re doing,” Noah continued. He rapped hard on the chalkboard, and it fell from its hinges, crashing to the ground behind him. Both students flinched. Noah did his best not to look surprised.

He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes lighting up as he spotted a piece of chalk that had escaped his attention. Noah grabbed the chalk and put the board back up. “You have just given me the most worthless definition possible. I did not ask you what a rune does. I asked you what it is.”


Chapter Seven



Isabel opened her mouth, then closed it again. She exchanged a confused glance with Todd.

“What do you mean?” Isabel asked, a tiny amount of the defiance in her voice draining away.

“You know what a rune does,” Noah said. “I gather everyone can tell me the definition that you just gave. But what is a rune? We cannot truly utilize a tool until we understand exactly how it works.”

Take that. I might not know what the hell a rune actually is, but I sure as hell do know that nearly nobody actually understands how things work at their basic level.

“I… don’t really know,” Todd admitted reluctantly.

“Neither do I,” Isabel said. “Does that matter?”

Noah grinned. “A good question, Isabel. Let’s talk about magic as a whole for a moment. What can magic do?”

“Anything,” Isabel replied.

Noah cocked an eyebrow. “Anything? There isn’t a single limit to it?”

Seriously?

“You can only use one rune at a time,” Isabel added after a moment. “If you have a Fire Rune and an Ice Rune, you have to let go of the energy from the fire one in order to call on ice.”

“It also can’t bring back dead people,” Todd said. “At least, I’ve always heard that.”

“Fantastic,” Noah said, nodding. “So it cannot do anything. It has limits.”

It most certainly can bring back dead people, but let’s note it for now.

“I guess,” Isabel said. “So what?”

“Well, if something has a single limit, would you not think it has more?”

“Even if it does, how does that matter?”

“Because if you don’t know what you can’t do, then you don’t truly know what you can do,” Noah said. He tapped his chalk on the board to emphasize his point. “And the beginning of understanding stems from knowing the most basic building blocks of what you are working with. So, answer your own question—why does knowing what a rune is matter?”

“So we know what we’re capable of,” Todd said slowly. “But nobody knows what runes really are. You can’t be implying that you do.”

Good to know. Runes are still subjects of research.

“Anyone who says they know exactly how something works is either a liar or delusional. There is always something more to learn,” Noah said. He flipped his book open and picked a page at random, sketching the rune from it onto the chalkboard.

When he turned back to his students, they were both leaning forward in their chairs, their eyes as wide as saucers.

“I-Is that your rune?” Isabel stammered. “You just… drew it?”

“It is a rune,” Noah allowed carefully, trying to figure out what exactly he had just done. “And it was in my book.”

“Someone must have hit him on the head,” Isabel whispered, but the room was so quiet that Noah still heard her perfectly fine.

“No whispering in my class,” Noah said instinctively. He had no idea how long it had been since he’d last taught, but evidently some things had stuck around. “And yes, I was hit on the head.”

Isabel jerked back into her seat. “Sorry.”

There’s a little respect. That’s more like it.

“Now,” Noah said, tapping his rune. “What is this?”

“A Rank 1 Lesser Fire Rune,” Todd said, still staring at it in awe.

Runes have ranks too? Noted.

“Ah, I see. So I can cast magic with this right now?”

“Of course you can’t,” Isabel said. “You just sketched it. You didn’t imbue it.”

“But you just told me it was a Fire Rune, and a rune is simply the ability to cast magic. If this cannot cast magic, then how is it a rune?”

“You’re just nitpicking,” Todd said, shaking his head. “If you’d imbued it into the board, then you’d be binding it to yourself. That’s casting magic.”

“So runes exist to imbue things.”

“That’s obviously not true. You can also cast magic through them,” Todd said, but some of the confidence in his voice had drained away.

“Ah. Imbuing and casting magic are different, then.”

“Well, yeah,” Todd said.

“Then you have already proven that runes are more than just tools to channel magic, have you not?”

“Okay, fine. I’ll change my answer,” Todd said. “Runes allow you to imbue objects or channel magic. Happy?”

“That may be what a rune does, but you still haven’t told me what it is.”

Todd pursed his lips. Both he and Isabel fell silent as they tried to make sense of Noah’s words. He was quite happy with that. In the end, his questions were more for himself than they were for them.

Runes are a conduit for using magic. They can be used to either cast magic directly, like I did in the forest, or somehow connect to an object. Interesting. I wonder if that’s really all they can do, though.

“I… don’t know,” Todd said, breaking the silence. “What is a rune?”

“I don’t know,” Noah replied with a wry smile. “But not understanding is the first step to rectifying the problem, isn’t it?”

Todd blinked, then gave him a slow nod.

Noah pointed at the rune on the board again. “Let’s take a look at this one. A Fire Rune, right?”

Todd nodded again.

Noah flipped his book to another page and drew a second rune on the board, ignoring the surprised breaths that both of his students took. This one was a good bit more complex than the previous rune had been, but he’d chosen it for a reason. It took several minutes, but the room was completely silent aside from the scratch of his chalk on the board.

“Now, what’s this?” Noah asked, finishing his work and stepping back.

“A Rank 1 Greater Fire Rune,” Todd breathed.

Lesser, Greater. So there’s a worse version of every kind of rune?

“You seem a good bit more interested in this one than the other,” Noah observed. “Why? It’s just a rune, isn’t it? And the same one at that.”

“It’s not the same!” Isabel exclaimed. “How could you say a Lesser Rune is equally as good as a Greater Rune?”

“I’m just going off your own definitions,” Noah replied with a shrug. “Why would quality matter?”

“Higher-quality runes mean you can draw more magic and have better control over it. They also store more energy, though they take longer to refill.”

“They’re also a lot harder to draw,” Noah observed. “Wouldn’t I be better off just drawing a bunch of slightly worse runes?”

“Of course not,” Todd said, as if it were the dumbest question in the world. His eyes darkened. “You only get seven spots for runes in your soul. Seven usable ones, at least. Having a bunch of terrible runes will result in your abilities being seriously crippled when you combine them.”

Aha. There we go. Seven runes to fill every rank, and I’m Rank 1 right now. I guess the rank of the rune correlates with the rank of the person. So if I can combine my Rank 1 Runes into a single Rank 2 Rune, I can get to Rank 2. Then I combine the Rank 2s to get to Rank 3, and so on. Simple enough.

“It seems to me that runes are a lot more than just magical conduits,” Noah said, raising an eyebrow. “Don’t you think?”

Todd and Isabel both slowly nodded. Their earlier annoyance was still there, but a nice portion of it had been replaced by genuine confusion. Perhaps it wasn’t interest quite yet, but that could come in time.

“Runes are… a foundation, I guess?” Todd said. “The better runes you get every rank, the better runes you can combine them into at the next level and the stronger your soul will be. They also gather energy. Once you combine your runes, you’re pretty stuck with them, unless you want to take some nasty soul damage. That’s why it’s so important to make sure you know what you’re doing before you commit to moving to the next rank. I think.”

“You don’t sound very certain.” A grin traced across Noah’s face. “You’re learning.”

“Well, you haven’t been much of a teacher before,” Todd muttered.

“Better late than never,” Noah said with a wry smile. “Why don’t you think on this for a little? Bring me an answer next class. Until then, let’s move on. Keeping in the same vein—how do you access your runes?”

And this is the only question that really matters right now. How many runes did Vermil actually have access to? He had way more than seven in his book, which means there’s some form of selection process.

“You just imagine sinking inside yourself,” Isabel said after a few moments. She paused, then frowned. “I think. Maybe there’s more to it.”

Todd didn’t even bother answering. He looked lost in thought, trying to figure out what angle Noah was trying to get at.

Sorry. I don’t have any deep lessons here. Only ulterior motives. I guess that’s a lesson, if you think about it. Just not one I’m about to tell them about.

“Perhaps we should take some time to look again. Gaze with the eyes of an inquisitive child who has no idea what they look upon,” Noah said, interlacing his fingers and leaning against the wall. “Go on. Seek out your runes and tell me what happens when you finish. I will do the same.”

Both Todd and Isabel closed their eyes. Their breathing stilled and their heads lowered, as if in deep meditation. Noah sat down at a desk, chewing his lower lip. It was one thing to talk, but it was another to just… feel magic.

He closed his eyes.

Right. Magic. Runes. Where would those be?

Noah’s brow creased slightly in concentration. He pictured the runes he’d drawn on the board, but nothing happened. Pursing his lips, he dug deeper inside of himself, trying to see if something felt magical.

Some part deep inside himself didn’t expect to find anything. After all, he’d tried to meditate more than a few times in his life. Sure, there was no doubt in his mind that magic existed. But even if he was in someone else’s body in another world, it was another thing to actually perform said magic himself.

There should have been nothing to find. Just his own company and silence. Instead, there was more. A tiny marble, deep in the core of his consciousness. It felt like a slightly sore thumb, completely unnoticeable until he was focused on it. But, now that he was, it was impossible to ignore.

Energy bloomed in the darkness. Even though Noah’s eyes were closed, he could see. In the endless black of his mind, glowing sigils carved themselves through the air. One by one, they slammed into him like a punch to the gut, forcibly announcing their presence.

The first five of them were Wind Runes. They were formed of swirling white and blue energy that cut through the shadows like the sun on a cloudy day. The runes were exactly the same as the rune that had materialized before him in the monkey forest. All of them were of the lesser quality, according to what Vermil’s book had said.

The next two runes were considerably more complex. Instead of white and blue, they glowed a dull gray. Noah recognized these from the book as well—Ash Runes.

So I’ve got five Wind and two Ash. The Wind Runes aren’t very good, but the Ash ones seem to be. I wonder if I can upgrade or change the Wind Runes. God, there’re just so many things I need to find out. What if⁠—

Noah staggered as a wave of force slammed into his chest and constricted around his heart. Primal fear welled up in his throat and his hands shot up to his throat as an invisible force tightened around it.

In the air above him, black lines infused with faint purple light slithered across the sky. They formed one final rune, hundreds of times larger than the other seven. The sheer force of its presence threatened to crush Noah beneath its weight, but he gritted his teeth and refused to let himself fall.

The rune finished drawing itself, and its meaning slipped into Noah’s mind as he instinctively translated it.

Sunder.

A tremor ran down Noah’s spine, almost as if the rune was glad that he’d recognized it. The overwhelming force pulled back, but the enormous rune remained in the air above him. More than anything else, it reminded him of the monster that had attacked the Waters of Life and Renewal.

I wonder if that’s the reason I keep getting new bodies when I die.

Noah swallowed. He peeled his eyes away from the massive rune above him. A few tiny specks of light at the edges of the darkness around him caught his eye. Noah mentally willed himself toward them.

Small portions of what he assumed to be his mind had chipped and broken away, revealing an empty white void. A faint buzzing noise filled Noah’s mind as he grew closer. He stopped, squinting at the strange scene. They filled him with a sense of wrongness, like something that should have been there was missing.

As he watched, a single speck of darkness reappeared at the edge of one of the white chips, sealing over a miniscule portion of it. He let out a faint sigh. Whatever the damage was, it was healing—just very, very slowly.

Noah peeled his eyes away. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, and it would be awkward if he was zoned out through the rest of class. The darkness faded, and he opened his eyes to find himself standing in the classroom once again. His students both stared at him with rapt attention.

“Ah, I’m sorry. I got caught up,” Noah said, gathering himself and straightening his lapel. “How did your experiences go?”

“It just felt like looking at my runes,” Isabel said, glancing at Todd. He nodded.

“Yeah. But you—ah, never mind,” Todd muttered.

“That’s quite all right. Please continue to ponder your runes in your free time before next class,” Noah said, slipping back into his teacher voice. “Now, one last question for today. While we’re on the topic of runes, let’s discuss why having good ones is so important. We can only have seven per rank, yes?”

Both students nodded.

“So, what happens when we go up to the next rank?” Noah asked, watching their expressions carefully to make sure he’d read the situation correctly. When neither of them looked overly confused, he gave himself a mental pat on the back.

“You combine all seven of your runes into a single one,” Todd said slowly, choosing each word with care. “Or you try to, I guess. If you succeed, you get a new rune. That’s how you go from general runes like Fire or Wind to specialized ones like Frozen Mist. Making a rune of the next rank also means your soul will be able to handle more of that rank rune. So if you make a Rank 2 Rune, you can get six more Rank 2s and then try to become Rank 3.”

“But if the combination doesn’t work, your runes can shatter,” Isabel added. “Then you’ll be permanently crippled until you can fix them, which can take years. It’s why combinations that actually work are guarded so closely.”

I see.

“So, let’s summarize what we know,” Noah said. “Runes are kind of like buckets. The energy we fill them with is like water. Lesser runes are smaller buckets than Greater ones. When we get all seven buckets full, we can merge them into one better bucket. Sound about right?”

Isabel and Todd both nodded slowly.

“So,” Noah asked, “is that everything runes are?”

Both Isabel and Todd narrowed their eyes and didn’t respond.

“Good,” Noah said with a grin. He raised a finger. “We don’t need to answer that yet. We’ve had a great discussion so far, and I don’t want to overload anybody. Let’s call class here for today. When we reconvene, we’ll resume our discussion.”

Todd and Isabel both blinked. Isabel squinted at Noah like he’d grown an ear from his forehead.

“Okay,” she said, drawing the word out. “Just how hard did you get injured? You’re nothing like what you were.”

Noah cleared his throat. “That’s hardly relevant. I think I quite like myself right now.”

“Yeah, me too,” Todd said under his breath. “You almost seem respectable.”

Noah shot him a sharp glare, and Todd just shrugged in response. The two students rose from their desks and headed toward the door.

“Oh, one last thing,” Noah said before they left. They both turned back to him. “When’s our next class? I can’t remember.”

Isabel let out a snort of laughter. “Are you sure you aren’t a Skinwalker that killed Vermil and stole his body?”

Noah cleared his throat. “I got checked by Richard when I got back to campus. You can speak with him if you’re worried.”

“As if a Skinwalker would spend time teaching class. They can barely string a sentence together,” Todd said, rolling his eyes.

“Class is in two days, at the same time as today,” Isabel said with a shake of her head. “And I think I’ll attend.”

“Right. Thanks,” Noah said. “See you then. On time. Don’t be late. I won’t be either.”

She studied Noah for a moment, then gave him a small nod. She and Todd left the room. Noah waited for several seconds, then leaned on the podium and ran a hand through his hair as he mentally reviewed everything he’d learned.

There’s so much to consider. So many options. I need to know more.

A grin stretched across Noah’s lips, and he couldn’t help but rub his hands together.

Oh man, I’m excited. Magic, huh? This is going to be fun.


Chapter Eight



There were a lot of places that Noah wanted to visit, but he elected to return to his room. Before he started wandering around and exploring this new world, he was determined to get a better grasp of exactly what he could do.

Todd and Isabel had said that people only got seven runes per rank, but Noah had eight. Something told him that the massive Sunder Rune was most certainly not normal. Todd had mentioned something about seven being the only usable number, but he was pretty sure Sunder was far from useless. Drawing any attention to it would have been stupid, so he’d have to find a different way to learn about it.

Once Noah got back, he sat down on his bed and pulled out Vermil’s book, flipping through it until he found the Ash Rune again. Like he’d thought, it was a Rank 1 Greater Rune. He found the Wind Runes next.

“Why did Vermil choose to make a bunch of crappy Wind Runes instead of good ones?” Noah asked himself. “It sounds like he came from a pretty good background, so shouldn’t he have had access to whatever it is that people need to make better runes?”

Noah chewed his lower lip in thought. Back when he’d fought the monkeys, he’d felt energized after killing them. He hadn’t paid it much attention at the time, but the energy had felt similar to what had struck him when he’d looked at the runes in his mind.

He closed his eyes and reached into himself again, descending into the darkness of his mind. With a rush, runes sprung up all around him. Their energy slammed into his psyche once more, but he was ready this time.

Noah pointedly avoided looking up at the enormous rune he knew was floating above him, instead studying the Wind Runes before him. As he focused on them, he realized that even though they were all the same rune, they felt slightly different.

Three of them shimmered with the exact same intensity of light, but the other two felt emptier. The light coming from them was a few shades lighter, and the pressure they emitted wasn’t as strong.

Still, the three that felt full didn’t show any signs of evolving or getting stronger. Noah turned to the Ash Runes. Now that he was looking for it, he could almost instantly tell that both of them were nearly empty.

Despite that, they felt dozens of times stronger than the filled Wind ones. Noah nodded and let his consciousness pull back, returning to the real world.

“Okay,” he said to himself. “Killing monsters is one way to get more energy in my runes. Lesser Runes are easier to fill, but they’re weaker. That means, if I want to get stronger, I need to get rid of all my Lesser Runes if possible. Then I need to fill up my runes with energy and figure out how to combine them—and also find out if Wind and Ash are actually a useful combination.”

Noah grinned. It was nice to have a goal beyond ‘avoid getting killed.’ There was still far too much that he didn’t know, but at least he could start to make out a path through the trees. He leaned back, and his hand brushed against the gourd at his waist.

The smile flickered and faded.

“Shit,” Noah muttered. “I completely forgot someone tried to murder this dude by giving him a poisoned healing potion. That probably means that they’ll give it another go when they realize the potion didn’t do its job.”

He sat, staring at the wall and pondering, for a total of five seconds. Then he shrugged and hopped to his feet.

“I’ll deal with that when it comes. I couldn’t even begin to figure out how many enemies Vermil had, so for now, the best strategy will just be to keep an eye on anyone trying to offer me snacks. Until then… it’s time for some science experiments.”

Noah extended his hand, picturing the Ash Rune in his mind. Gray lines traced through the air above his palm, interweaving and twisting together to form a complicated pattern in the air before him.

Wind Magic, I get. You cut things up. Maybe fly around. But what am I supposed to do with Ash? Blow dust at people? Actually, for that matter, how does magic work at all? I get that runes give access to it, but can I literally do anything I want within its domain?

Noah imagined a cloud of ash swirling up from his hand, but nothing happened. He didn’t even feel any draw on the magic. He pursed his lips and lowered his request to just a few grains, but it met a similar result.

After a few more minutes of trying to figure out how to work the rune, he shelved the idea for the moment. There were still more urgent things to investigate.

Noah dismissed the Ash Rune and pulled up Wind in its place. With a single mental command, the air above his palm started to churn. Thin whisps of white energy swirled in a tight sphere.

It dissipated, and a light wind rustled Noah’s hair as he directed it through the room. Noah’s grin stretched wider, and he pictured the energy picking him off the ground. His clothes rustled, but nothing happened.

Noah’s tests caught the stacks of papers he’d so carefully put together several hours ago, tossing them all across the room with a single, misplaced gust. His grin flickered, and he let his fingers drop, releasing the magic.

He cursed, but his eyes lit up as another idea struck him. Noah focused on the papers, squinting slightly in concentration, and imagined dozens of strands of wind reaching out and restacking his papers.

Some of them started to rustle. They shifted, lifting into the air and flying through the room, mostly in the direction that he’d pictured, and—nothing. The wind he’d been manipulating dropped away, vanishing without a trace along with the rune floating above his hand.

Noah blinked as papers fluttered down all around him. He envisioned the Wind Rune again, and it sprung to his palm instantly. Tilting his head to the side, Noah repeated his command.

This time, it worked—albeit not nearly as well as he’d hoped. The wind was anything but accurate, and instead of forming several discrete and neat stacks of paper, he made a raggedy pile in the corner.

A minute later, that rune vanished as well. Noah’s eyes narrowed. He imagined the rune once more, and it appeared on command, as if playing a game of hide and seek. Noah gathered a ball of wind above his palm and waited.

Approximately a minute passed, and the rune vanished once again. Noah called the rune forth once again and repeated the exercise. This time, it barely got to twenty seconds before the wind vanished. Another attempt got to eighteen seconds on the dot.

Noah pictured the rune once again, a sneaking suspicion already building in his mind. No rune formed above his palm. He could envision it perfectly in his mind, but the magic stubbornly refused to do anything more.

He shifted his mental request to Ash, and the rune appeared instantly. Noah let it fade away, pursing his lips in thought.

Five Wind Runes. Three attempts lasted around a minute. The other two didn’t last as long. So each rune is an individual power source, and the ones with less energy in them last shorter. That means that someone who really wanted to specialize in using Wind Magic would have to have more Wind Runes, or they’d run out.

Noah let several minutes pass, then tried picturing a Wind Rune again. It flickered to life in his palm, but it sputtered out almost immediately after be conjured a tiny gust of wind. Attempts to call it again were met with failure once more.

Okay, so recovery does start pretty quickly, but it’ll take a little time to get the energy back. It’s like the water in the bucket refills back to the point that I had it filled up to in the first place.

Noah knelt, adjusting the mess of papers in the corner of the room until it was roughly symmetrical again. It was nowhere near the level of organization he’d had before his experiments started, but at least it wasn’t as much of an eyesore anymore.

He sat down, chewing his lower lip as he tried to process everything he’d learned. There was a lot, and it wouldn’t be something he could come to a conclusion on in a single day. In addition to learning exactly what he was capable of with his current runes, he needed to figure out how to replace the inferior Wind Runes and what possible replacements and combinations would work. On top of that, there was the Sunder Rune.

That one might have priority. Maybe it’ll give me some hint as to what keeps reviving me when I die. I’m going to be royally pissed if I just go up and die permanently out of nowhere. I do not want to wait in line for the next thousand years and end up losing my memories. Perhaps there’s a library that I can reference.

Noah stood and strode out of the room without a second glance. He headed through the halls of Building T and out into the evening air. The sun was well on its way to dipping below the horizon, but there was still more than enough light to see by.

He made his way back to the map of Arbitage’s campus and searched through it. Within a few minutes, his efforts were rewarded, and he spotted the library. It was nearly at the center of the school’s campus, several buildings away from where he currently was.

“No time to waste,” Noah said to himself, setting off along the road toward it.

Tall, intricate buildings lined the road alongside him. Many of them sported massive statues or detailed carvings along or emerging from their walls. Students and teachers became more numerous on the streets, heading from building to building and clogging the roads as they stopped to talk.

Noah plastered a confident, slightly irritated look on his face that he’d learned from years of trying to push through hallways. He kept his gaze firmly fixed in the direction he was going and strode at a brisk pace.

People stepped out of his way, clearing a path through the campus. Even though Noah knew it was ridiculous, every single time someone seemed to give him anything more than an idle glance, the back of his neck prickled.

Despite his reservations, Noah drew up to the library uncontested. The massive building blocked out the sun completely, standing easily six stories tall. It had an enormous, sloped roof supported by plain stone columns.

A wide staircase led up to dozens of small doors lining its entrance. Students and teachers alike poured in and out of the building. Noah blended into the crowd, walking up the stairs and through the doors.

The inside of the library smelled like paper and lilac. He’d expected such a large building to be musty, but it was surprisingly refreshing. Before him, rows upon rows of bookshelves stretched into the distance.

On either side of the entrance were two long counters. What he presumed to be librarians sat behind the counter. Many people headed past them and into the library proper, but a large number of students had gathered near the counters, making long lines for most of the librarians.

There was a section at the very end of one of the counters where the lines were much shorter, and many of the librarians weren’t helping anyone. Several men and women in robes identical to Noah’s stood in the area. A sign hung above it, identifying it as a teacher-only zone.

Ah, teacher privileges. I wonder if we get free coffee here or if administration wasted that budget on the football team and is making us pay for it. Either way, no lines. Perfect.

“Hello,” Noah said, walking up to a short, male librarian with a large bald spot and receding hairline in the teacher section. “I’m looking for some reference books.”

“I’d be happy to help,” the librarian said with a professional smile. “What kind of references?”

“Something basic on runes,” Noah said, watching the librarian’s expression carefully to make sure nothing he said seemed ludicrous. “Introduction level, specifically on combinations or modifying the runes someone has.”

The librarian raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth to answer, but a sharp burst of laughter from behind them interrupted him. Noah turned as a ginger-haired woman roughly his age lowered her hand from her mouth, still grinning. Three gold bars glistened on the left shoulder of her uniform.

She had features that Noah had never seen on Earth. Her skin was like smooth, waxy bark, and her eyes had a crescent curve to them. She was beautiful, but in a haunting manner that immediately set Noah’s hair on end. A metal plate, matching the one Vermil had carried, had the name “Magus Moxie” inscribed on it.

And, judging by the cold twinkle in her eyes, Noah got the feeling that she didn’t like him at all.


Chapter Nine



“You can’t be serious, Vermil. The Linwick family has fallen farther than I thought if this is what you’re resorting to. Do you really think Arbitage is just going to give out rune combinations for free to a Rank 1?”

Noah’s eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms, registering distaste in the woman’s voice instantly. Whoever Moxie was, she didn’t like him.

“Using Linwick resources for something as unimportant as this would be a waste,” Noah said, throwing on his best poker face. “Why would I need their time when I have all the references I need here?”

Moxie blinked, caught off guard for a moment. She recovered quickly, leaning against the counter, raising an eyebrow and smirking.

“That’s a new take from you. Still stupid, but I guess even you’re not stupid enough to keep banging your head against the wall for too long. I don’t think you’re going to have any luck finding useful combinations in the library when you’re at your rank, but who knows. Maybe you’ll find a new way to blow girls’ skirts up.”

Good God, I hate this dude. Would it have been that difficult to be semi-decent? No wonder everyone hates me. What am I even supposed to say to that?

“An old hobby in poor taste,” Noah said. “I am seeking better pastimes.”

For the second time, Moxie blinked. She squinted at Noah, then glanced at some of the other teachers in the area, almost as if checking to make sure they’d heard the same thing. She rolled her eyes and pushed away from the counter.

“Nobody’s stupid enough to buy that, baby Linwick. You’re a disgrace to your family.”

She strode away. Noah cleared his throat and shot a glance at the librarian. “So… about those books?”

“Right here, sir,” the librarian said, extending his hand. Energy sparked between his fingertips and gathered into a small point before his palm. It expanded, forming a spinning disk of green and yellow light. He reached into it, then pulled out two thin volumes and placed them on the desk before Noah. “I’m afraid this is all you have access to at your current Rank.”

“Thank you,” Noah said, picking the books up with an appreciative nod. He tucked them under his arm. “How long do I have to return them?”

“You may keep them until someone requests their return,” the librarian replied. “Those particular copies are not in high demand. I suspect you will be quite all right.”

Noah thanked him again and headed out of the library, doing his best to ignore the gazes piercing into his back from the other teachers.

Was that the person who tried to kill me? Why do I have so many blasted enemies? And I seriously need to find some information about the Linwicks.
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The trip back to his room went smoothly, and Noah spent the next day hunched over the books. To his mild annoyance, Moxie had been right. The information they had in them was really scarce.

If he’d been literally anyone else, Noah suspected they would have been entirely useless. However, to him, the miniscule amount of information within their pages was like water in a desert.

Even though the books were quite short, Noah went through them several times each, just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything important. By the time he finally peeled his eyes away and looked out the window, evening had fallen.

Soft, bluish-purple light washed over the buildings outside and illuminated the plants in a ghostly glow. Noah blinked several times, then rubbed his eyes and rocked back in his chair. He grabbed the paper he’d been taking notes on and pulled it closer.

His quill scratched against the paper as he modified them with what he’d learned.

	Runes both store and let you cast magic.

	People can have seven runes at a time. Once they’re all filled with energy, you can try to combine them. The resulting combined rune has the strength of all the other ones, so combining crappy runes gets a crappy evolved one. Failing to combine runes is bad. Don’t fail. There may be a way to hold more than seven runes, but it sounds like you can’t use anything more than seven. That’s probably useful for when you’re combining past Rank 1 and you have other runes taking up the spots.

	Ways to fail: impossible combination, insufficient strength, rodents (?), lack of willpower.

	Once you combine your runes, you go to the next rank and can form runes of that rank without having to start over from the previous one. It is unknown how many total ranks there are.

	There are definitely variations in the runes. Runes are ranked Lesser and Greater quality. There are significant differences between ranks in basically every aspect.

	The actual combinations of runes that work are closely guarded. People will probably get angry at me if I go around asking them about them.

	You can voluntarily release runes, but you don’t get all the energy you spent on them back.



Noah set his quill down and studied the fruits of his labor. It wasn’t really that much of an improvement on what he’d known already, but it was still vital. At least he knew he could get rid of the low-level Wind Runes and replace them with something stronger.

Okay. The to-do list grows ever longer. In the short term, I just need to focus on getting strong enough to keep myself alive and figuring out who the hell the Linwicks are. I don’t think I’m going to have as much trouble with the class as I feared, but the other professors are an entirely different issue.

Noah stood up and started pacing around the room. For some reason, walking in circles seemed to help the mental juices flow better. Part of Noah wished that Vermil had at least a few friends that he could have plied with questions, but the other part was thankful that nobody seemed to care about him in the slightest.

A yawn slipped out of his mouth.

Time for step one of my master plan: sleep.

Noah rubbed his nose with the back of his hand and wandered into the bathroom. Mercifully, Vermil actually had a toothbrush and a stone tub of paste beside it that Noah hoped was toothpaste.

He brushed his teeth and headed over to the closet, rifling through it. It was full of the exact same outfit over and over. Noah rubbed his chin.

“Well, at least he was consistent.” Noah pulled his jacket off and draped it over a wooden hanger in the closet.

A loud knock rang out at the door. Noah froze midway through pulling his shirt off. He slowly turned toward it, not making a noise.

Maybe they’ll think I’m asleep.

The handle clicked, and the lock wiggled, turning over. Noah silently slipped up to the door and grabbed the lock, twisting it back shut. The door rattled, and there was a short pause. He grabbed the lock as it started to turn again, keeping it from opening.

Someone shook the door, then let out an annoyed curse. A burst of force slammed into the lock, twisting it out of Noah’s grip. Noah dove to the side as the door slammed open. He rolled to the side and tried to jump up, but he hit his head on the edge of the windowsill.

Noah let out a slew of curses and doubled over. He looked up through squinted eyes as someone stepped into his room—and stepped right onto the pile of papers near the door. They lost their footing and went down with a loud crash.

Several seconds passed as Noah stared at the bottom half of the intruder. He straightened and stepped around the door to get a better look.

“Oh, shit,” Noah muttered. A woman in her early forties lay on the ground, a pool of blood expanding around her head where it had stuck to the ground. She wore teacher robes, but he didn’t recognize her—not that he would have recognized most people. Noah nudged her leg with his foot. She didn’t budge.

“Uh… you okay there?” Noah asked hesitantly. There was no response. He knelt and pressed his head to her heart. There was no beat. Noah ran his hands through his hair and suppressed a groan. “Shit. Seriously? How incompetent can you possibly be?”

Loud thuds echoed from the end of the hall. Noah bolted upright, but it was too late to try to hide or move the body.

Shit, shit, shit. They’re going to think that I⁠—

Moxie dashed down the hall, a shimmering green blade floating in the air before her. Her eyes flicked down to the corpse below Noah, then back up to him. They locked eyes for a moment.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Noah said weakly. He rose to his feet, lifting his hands into the air in surrender.

“You killed it,” Moxie said, letting the sword lower slightly. “I’ll be damned.”

“It was an accident! It’s not my fault!”

“What are you talking about?” Moxie let out a snort of laughter and grabbed her sword. The green light flickered out, and it folded inward on itself, vanishing. The woman strode up to stand beside him and knelt beside the corpse, pressing the back of her hand to its neck. “Did you decide to take up comedy as well?”

Noah let out an awkward laugh.

What the hell is going on?

“Still, I’m impressed you actually managed to kill it,” Moxie muttered under her breath. “Have you been training or something?”

“I don’t suppose you could explain what happened here?” Noah asked, ignoring her question. “Who is this?”

Moxie stared at Noah like he was an idiot. “Are you an idiot?”

“Just hypothetically, let’s assume that I am. Just for the time being, mind you.”

“It’s a Skinwalker,” Moxie said, like that was the most logical answer in the world. She saw the blank stare on Noah’s face and rolled her eyes. “You didn’t read the warning that got sent out, did you?”

Noah glanced at the pile of papers in the corner of the room. Now that Moxie mentioned it, he did vaguely recall seeing something about that, but when it was mixed in with all the other garbage that Vermil had stored, it was pretty difficult to realize what was actually relevant.

“Ah. Right.”

“How did you know to kill it if you didn’t even realize this was a Skinwalker?” Moxie demanded.

“Well, it kind of slipped and killed itself,” Noah said, stepping back so Moxie could see the pile of strewn papers on the ground. She blinked heavily, then rubbed her forehead.

“Ah. You’re lucky the stupid thing was already terrified.”

“I suppose I am,” Noah said. He rose to his feet, then looked back at his door. A small frown crossed his lips. A key jutted out of it. He pulled it out and held it up. “How’d a Skinwalker get this?”

Moxie looked to the side, and her cheeks flashed with embarrassment. “It might have gotten a slight jump on me.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “It tricked you and got inside your room, didn’t it?”

“I had it under control! It was a very convincing Skinwalker, but I figured out what was going on,” Moxie snapped, grabbing the key from Noah’s hand.

“It nearly killed me.”

“It was already wounded. If a crippled Skinwalker killed you, you’d have deserved it,” Moxie said sharply. She nudged the corpse with a foot. Vines wound out from Moxie’s pant legs, winding around the body until it was completely cocooned. The vines tightened into a small ball, but the Skinwalker’s body barely made any noise as it was squished. Noah didn’t want to think too much on what was going on in the ball.

“If it was a Skinwalker, doesn’t that mean it stole someone’s body?” Noah asked.

Moxie looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Yes. It wasn’t someone that had any powerful runes, though. Probably a maid.”

Noah’s face fell. “Was there any way she could have lived?”

“No. She was already dead,” Moxie said flatly. “How do you not know this? Skinwalkers can only take over the bodies of people who have died. Do you even recall a single thing you learned in school?”

Noah didn’t respond. They stood in silence for a moment. Moxie cleared her throat.

“Maybe we could keep this between us,” Moxie suggested, glancing over her shoulder at the empty hall behind them.

Noah tilted his head to the side. Then a tiny grin flickered across his lips.

“Not for free.”


Chapter Ten



Moxie pressed her lips together and furrowed her brows in a scowl. “You’re disgusting.”

“What? I just want to ask some questions about runes. I’m the one who killed the Skinwalker, anyway. Isn’t there a reward or something for doing that? You’re going to make me give it up.”

Moxie fell silent for a moment. “What kind of questions?”

“Not sure, haven’t figured them out yet. I might have gotten hit on the head pretty hard a bit ago, and there are some gaps in my memory.”

Moxie’s eyes narrowed even further. “What?”

“Hey, I’m the one that gets to ask questions, not you. How about ten minutes of your time tomorrow? You come to my room and answer any question I ask, and I’ll pretend the Skinwalker thing never happened.”

“Absolutely not. I’m not just going to give you all my knowledge of rune combinations.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “Fine. Nothing will be specifically about your runes.”

“What? What’s the point of it, then?”

“None of your concern. Deal or no?”

Moxie pursed her lips. “Deal.”

“Lovely. See you tomorrow.” Noah stepped back inside his room and closed the door with a thud. He twisted the lock shut and pressed a hand to his chest, trying to still his thundering heart.

Holy shit. Why are there bloody Skinwalkers running around the school? Shouldn’t it be safe here? What’s going on?

Noah heard Moxie’s footsteps leaving the hall. He waited for a few more seconds before pushing away from the door. He stared at the handle.

Do all other teachers have keys to people’s doors? I need an extra lock. It didn’t look like Moxie recognized the gourd when we first met, so I don’t think she’s the one who tried to kill me, but she could always be a good actor.

Noah unhooked his gourd and walked into the bathroom. He knelt, opened a large cabinet below the sink, and slipped it inside. The cabinet would be just big enough for him to fit into if he curled up. That was better than just coming back to life in the middle of the room if someone stabbed him in his sleep.

He trudged back to his bed and flopped into it. The night was already well underway, but he was determined to get at least a little sleep on a comfy surface before something else interrupted him.

Within seconds, he was snoring.
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Noah awoke to the sound of knocking. He blinked wearily, rolling over to bury his face in the soft pillow of his bed. Awareness followed a moment later, and he pushed himself out of bed with a curse, grabbing the same coat he’d worn the previous day and throwing it over his shoulders as he stumbled over to the door, wiping his eyes.

As he extended a hand for the handle, Noah paused. His eyes narrowed, and he knelt, squinting through the crack at the bottom of the door. The shoes on the other side were, well, women’s shoes.

I’m not sure what I was expecting to find, actually. Maybe Skinwalkers all really enjoy a particular type of sandal.

“Who is it?” Noah called, standing back up.

“Who do you think it is, imbecile?”

“Ah. Hello, Moxie,” Noah said, opening the door. He sent a pointed glance at the pile of papers at its base. “Avoid my expertly set traps on the way in, if you would.”

Moxie gave him a flat stare as she entered the room. “You have ten minutes to ask questions. After that, there’s no debt between us.”

“Fantastic,” Noah said. He pushed the door shut behind Moxie and grabbed the chair from his desk, spinning it around and sitting to face the other teacher. He made no move to offer her a seat—he got the feeling the motion would only offend Moxie.

“Well?” Moxie asked. “Your time has started.”

“Question one: Why are there monsters in the school? Shouldn’t it be safe here?”

Moxie squinted at Noah, as if trying to tell if he were joking or not. When it became clear that he wasn’t making fun of her, she shook her head. “It’s safer here, not safe. The Skinwalkers are a new issue, but it’s not that uncommon for monsters to make their way onto campus grounds. They want our runes just as much as we want theirs.”

“You mean the energy we get from killing them.”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “Yes. The power stored within runes goes both ways. It wouldn’t really make sense otherwise, would it?”

“Well, the way you put it, it made it sound like we could actually take the runes straight from monsters.”

“Not unless they’re Master Runes. How do you not know this, Vermil?” Moxie squinted at Noah. “How hard did you hit your head? The questions you’re asking are at the level I’d expect from a child, and, as much as I’d like that to be an insult, it isn’t.”

“It’s just that some old memories are fuzzy. Really fuzzy.” Noah said, waving his hand dismissively. He tapped his fingers against his leg.

“If I didn’t know better, I might have thought you were a Skinwalker.” Moxie crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow. “But even Skinwalkers are smarter than this. Go ahead, then. I’m not sure what your angle is, but I’ll play along. What’s your question?”

Master Runes? If that means bigger, then my Sunder Rune certainly sounds like one of those. Not sure if it’s worth pushing my luck and asking, but I’ve already gotten this deep…

“Are there any monsters with Master Runes nearby?”

“I certainly hope not.” Moxie’s brows furrowed in worry. “The last thing I want to do is have to fight one of those creatures. It depends on how strong it is, but some of them could level Arbitage. You can’t be thinking of trying to get one for yourself—the closest is the Hellreaver Ape, and that one would still pound you into paste. It’s a Rank 2, probably close to Rank 3, with a Master Rune. Not that the Linwick family would care much, but that’s unbelievably stupid.”

“No, nothing like that.” Noah stood and started to walk in circles, forcing Moxie to turn to keep her eye on him. Her eye twitched slightly in annoyance, but he didn’t even notice. “Okay. I know you won’t talk about your personal runes, but the books I got didn’t actually talk about making a new rune. How do I do that?”

Moxie stared at Noah, wordless. He stopped walking and tilted his head to the side.

“Come on. That’s a fair question, and you’re wasting my ten minutes.”

“You need to either find an existing rune that’s been imbued so you can learn it, or you find one that naturally forms in the world. Most of the research goes into the combinations of the basic runes, though all of that ends up being top secret and owned only by the families that paid for the research. You know, the whole reason the academies were put together? I’m not sure how you can ask me that question when you’ve got all your research—as worthless as I’m sure it is—in the grimoire at your side?”

Noah held a finger up. “Couldn’t I just learn it by studying a drawn rune?”

Moxie rubbed her forehead. She studied Noah’s face closely for several seconds, and something passed through her eyes that he couldn’t quite read. It was almost like understanding—or perhaps it was realization. “Okay. Let’s pretend you’ve got a drawing of a rune. One without any power in it. It’s just a drawing. Runes are vessels, but power is what they store. And, unfortunately, in order to actually store power, runes need some power themselves.”

“Okay,” Noah said. “Like a startup boost. Can’t get things moving without a bit of energy.”

“Precisely. Thus, imbuement. The mage takes a rune they know and draws it on a special surface that can store power, spending their own energy in the process. Then, when someone tries to learn the rune, they use some of that stored energy to activate the rune for themselves. If they were to find the rune in the wild, it would already have energy and not require any other assistance to learn.”

“Ah,” Noah said intelligently. “Well, one last question. Do you happen to know who wouldn’t like me?”

“It would be easier to give you a list of people that do like you, and that would probably be more like one or two names. I don’t know everyone you’ve pissed off over the years. You aren’t worth the trouble.”

“Well, that’s it. Thanks.”

Moxie crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Really? That’s what you used your favor on? After all this time, you can’t think of a better question than that?”

“Nope. That’s everything I needed to know right now.”

And I think I’ve already made my ignorance far too apparent. More questions aren’t relevant yet. Getting stronger is.

“And here I was thinking you’d ask me how to deal with the class exams next month,” Moxie said with a dry smile. “I guess I should have known better. Very well. The debt is paid.”

Noah resisted the urge to blurt out the obvious question. Instead, he just gave her a shrug. “I’ll be quite fine.”

“Is that why you came back from the testing ground severely injured and missing some memories?”

Aha. So that’s what Vermil was doing.

“An accident.” Noah shrugged. “I’m all better now. Just a few lagging pieces of memory to fill in. Thanks for your time.”

He opened the door and gave the hall a pointed glance. Moxie studied him with a bemused smile, then walked outside.

“Don’t forget—no mentioning that Skinwalker anywhere,” Moxie warned. “And if you don’t have the memory of what happens when you piss me off, I strongly suggest you work on getting it back.”

Noah closed the door without gracing her with a response. He let several minutes pass, then opened it again. Moxie was gone. Noah turned back, grabbing his gourd from the bathroom before heading out.

He sought the map pillar out once again, scanning through the buildings when he reached it. If he recalled correctly⁠—

Ah, there it is. Transport Cannon. That sounds like the least safe way to possibly get anywhere, but I’m sure it’s better than it appears.

The building in question was a tall tower at the edge of the main ring of campus buildings. Noah set off in its direction, and spotted it long before he reached it. The tower loomed over its surroundings, made of thick metal beams and a winding stairwell open to the elements that led up to a small, enclosed lift. The lift ran the rest of the way up its center to a huge, cubical room at the top. A turret made of bronzed metal emerged from the top of the cannon, pointed skyward. It scraped through the clouds, only occasionally making itself fully visible to anyone below.

A small line stood in line at the base of the cannon when Noah arrived. One by one, a worker directed them up the stairwell. Noah fell in line behind the others. The line moved quickly, and he was at the front within a few minutes.

“Head on up,” the worker said, pushing a strand of black hair out of her face and yawning with boredom. “The operator is ready for you.”

“Thanks,” Noah said, starting up the stairwell. He slowed slightly as he ascended, getting his second view of the campus from above—and his first view of it when he wasn’t half-dead. Arbitage was beautiful.

Massive trees, dozens of times thicker than anything he’d ever seen on Earth, reached into the sky and dotted the campus. Their huge branches stretched over and through buildings, casting shade with multicolored leaves.

Winding paths ran throughout the campus, almost in an artistic pattern. As Noah stared at it, he realized the paths strongly resembled the flowing lines of runes.

“Keep it moving, please!” the worker called up at him from below.

Noah cleared his throat and tore his gaze away, hurrying up the rest of the stairs. He entered the lift, which was really just a metal grate cube, and the chains suspending it rattled to life.

It clunked up, quickly accelerating in speed, before finally rattling to a stop within the top of the tower. There was a large hole in the wall where the turret of the cannon connected to the room, and through it, Noah could see the sky in the distance. Papers and maps hung from every wall, and a flickering lantern hanging from the ceiling illuminated a wizened man who sat behind a wooden desk and hunched over a book the thickness of Noah’s forearm.

Noah stepped out of the lift, and it rattled down behind him. A trapdoor fell shut on the section of the floor it had come through with a loud bang, jerking the old man away from his book.

“Ah, Professor,” he said, brushing out his white beard to reveal a nametag that read “Tim.” “Where can I send you today?”

It only took one look at the man and the surroundings to tell that he probably loved his job. The corner of Noah’s lips quirked slightly.

Perfect.

“It’s been a while since I’ve used anything like this,” Noah said conversationally. “How exactly does it work? I’m fascinated.”

As he’d guessed, Tim’s eyes lit up. “Ah, you must be new to Arbitage. This is the Travel Anywhere In No Time tower. It’s the fastest way to get yourself transported to anywhere in the area surrounding Arbitage.”

“I see,” Noah said, glancing at the turret barrel. “Forgive my asking, but is it safe?”

“Far safer than any other option,” Tim said, jutting his chest out and thrusting a thumb into it. “I’ve traveled with it hundreds of times and haven’t had a single issue once. Don’t know anyone who has, actually. Really, it’s marked on the map as a cannon, but it’s much more of a slingshot.”

“Oh?” Noah asked. “How so?”

Tim stepped out from behind the desk and walked over to the entrance of the turret, patting the wall beside it like one would a pet. “This baby marks down your signature before it blasts your body into the astral plane and sends you to wherever you’re going. Then, after exactly twenty-four hours have passed, it yanks you back. No chance of getting lost or anything.”

“That… sounds very safe,” Noah lied. “But only twenty-four hours?”

Tim nodded. “Yeah, it’s a bit of a drawback if you’re trying to do anything long-term. I wouldn’t recommend it for excursions or long hunts, but it’s great if you’re just checking an area out for a class or simply looking for one specific thing. Much faster than flying out and back.”

“That’s a fair point.”

“As much as I’d love to talk, we do have a bit of a line below,” Tim said. “Where are you headed?”

Noah scanned the maps on the walls, coming to a stop on a section of burnt looking trees several blocks away from Arbitage. He swallowed. Nothing was going to get accomplished sitting around, though.

He pointed at the map. “Could you send me here?”

“The Scorched Acres? Sure thing,” Tim replied. He raised a hand, and energy poured from his palm and into the tower. The turret rumbled, then rotated to point several degrees lower and a bit to the right. “Just slide yourself into the tube, and I’ll get you going.”

“Anything else I should know?” Noah asked, approaching the turret and examining it suspiciously.

“Nope. Get in there! You’ll love it.”

Noah wasn’t quite so sure, but he needed to do something. If he just sat around reading books and trying to figure out everything that was going on, he’d be locked up for years—and he was getting the feeling that he didn’t have that much time to lose. Noah climbed into the turret and lay flat on his back against the cold metal.

“What now?”

“You squeeze,” Tim said with a wry chuckle.

There was a loud whirr.

The world exploded.


Chapter Eleven



Everything around Noah vanished as heavy blue tones enveloped him, and the tower fell away from him, leaving him floating in space. Every part of his body felt like it was being pulled in a different direction.

He gritted his teeth, instinctively trying to retract every part of himself. Surprisingly, it seemed to work. The feeling faded, leaving only churning blue energy flying around him. For a moment, it almost resembled what happened when Noah died.

Then the blue light vanished. Dry dirt pressed against Noah’s cheek. The ends of his fingers and toes tingled, but the feeling quickly faded away. He opened his eyes and rolled to his feet.

Scorched trees poked up all around him. A wave of panic rose in Noah’s chest, but he crushed it and pushed himself upright, grimacing at the cracking twigs beneath his feet.

I’ve got nothing to fear. Pain is temporary, and the cannon thing will bring me back by tomorrow. That means I’ve got twenty-four hours to practice whatever I want to without having to worry about someone showing up.

Noah turned in a circle to get his bearings, ready to throw himself to the side at the first sign of a monkey. All that greeted him were rows upon rows of blackened, spindly trees. An involuntary shudder ran down his spine at the sight of them again.

He gritted his teeth and pushed the feeling away. Death held no power over him anymore. Even if his magical connection to the gourd wasn’t actually permanent, he’d seen the afterlife. Presuming that Renewal wasn’t the only goddess of reincarnation, there was always another chance.

No, it wasn’t death that scared Noah. It was boredom. The mere idea of sitting around in line for hundreds or thousands of years again filled him with such distaste that he couldn’t put it into words.

I’m not going back there. Renewal was at least evenly matched against whatever that monster was. If I can get that strong, I’ll never have to worry about having to wait around forever again—and that starts with fixing this godawful foundation that Vermil slapped together.

Noah hopped up, grabbing a low hanging branch of a tree and pulling himself up with an undignified grunt and more than a little difficulty. He bounced a few times to make sure the branch would hold his weight, then leaned back against the trunk and turned his attention inward toward his mind and the runes waiting for him within it.

A pool of black bloomed before his vision, swallowing him and taking his senses away from the faint breeze and the smell of ash in the forest. Seven glowing runes shimmered to life around Noah, floating in the expanse of darkness like torchlights.

Pressure bore down on him, vibrating and warping the air like heatwaves around him. Instinctively, Noah knew that the force should have crushed him, but instead it caused nothing more than mild discomfort.

Noah focused on the least filled of his five Wind Runes. There was no doubt in Noah’s mind that he had to replace it—but with what, he wasn’t certain. Vermil’s book contained quite a few runes in it, and many of them were Greater.

That made his decision to use five weak runes rather than some of the better ones even more peculiar. Noah would have loved to ask Vermil what he’d been thinking, but that wasn’t a possibility. Aside from the vague memories that had been popping to the surface and helping him read, there didn’t seem to be much of Vermil left.

And, judging by what everyone thought of him, Noah got the feeling that might not have been a very bad thing. He extended his palm, and the weakest of the Wind Runes floated through the air.

Static energy danced across Noah’s palm and tickled his fingertips as his hand came in contact with it. The rune pulsed with a strange heartbeat that sent its magic rushing through Noah’s body and back into it.

He drew in a slow breath and let it out, focusing on the connection between the palm of his hand and the rune. The book he’d taken from the library had been far from exhaustive, but even it contained enough information for this.

Noah felt the connection to the rune in his mind. He could sense the power within it, waiting to be bent to his will. Noah pulled his hand back, and a shimmering strand of energy followed him back, affixed to his palm.

Raising his other hand, Noah swung it down through the strand. A clean note rang out through his mind. The strand fell away from his palm, and cracks raced through the glowing rune, covering its entire surface within seconds.

Small parts of it fell away, shattering as they hit the ground, and beams of light burst free from within it as the energy poured out. A large chunk of the rune snapped off and crashed to the ground, exploding like a dropped Christmas ornament.

There was one final flash. A profound sense of loss flooded Noah’s body, and the last of the light faded away. There was no trace of the rune. Just an empty space where it had once been. All the energy that had been stored within it was nowhere to be seen.

According to the book, it had dissipated into the Ether. A complete waste. Noah let his hand drop.

That’s that. Better to start from scratch with something that’s actually useful. It might take a bit to catch up, but I’d rather be delayed than permanently set back.

The other four Wind Runes floated at the edges of Noah’s vision. He considered them with a small frown, then shook his head.

I’ll start with one for now. But… which one?

Noah let the darkness fade away and opened his eyes. Mercifully, he was still sitting in the tree. No monkeys had crept up on him while he’d been distracted, and after a few moments of squinting through the branches, Noah was confident that nothing was about to attack.

He pulled his book out and flipped through its pages. Vermil really had gotten quite the collection of runes. There were dozens upon dozens, although the majority of them were of low quality.

Those were dismissed immediately. They probably had some use, but they weren’t what he was looking for. The Flame Runes caught his eye, and a tiny chuckle slipped out of his lips.

“I guess I know why Todd and Isabel were so surprised when I showed them this. I don’t really see what the point of guarding runes is, though. It’s not like I lose strength by showing them it. Bunch of greedy bastards in this world.”

Noah thumbed through the pages. Fire was interesting, but it felt like it didn’t have the versatility he wanted. Fire was good for destroying things and cooking food. In addition, something told him that the more unique his runes were, the stronger he’d be.

Things didn’t get much more basic than a Fire Rune. Still, Noah kept them in mind. Even if he didn’t plan to specialize in it, Fire was a great catalyst. Maybe taking one of the runes would be advantageous at some point.

Noah spent nearly an hour flipping through the runes that Vermil had gathered, muttering to himself under his breath.

“The best way for me to get an advantage is to use knowledge from Earth that people here don’t have, but it’s not like I know how to make a nuclear weapon or remember the combination to make complex chemicals. I was a music teacher. What the hell is that going to be useful for here?”

Noah thumbed a page. His eyes caught the rune on it. A Rank 1 Greater Vibration Rune. Vermil had jotted down several paragraphs of notes below it that boiled down to “this is useless, it just shakes things. Maybe useful for rune combinations, but not worth the effort or risk.”

A small idea poked in the back of Noah’s head. He paused, then slowly started to grin as an idea bloomed.

“Sound is basically just vibrating particles, and it’s invisible to the naked eye. You can also do some pretty significant damage by vibrating things at really high rates,” Noah mused. “Either Vermil was an idiot who dismissed this too early, or they don’t know how sound waves work here. If I combined Vibration with better Wind Runes, I could probably make Sound. I’m not sure where the Ash Runes fit in, but they’re my strongest ones at the moment, so I should keep them around until everything else is completely full.”

He chuckled to himself. Vermil unfortunately didn’t have any Greater Wind Runes in his book, but Noah didn’t mind. He was certain he could either figure out how to make one or trade one of the other runes Vermil had discovered for it. For now, the Vibration Runes were the way to go.

Vibration will be the primary part of how my magic works, so I think I should try to get three of those. Then I can upgrade two Wind Runes and keep the two Ash ones. That seems like a reasonable guess—or at least a starting point.

He studied the rune on the book, then set it down and sank back into his mind space. The stark lack of his seventh rune greeted him, an empty, unlit void waiting for direction. Noah pictured the Vibration Rune from the book, pressing his lips together as he struggled to recall every single detail of the complex drawing.

Nothing happened.

Noah pursed his lips. He opened his eyes, then looked down at the book again. He picked it up, running a finger down the rune. A faint tingle met his skin.

Ah. There’s magic in the actual rune itself. Let’s try this again.

He closed his eyes once more and repeated the process. This time, glowing white lines traced through the darkness, slowly winding around each other and forming the image that he’d envisioned. Noah waited until the lines stopped moving, then let his concentration drop.

The rune melted away and disintegrated within moments. Noah ground his teeth and hopped back into the real world, scanning over the book again before returning to his mental space and giving it a second shot.

That attempt went largely the same. Noah gave it several more tries, returning to his spot in the tree to double check the rune in the book. It was one thing to look at it, but perfectly recreating the rune was surprisingly difficult.

Noah wasn’t sure what attempt he was on when something finally changed. The shimmering lights were sharper this time—more defined and confident. As he released his direction over the magic, the rune thrummed.

Energy prickled along Noah’s skin, racing along his entire body. He shuddered in distaste as it zipped around his eyeballs and through his skull. It coursed down his spine, and he gagged, but the sensation had already faded.

Noah scrunched his nose in distaste. His annoyance was quickly replaced with a smug smile. Floating in the air before him was the Vibration Rune. It was completely useless and empty at the moment, but he’d done it.

He’d made a rune.

The dark expanse fell away, and Noah opened his eyes to the scorched forest, laughing. He held his hand out, picturing the rune. It appeared above his palm, so dull that he could barely see it in the daylight. Noah let the rune fade away and tucked his book back into its holster.

“The only thing to do now is get some energy and figure out just what I can do.” Noah swung his leg over the branch and dropped to the ground. Dry wood cracked beneath the balls of his feet, and he straightened up, brushing his clothes off.

Now, to find some monkeys. It’s time to get a little revenge.


Chapter Twelve



Finding monkeys proved fairly easy. That didn’t come as much of a surprise, as Noah had practically been drowning in the mangy monsters when he’d first been shunted into Vermil’s body.

After just a few minutes of creeping through the trees, he spotted a red-furred monkey hunched over the blood splattered carcass of another monkey, savagely tearing into it and ripping large chunks of flesh free.

It shoveled them into its mouth, letting out an incredibly uncomfortable combination of moans and grunts as it fed. Noah didn’t even bother to hide his disgust. He stopped in his tracks, keeping a few trees between him and the distracted monster, and channeled one of his Wind Runes.

An arc of energy swirled between his fingertips and shot out, scything past trees and connecting cleanly with the back of the monkey’s neck.

The monster pitched forward and fell prone on top of its meal, the stump of its neck pumping blood out onto the ground. A rush of energy slithered through Noah’s veins and up his spine.

Noah immediately brought forth his Vibration Rune. It flickered, indistinguishable from what it had looked like before. If killing the monkey had done anything to make it grow in strength, he couldn’t see the results.

“Lovely. I sure hope these things aren’t endangered, because I think I’m going to be killing quite a few of them.” Noah closed his palm.

No matter how many he had to kill, at least it was better than sitting around and doing nothing. That was one thing he’d never do again. Better to try and fail than to be stuck, wasting even more time.

He knelt by the dead monkey and used one of its hands to saw at a claw. A few minutes later, he ripped it free with a grunt. Noah wiped the blood off the monster’s thick hair and hefted his makeshift dagger, nodding to himself.

It was time to hunt.

Five more monkeys met similar fates and fell to Noah’s Wind Runes. He was tempted to test out Ash, but Wind felt like a much better tool for his current opponents.

If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

Hours ticked by as he stalked the denizens of the forest, and the sun trekked through the sky, making for the horizon. Noah’s streak of good luck finally came to an end as he reached a small clearing in the burnt trees shortly after midday.

Something had ripped the trees in the area apart and thrown them all to one side, leaving jagged stumps protruding from the ground everywhere. Four small monkeys sat in a semicircle around a huge one that Noah recognized all too well from its enormous claws and butt-ugly face.

A Slasher. The same monster that had killed him several times shortly after his arrival. A mixture of fear and anger in his chest, and Noah instinctively ducked behind a tree, pressing his side against the brittle bark.

He waited a moment before peeking out again. The monsters didn’t seem to have noticed him. The Slasher just stood before its smaller fellows, grunting unintelligibly and occasionally waving its hands around.

Are they intelligent? That’s an unsettling thought. Might take a moment to get over that.

Okay, I’m over it. Those bastards went for me first. Enjoy waiting in line, assholes.

Noah flexed his fingers. He unhooked the gourd from his waist and padded back in the way he’d come for a minute, hiding the gourd at the base of a large tree before returning to the clearing.

He wrapped around the clearing to get behind the back of the Slasher. He hadn’t fought the monsters in a group yet, but that didn’t change the fact that the huge monkey was still the most dangerous of the lot.

The wind slithered around Noah’s palm and formed into a vibrating crescent moon before his palm. He took aim and let the spell fly at the monkey. Not waiting to see if it connected, he formed another disk and launched it before dashing back into the trees.

A raged screech followed by a gurgling howl told Noah that his attacks had struck. Thundering footsteps followed by a loud crunch gave additional information that they hadn’t struck quite well enough.

Noah swore under his breath, pumping his legs as hard as he could as he dipped and dove through the forest. Trees cracked and shattered behind him as the monkey gave chase, hollering in fury.

It was gaining on him. Noah couldn’t help but feel a sense of déjà vu as the distance between them steadily closed. He could hear the calls of the smaller monsters growing closer. Noah caught a flash of one of them swinging through the trees to his side.

He spun, firing a blade of wind at it. The monkey dropped to the ground, dodging the attack, and lunged for him. The smart move would have been to dive to the side or try to avoid the blow.

That was likely what the monkey had been expecting. Instead, Noah stepped toward it and whipped his elbow up into the monster’s nose. It let out a screech and staggered backward, momentarily stunned.

Noah slammed his palm into its face and unleashed a blade of wind, point-blank. Blood sprayed, and it fell back without making another noise. Energy flooded into Noah, but he was already running again.

Three more monkeys. Two small ones and one wounded Slasher. Noah spun behind a tree, raising his hand and firing a blade of wind just as the Slasher barreled clean through a thin tree, sending fragments of wood flying everywhere.

Its furry neck was matted with blood, and its beady black eyes burned with hatred and pain. The monkey opened its mouth, revealing rows of jagged yellow fangs, and let out a howl. Noah’s spell caught it in the chest, carving a thick wound across it.

It screeched and lunged at Noah. This time, Noah got the feeling that trying to punch the monkey out would just result in getting shredded to ribbons. He dove away, landing in an awkward roll.

Something popped in his arm and he swore in pain. Noah rolled over, raising his other hand defensively, just as the Slasher arrived before him. It raised its hands, screeching in victory.

I saw the other monster do this too. It’s going to slash down with both hands.

Noah rolled to the side. Dirt whumped behind him as the monkey’s claws slipped clean through it and its palms hit the forest floor. His arm throbbed in pain, but Noah ignored it. He raised his other hand and fired a blade of wind into the surprised Slasher’s neck.

Its cries finally went silent, and it crashed to the ground beside him, dead. Noah shuddered, adrenaline coursing through his veins with such intensity that he could hear his heartbeat.

Energy filled him, and he staggered to his feet, scanning his surroundings. There were still two monkeys left, and he still remembered what had happened when he had celebrated a victory too early.

Noah turned in a slow circle, his eyes flicking at every faint rustle of wind through the cracked trees. His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths, and he held his hand before his chest, his teeth bared.

“Come on,” Noah snarled. “Where are you?”

A powerful blow slammed into Noah’s back, and he staggered forward. He staggered to the side, but too slowly to avoid a clawed hand as it raked across his back. Noah screamed and fell to the ground, desperately twisting around to see the monkey lunging to rip his face off.

Magic swirled, and a blade of wind caught the monster in the neck. Its corpse slammed into Noah, knocking him to the ground. The wounds on his back screamed in pain, and Noah snarled, shoving the creature off him.

Numbness crept along his body. He tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t work properly. He slipped on the growing pool of his and the monster’s blood on the scorched ground and fell back with a groan.

With a feeble, shaking hand, Noah grabbed his makeshift dagger. He dragged himself back across the ground with it, pushing himself against a tree to prop himself up. Every breath came shallower than the last, but Noah kept his dagger raised before him.

“One more,” Noah wheezed. “Come on.”

Seconds ticked by, and Noah’s hand dipped. The world grew darker and his vision narrowed to a pinpoint. Strength left Noah’s limbs. His last action was to toss his dagger as hard as he could—which, at this point, was just half a dozen feet away from him.

A tiny flicker of motion at the edge of his fading eyes was the last thing he saw before he slipped off.

Noah’s soul peeled away from the body, lifting into the air. He stared down at the bloodied corpse beneath him and scrunched his nose. The final monkey was behind a tree, staring warily at his body.

“Well, not a bad run by any means. A definite improvement over the previous one. And—oh, God damn it. Please stop that. Don’t eat my face, that’s disgusting.”

The monkey couldn’t hear him. And, even if it could, Noah suspected that his request would have fallen on deaf ears.

Grayish-black energy wound around his neck. Noah didn’t even blink as it yanked him away.

An instant later, he sat up with a ragged gasp. His head pounded with a violent headache, and the gourd rested on the ground beside him. Noah pushed himself upright using the trunk of the tree, leaving his gourd on the ground.

He instinctively tried to call on his magic, but it was for naught. The runes were completely inaccessible for him, and judging by previous experience, they’d remain that way for several hours.

Noah massaged his temple and trudged into the forest in the direction of his corpse. Even if he didn’t have magic, he needed to get his clothes back, or he’d be returning to Arbitage with everything on display.

He repressed a pained chuckle.

That’s one way to get fired.

Several minutes later, Noah stopped walking. Loud crunches came from where he’d died, and he didn’t need to use much imagination to know what they were. Noah crept forward, watching the ground to make sure he didn’t step on anything too loud.

Luckily, the monkey seemed distracted by what it likely assumed to be the prize of its patience. It was hunched over his body, letting out faint hoots as it ripped him apart. Noah’s dagger rested on the ground where he’d thrown it.

Moving as quietly as he could, Noah walked up to the dagger. He scooped it off the ground, and the monkey paused, looking up from its meal, as its ears finally picked up on the noise.

It was too late. Noah plunged the blade into its ear, twisting it savagely before ripping it out and slamming it into the base of the monster’s skull. The sharp claw bit through the dense hair and the flesh beneath it.

The monkey slumped, dead before it even got a glance at him. Noah shoved it to the side and grabbed his clothes from his corpse, doing his best not to look at his now mangled face. He ignored the blood soaking into his shirt and pants as he pulled them on and turned, heading away without a second glance.

He collected his gourd, still fighting the violent headache pounding in his skull, and climbed into a tree to wait for his magic to return. Despite the pain rippling through his body and the fog in his mind, Noah’s heart thumped with excitement. He was starting to really enjoy this.


Chapter Thirteen



The rest of the day and night passed, surprisingly, without incident. Noah remained seated in his tree, watching the moon trek through the sky. Monkeys hollered in the distance, their cries echoing through the barren forest and distorting with the wind.

None of them found him. Noah wasn’t sure if it was because they were intentionally avoiding his location after the slaughter or if he’d just gotten lucky. Either way, the sun rose all the same the following morning.

The fog in his head had only just started to show signs of abating when an electric current danced across his skin, running down his spine and spreading throughout his body. Before Noah could even start to wonder what was causing the sensation, a sudden force jerked at the nape of his neck.

The world blurred and took on a vibrant shade of blue as he was shunted backward and sent hurtling through space. Noah instinctively tried to let out a startled gasp, but he couldn’t even do that. His entire body rebelled against him, and all he could do was sit and watch as the blue currents swirled past him.

With a violent thud, Noah slammed down inside a metal tube, sliding to the floor and landing with a grunt. He staggered as his feet hit the cold ground and braced himself against the wall, drawing in a deep breath. Tim raised a hand in greeting, but his smile fell away as he saw the state of Noah’s blood-covered clothing.

“By the gods, man,” Tim exclaimed. “Are you all right?”

Noah grimaced and pushed off the wall, shaking his head. The fog in his head still hadn’t completely left, and his mouth felt gummy as he spoke. “I’m uninjured.”

Tim’s expression relaxed, but his eyes remained incredulous. He shook his head in disbelief. “Looks like you went through quite a few healing potions with all the wounds you’re sporting.”

Noah grunted. “Yeah, something like that. Sorry. Forgot I was going to get yanked back this quickly.”

Tim waved his hand dismissively and gestured to the elevator in the center of the room. “Happens to all of us. It’s a bit sudden, and I don’t recall you coming by much before. Once you use the system a few more times, you should get used to it.”

“Good to know.” Noah stepped onto the small lift in the center of the room, and Tim shut the grate behind him.

“You might want to rest for a little while,” Tim said. “You look like shit.”

Noah gave the man a small grin. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

Tim stepped back, and the lift rattled down, chains lowering it into the open air. The metal trapdoor shut above Noah with a crash, and he winced as the sound pierced his ears. It probably wasn’t all that loud, but with his head throbbing after his death, it was like a gunshot set off right beside his head.

The lift lowered Noah down to the stairwell, and he stepped off, keeping his eyes low as he strode past the small line waiting to use the travel system and headed for his room. By the time he reached it, his head was almost back to the point where he could think properly.

Noah tried calling on his runes again, to no avail. He sighed and stripped out of his ruined clothes, taking a shower and swapping into a new set of clothes before sitting down on his bed. Even though getting killed had technically cleaned off all the dirt he’d picked up fighting, his ruined clothes were filthy enough to warrant getting cleaned again.

Next time, I’m bringing a spare set. I wonder how much they cost, because I get the feeling I’m going to be running through the rest of my wardrobe pretty quickly.

Noah propped his pillow against the wall and leaned back on it, crossing his arms behind his head. His skull throbbed, and he grimaced, massaging his temple. He’d yet to measure the exact amount of time it took him to recover from a death, but the pain was already starting to abate, so he suspected it wouldn’t be much longer. He closed his eyes and let himself relax, waiting until his magic returned.
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Just a little over an hour later, the last of the fog lifted. Noah felt the headache abate and opened his eyes again. He covered a yawn and sat upright, immediately sending for his runes. This time, nothing stood in his way, and he slipped into his mental space without issue.

Seven runes shimmered to life in the darkness, floating patiently in a circle around him. Noah immediately looked to the new Vibration Rune. It sat where one of his old Wind Runes had been, shimmering with faint gray energy.

Noah took a step toward it, and a faint resistance pushed back on him, as if he were striding into a soft wind. A grin stretched across his face. His efforts the previous day hadn’t been wasted. The other runes had all grown slightly stronger as well. It wasn’t a massive difference, but it was noticeable.

His grin faded away as he considered the Vibration Rune. He didn’t know exactly how much power it would take to fill it to the point where it could be combined properly, but the light coming from the rune was so dim compared to the others that he suspected it probably wasn’t even 1 percent of the way to its max capacity.

Noah risked a glance up. The Sunder Rune loomed above him, filling the sky and humming with energy. It wasn’t as difficult to look at as it had been the first time, but the pressure washing off what he could only assume to be a Master Rune still made his legs tremble with effort to keep himself standing.

It would probably be pretty stupid to try to do anything with this. I don’t know what it does or how it works. All I know is that it’s probably the reason I come back to life when I die, and even that isn’t certain.

Noah swallowed. There was something tantalizing about the power stored within the massive rune. As if responding to his attention, it started to lower. Noah couldn’t bring himself to pull his eyes away as the rune floated down until it was just above his head.

It was beckoning him. Asking him to reach out.

Noah obliged. He extended a hand and brushed a fingertip against the thrumming lines of energy.

There was a burst of static in Noah’s ears, and his entire body buzzed with static electricity. The world went white.

Then there was nothing.

Noah floated in the emptiness, unable to move or even see his own body. All he could do was observe.

In the white, a dark form materialized. A spear formed first, followed by a muscled body made of pure void. The man who had attacked Renewal when Noah had been waiting at the Waters of Life.

Noah couldn’t even flinch. Luckily, the man didn’t seem to be aware of his presence. He extended his jagged black spear, and more color bloomed around him. Grass sprouted up beneath the man’s feet, and a hulking monster with jutting teeth and brilliant red skin molded out of the ground before the man.

Its skin was protected by interlocking chitinous plates, and it stood twice as tall as the man. With every breath it took, a rattling hiss slipped out of its armored body. Its mouth opened in a clicking screech, and it leapt to bite at the man.

He didn’t budge. He barely even seemed to notice that the monster was attacking him. With the smallest of motions, he shifted his spear and pointed the tip at the monster, which charged chest-first into it.

A faint clink rang out through the nothingness. The monster froze in place. A black line carved through it from head to toe, and, denied even the chance for a final screech of defiance, it split in two.

The two halves of the monster collapsed on themselves. Its armor plates clanged to the ground around it, along with a pile of teeth and claws. A curl of smoke rose up from where it had stood, materializing into seven glistening runes.

Noah desperately tried to lean forward to get a better look at them, but he couldn’t budge. The man examined the runes, then paused as something caught his attention. He raised a hand, and one of the runes floated closer to him, giving Noah a glance at it.

Insectoid Armor.

Before Noah could even try to memorize it, the man flicked his hand. His spear carved through the rune, shattering it. Noah’s disappointment died in his chest. His eyes widened as, from the fragments, seven new runes formed, each pulling away from the wreckage of the original rune—and every single one of them brimmed with energy.

That must have been a combined rune. Did he just split it apart without damaging any of the individual components?

The man reached out and plucked one of the runes from the air. He flicked his hand, and the other six shattered, blowing away in strands of dark smoke. Noah could have sworn at the man. He hadn’t gotten a chance to memorize any of the runes.

Darkness crept into the edges of the white void. The man turned and walked toward it. With every step he took, control returned to Noah’s limbs. Shadows gradually swallowed the white, and ultimately, the endless white around him popped like a balloon and vanished, leaving him standing in his mental space.

Noah stared up at the Sunder Rune in awe.

It showed me what it does. Sunder. To split. It split the monster apart into its components, but I guess only the parts that the user wanted? But… more importantly, it can split runes apart.

Doesn’t that mean I can combine runes with any combination I want to test, then split them if the combination doesn’t work? I don’t have to worry about finding an existing combination or risking failure. I can test them infinitely.

Noah suppressed a maniacal laugh. If Moxie knew about this, she’d rip her hair out. What need did he have for his stuffy fake family’s rune combinations when he could research them indefinitely on his own?

He had to test this. Noah extended a tendril of thought toward the Sunder rune. A brilliant blast of energy slammed into him, throwing him from his mental space and knocking him to the ground.

Every single part of his body trembled like he’d taken a dip in an electrical current. He tried to move, but it felt like every single one of his nerves had fried. For the second time, all Noah could do was lay there and stare. The ceiling swirled above him as his eyes unfocused. Time ticked by. If Noah hadn’t been so used to sitting around and doing nothing during his stay in the afterlife, it would have been infuriating.

It was nearly an hour before any sensation returned to him. Noah’s toes wiggled, followed by his fingers and the rest of his body. He slowly sat up, rubbing the back of his head with a grimace. At least he didn’t have a headache this time.

Okay, got it. No fiddling with the Master Rune yet. There’s way too much power in it. I need to be way stronger to even try to handle it. Still, when it comes time to combine my runes, this is incredible. If I understood Moxie right, I need to keep this power completely secret. Combinations are the key to forming a unique form of magic, and I can test them as many times as I want.

But, for now, even if I can’t mess with Sunder…

Noah summoned the Vibration Rune to his palm and studied it. The Wind Rune had been easy enough to use, but the Ash Rune still stubbornly refused to do just about anything.

He chewed his lower lip in thought, then touched a finger to his pillow. A faint tremble ran through it. Noah raised an eyebrow and drew on more of the rune’s power. The pillow flopped around as if someone were throttling it.

A few seconds later, the energy stored within the rune dried up. It vanished, and the pillow ceased its motion, falling back to his bed and lying still.

“Not the most intimidating thing I’ve ever done, but at least it works,” Noah mused. “And I think I’ve had enough excitement for today anyway. So if the Wind and Vibration Runes both work perfectly, then I’ve got to be using the Ash Rune wrong somehow.”

Noah called on the Ash Rune's energy and felt it rise up in response. He tried picturing a small cloud of ash rising up from his hand, but it once again stubbornly refused to respond. Noah pursed his lips and glanced around the room.

His eyes landed on a half-melted candle at the edge of his desk. He strode over to it, grabbing a firestarter beside it, and lit the candle. Noah took a piece of paper from the pile of trash that Vermil had left behind and, after reading it to make sure it wasn’t important, set it over the flame.

The fire quickly took hold, burning a small hole and blackening the paper around it. The flame continued to spread and the hole expanded, its edges glowing cherry red as more of the paper was consumed. Noah let a little over a quarter of it burn away before he smothered the smoldering paper out with his palm.

The flame stung for a moment and gave in, fading away and leaving him with the brittle results of his experiment. Noah shook his hand off and crushed the edge of the paper, letting the soot crumble into a small pile on his desk.

Straightening his back, Noah pushed the candle out of the way and called on his Ash Rune. He turned his attention to the pile on his desk. The ash shifted, swirling up into the air and forming a swirling sphere.

A grin stretched across Noah’s face, and he splayed his fingers out. The ash twisted between them like a snake, slithering down his palm and forming a small bird. It fluttered around Noah’s head, then nosedived into the desk and exploded into a small puff of smoky ash.

“Aha,” Noah said, unable to hide his pleasure as he rubbed his hands together. He directed the ash back into a small pile, then organized it into several lines. It responded to his thoughts without delay, forming the exact image he pictured in his head. “So that’s how it works. I can’t create ash, but I can control it.”

Noah flicked his fingers, and the ash leapt from his desk, forming a crescent moon and shooting into the candle. It pattered against the wax, failing to cut through it. Noah pulled the ash back into a pile and pursed his lips.

“So it’s still just ash, even when I’m controlling it,” Noah mused. “Why doesn’t it cut like the wind did?”

He put the ash through a few more tests, but as far as he could tell, it was just ash. Noah sat in thought for a few moments, trying to figure out why his Wind Rune was able to cut and do real damage while what should have been a more powerful Ash Rune almost felt lackluster. The answer struck him a few moments later, and he grimaced at the realization.

It’s the amount of energy stored in them. That’s why Vermil kept a bunch of weak Wind Runes around instead of using all the more powerful ones he had in his book. It was easier to just use the weak Wind Runes than to build up to really using the powerful ones.

Noah rubbed his forehead, mentally thanking himself for not making the impulsive decision to get rid of all his Wind Runes at once. If he had, there wouldn’t have been any way for him to reliably kill the monsters in the Scorched Acres.

“Well, at least I found out sooner rather than later,” Noah said to himself. He released his hold on his magic and snuffed the candle out. The sun was already well into the sky, and if he recalled correctly, he still had a class to teach today, and he was pretty sure it wouldn’t be too long until it started.

It would be nice to actually show up before it started this time around.


Chapter Fourteen



Noah tucked his gourd away in its hiding place beneath the sink and headed out of his room, making for his room in Building G. He reached it just before midday and stepped into the dusty room.

It was empty, which didn’t surprise him much. Time was still a bit of a rough concept to him, but Noah was pretty certain there was still some time left until the class was meant to start. Considering his students had barely bothered to even show up last time, he didn’t get the feeling that they planned on getting here early.

That was fine with him. He still wasn’t sure exactly what he was meant to be teaching them. There hadn’t been a lesson plan in all the papers that Vermil had kept around on his desk, but the exam that Moxie had mentioned very likely had something to do with it.

Noah settled down to wait. He watched the sun crawl across the sky through the dirty window, his eyes tracing the rays of light as they danced through the dim room. He flipped through Vermil’s book, mostly just to take a cursory glance at the other runes in it and see if he’d missed anything too important.

Feet scuffed against stone. Noah looked up, closing his book with a snap, as Isabel stepped into the classroom. She looked mildly surprised to see him sitting in front of the chalkboard.

Todd followed her in, covering a yawn. He flopped down at a desk in the back of the class without saying a word.

“Welcome back,” Noah said, rising to his feet. “I forgot to ask this last time around, but why are there only two of you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Isabel asked.

“Shouldn’t I have more students?”

“Do you not remember?”

“Just humor me.”

“It’s just us,” Isabel said with a shrug. “Nobody else got saddled with you. We’re just unlucky.”

Small class sizes. More like a mentorship or an apprenticeship than a proper professor, but I had some friends in higher academia who only taught classes of a few kids. I think. It's been so long that I can hardly remember.

“Well, that’s lovely,” Noah said with a sigh. “We’ll get around to them when the time comes, I suppose. How did the homework I assigned you go?”

“Didn’t do it,” Todd said promptly. “It doesn’t matter in the end. Magic is magic; who cares how it works?”

Noah just looked at Isabel.

She cleared her throat. “I thought about it. A bit.”

“And?”

“I don’t know,” Isabel admitted. “I couldn’t really think of what runes really are beyond what we already discussed. They’re… just runes. Can’t you just tell us?”

“Nope,” Noah replied, stretching his hands over his head. “I don’t know either.”

Isabel and Todd stared at him.

“What?” Noah asked. “I told you already. If it were easy, then we’d have the answer. I don’t think most mages you run into are going to have that answer. It’s something we have to determine for ourselves.”

“Then what was the point of wasting our time by telling us to think about it?” Isabel demanded, crossing her arms.

“It was to make you think,” Noah replied. “And thinking gives you a goal. I trust you have one.”

There was a short pause before Isabel replied, as if she was trying to figure out if Noah’s question had a deeper meaning to it. “Of course we do.”

“And? What is it?”

“To get stronger,” Todd said promptly. “Strong enough that I can do what I want without having to worry about getting⁠—”

Isabel shot Todd a sharp look, and he trailed off, then cleared his throat.

“Getting scammed. Or something,” Todd said, clearly changing whatever he’d originally been planning to say. “Rank 5 would be incredible. Maybe even six?”

How high do the ranks go, I wonder?

“Six?” Isabel asked. “That’s it? I’m going to be a Rank 7.”

“Aiming high, huh?” Todd grinned and prodded Isabel in the side. “There hasn’t been a Rank 7 in the kingdom since it was established.”

“Not one that anyone’s seen,” Isabel replied, crossing her arms. “I bet that a bunch of people have hit Rank 7 and slipped away to avoid having to waste time here. There’s a lot more to the world than just the Arbalest Empire.”

And I finally have a name for the place I’m in. Arbalest Empire. Very medieval. I guess it’s a monarchy, then.

“Why not higher than that?” Noah asked.

“What, you mean to Rank 9?” Todd snorted. “As if. Ranks that high are basically just legends. I’m not trying to become a god.”

Rank 9 is the rank of gods? No, from what it sounded like, it’s more like Rank 9 is known to exist, just probably incredibly difficult to achieve. Renewal and the monster that attacked the Waters of Life are probably higher than Rank 9 then. And I’m Rank 1. Quite a ways to go.

Don’t want to spend too much time on this yet, though. Need to keep things moving.

“We’re going to move on to a slightly different topic,” Noah said. “Are you aware of what happens in a month?”

Both Todd and Isabel paled a few shades and glanced away, avoiding his gaze. Todd looked down at his hands, suddenly finding them the most fascinating things he’d seen in years.

“Yes,” Isabel said. “The test, right?”

“The test,” Noah confirmed with a nod.

“We’ll have everything together before it starts,” Todd said, lowering his voice. “Don’t worry about it, man. It won’t be a problem.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. Something about the way Todd had spoken didn’t sit right with him. He’d seen that shifty look in students’ eyes before, and it was never a sign of anything good.

“What exactly do you mean by that?” Noah asked.

Todd pressed his lips together. “You know. So we don’t have to do it.”

“What? How do you plan to pass the test if you don’t do it?”

Isabel stared at Noah like he’d grown a horn between his eyes. “Because we aren’t going to do it. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? You haven’t taught us anything aside from one class the day before yesterday, but you can’t make us all fail the exam, or Arbitage will be breathing down your neck. So…”

“You want me to just lie and say you passed?”

“Well, that’s literally what you told us we’d be doing when the semester started,” Todd said dryly. “I’m not sure why we’d think anything else. As I said, we’ll get the materials you need to justify the effort it’ll take you to fake the results.”

A bribe. Vermil was going to make them bribe him to not take an exam? Every time I learn more about this guy, the more of a scumbag I realize he was.

Noah leaned against the chalkboard and sighed. “Plans have changed. We’re not doing that.”

Isabel and Todd both shot to their feet.

“What? You’re actually going to make us take it?” Isabel asked, aghast. “We can’t!”

“Why not?” Noah asked.

“That test can result in serious injuries for students that have good teachers,” Todd said. “How do you think we’re going to each kill a powerful monster when we don’t even have that to back us up? We’ll die. Literally.”

“Remind me of what you’re required to do to pass it again?” Noah asked.

“We’ve got to kill a Slasher,” Isabel said. “Seriously, you don’t even know what the test covers. How do you expect us to pass it? We’re both just going to get killed, and you’ll be at fault.”

Noah let out a relieved sigh. For a moment, he’d thought the test was actually going to be hunting a dozen of the monsters or something even more ridiculous.

“Just that? You can do that, no problem,” Noah said. “It’s just a Slasher. A good hit to their neck takes them out, and their movements are really predictable. They’re fast, but if you get the jump on them and work together, I can’t imagine it would be that impossible.”

Both Isabel and Todd glared at Noah. Their anger turned to nervousness when Noah didn’t back down from his stance.

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one that has to kill them,” Todd said. “Can you even fight one yourself? I don’t see how you’re going to protect us when you’re literally the same rank as we are. Slashers might not be the strongest monsters in the Scorched Acres, but they’re far from the weakest. False confidence isn’t going to do anything when they tear your throat out.”

Noah opened his mouth, then let it close.

It did take me a few deaths to figure out how to avoid getting killed by those things, but they really aren’t that unrealistic to beat if I managed to take two out with my level of experience.

“See?” Isabel asked. “Look, I don’t know why you suddenly decided to become a teacher again, but don’t get us killed because you’re trying to repair your self-image.”

Noah pursed his lips. “I’ve killed two Slashers. They’re dangerous enemies, but they aren’t impossible to defeat. You say you’re at my level, so you should be able to handle them as well.”

“You’re full of it,” Todd said promptly. He pushed his chair back and stood, glaring at Noah. “There’s no way you could beat a Slasher unless someone else held it down and beat it to an inch of its life first.”

“Sit,” Noah said firmly. Todd pressed his lips together. They stared at each other for several terse seconds. Slowly, Todd lowered back into his chair.

“You’re serious?” Isabel asked.

“Yes. I killed one yesterday using just my Wind Runes, and they’re all lesser and low-rank. I think it went down in two or three strikes, so I only used a single rune during the fight. You’re both confident you’re at least as strong as I am, aren’t you?”

Isabel grimaced and looked out the window, avoiding Noah’s gaze. “Please don’t do this. I don’t care what you’re planning, but I don’t want to die. If you want to start becoming a good teacher, start with the next class. We’re already screwed. Don’t get us killed as well.”

Noah took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He couldn’t deny that Isabel’s suggestion was tempting. He had more than enough on his plate already. Surviving while making sure nobody figured out his true identity wasn’t exactly a simple task.

Ignoring his class and letting them cheat their way through everything until they were someone else’s problem would certainly lighten his load, and it was clearly what Vermil had been doing for quite some time.

I won’t fail my students. I don’t care if they aren’t even technically mine—Vermil screwed these kids over, and I’m going to make that right. It’s my duty as a teacher.

“No.” Noah shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not going to do that. I apologize that you had to deal with my incompetent teaching in the past, but there will be no more of that. I won’t be letting you leave this class without the proper abilities to defend yourselves in the future.”

“You’re going to get us killed,” Todd said flatly.

“I swear on my life that I won’t.” Noah pressed a hand to his chest. “I’ll die buying you time to escape the monster if need be. Once they get a kill, they focus on eating it instead of attacking other threats.”

At least, I’m pretty sure they do. The monkey seemed pretty distracted while eating my corpse.

Neither Todd nor Isabel looked all that convinced by his proclamation.

“How about this. Show me what you can do right now, and I’ll do the same,” Noah proposed, raising his arms out to his sides, palms up. “I’ll be as honest as possible, and you’ll do the same. If I truly don’t think you can defeat the Slashers, I’ll let you cheat your way through the exam, and you won’t even have to pay me that bribe. But, if I’m right, you train with me, and we pass the exam normally.”

“We can’t beat them,” Isabel said without an ounce of doubt in her voice. “It’s not like I’ve sat around doing nothing. I’ve trained. I’ve practiced. I know my limits, Professor Vermil. I can’t kill a Slasher.”

“First, there are two of you,” Noah said. “And second, we’ve still got a month until the exam. That’s more than enough time to practice. Let’s take things one step at a time. We’ll go test out how strong the two of you are. For one month, you’ll do what I say and train with me. When the month is up, if we decide you can’t do the test, then I cheat for you. Otherwise, you do it. Wouldn’t you rather learn something from the class than waste your time?”

Isabel sat silently for a few moments. She and Todd exchanged a glance. The man shook his head slightly, but Isabel clenched her hands at her side.

“What if he’s right?” she whispered.

“It’s stupid,” Todd replied, equally softly. “Some other teacher probably figured out what he’s doing, and he’s trying to save his own ass.”

“I am not,” Noah put in.

They both ignored him.

“But what if he’s serious? We’re shafted in our next year if we don’t get him again,” Isabel muttered. “We really don’t have a choice, and he’s right. I don’t want to be a worthless mage forever. Eventually, we have to get stronger.”

Todd let out a heavy sigh. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, glaring at Isabel. “You’ve already made up your mind.”

“Only if you agree with me.”

“Fine,” Todd said. He rolled his eyes and looked back at Noah. “You’ve got one month before the exam, man. If we aren’t convinced, we’re out.”

Noah grinned. “Fantastic. That’s all I needed. You’re in as well, Isabel?”

The young woman nodded. “Against my better judgment. Don’t get too excited. You’re still a terrible professor, and we all know it.”

Noah waved his hand dismissively and gestured for them to stand. “We’ll see about that. Is there somewhere good for you two to show me what you can do?”

Isabel and Todd both rolled their eyes.

“The training grounds, I guess,” Isabel said. The mention of the training grounds took the stress from her spine, and she straightened up as confidence welled up in her expression. Noah raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t address it. “Seriously, how much have you forgotten?”

“This isn’t about me,” Noah replied. “To the training grounds! It’s a field trip. Isn’t that fun?”

“No,” Todd and Isabel chorused, but, despite their sarcasm, they rose from their seats and joined Noah as he headed out of the classroom.


Chapter Fifteen



The training grounds were a long, uncomfortably silent trip across campus. Luckily, Noah didn’t spot anyone who recognized him on the way over, but that didn’t stop him from keeping his head as low as possible.

With all the enemies that Vermil had made, the last thing Noah needed was to get into a pissing contest with some powerful mage that would inevitably challenge him to a duel and end up sparking off an increasingly annoying series of events.

Okay, that might be a bit far, but I read a lot of fantasy books back on Earth. Besides, if they’ve got a sparring area, it’s not unrealistic for people to posture and show off by using it.

“Here it is,” Isabel said, coming to a stop before a wide sandy amphitheater. Two rows of seats ringed the large area, which was sectioned off into fifty or sixty smaller squares. Almost all of the seats were empty, aside from a few students lounging around and eating.

The walls of the amphitheater had ladders all along them, allowing easy access to the training arenas below. Many of them were already in use. Noah prepared to duck as one student hurled a ball of flame at another and missed, but the spell struck an invisible barrier at the edge of their arena and dispersed with a ripple.

Noah suppressed the temptation to ask questions. He followed Todd and Isabel down the ladders and onto the sand, where the two of them walked up to a sectioned off bench at the edge of the entire arena.

Metal tokens shaped like shields and roughly the size of Noah’s palm sat in a large pile that threatened to tip over at the slightest wind. Both students grabbed a badge and affixed it to their lapels. Ripples of blue energy washed over their bodies, fading away as quickly as they had come.

Noah mirrored their motion. The energy tingled as it raced across his skin. He shuddered, then poked himself in the arm. A tiny ripple of force interfered with the motion, stopping his finger from making contact with his skin.

A deep fwoomp erupted from the arena where the two students had been fighting. One of them slammed against the invisible wall and grunted as the air was knocked from his lungs. His body lit up with a brilliant orange hue, and the shield token pinned to his chest started to let out a high-pitched whine.

“Gods damn it,” the boy cursed, slapping the shield. The whine receded along with the glow, and his sparring partner helped him to his feet with a snicker.

“Well?” Isabel demanded.

Noah dragged his gaze away from the other two students and cleared his throat. “Well what? I told you to show me what you were capable of, didn’t I?”

“You want us to spar you?” There was a note of eagerness in Isabel’s voice that gave Noah an immediate pause before he answered. Part of him was tempted to say yes, as the shield badges clearly interfered with damage and protected the wearer, but Isabel was far too excited.

Actually, aren’t they probably stronger than me right now? We’re around the same age, and Vermil had a bunch of shitty runes. I still have no clue what Todd and Isabel have, and they probably have combat experience on top of that. I’m going to lose all their respect if Isabel ends up cleaning the floor with my face.

“Not today, I’m afraid. Maybe you can work your way up to that. No, you’ll be sparring each other.”

“Figures,” Todd muttered.

“What was that?” Noah’s features sharpened, and he looked down the bridge of his nose at Todd, who glanced away to avoid meeting his gaze.

“Nothing.”

“Then get to it,” Noah said, stepping back to give them more room. The fighting rings were each about ten feet by ten feet, but he had no idea what kind of magic either of his students used.

Isabel and Todd moved to stand on either end of the arena. Todd lowered into a fighting stance and held his hands out to his sides. He raised them into the air, clawing his fingers as though pulling them through the water.

Ripples of energy followed the motion, and two orbs of flame sputtered to life in Todd’s palms. They raced to cover his hands, turning into flaming gauntlets.

Wait, how did he just generate fire? I was under the impression runes needed something to work with. You can’t just make it from nothing, right?

Noah studied Todd intensely. When he looked closer, he realized that Todd had an obsidian bracelet on each of his wrists that had previously been hidden by his clothes. The fire Todd was creating seemed to originate from them in incredibly thin streams before reaching his hands.

That’s interesting. He’s got something that generates the flames for him. Maybe a basic flint and steel that’s somehow activated by his runes? Interesting. That’s clever.

Unimpressed, Isabel gently placed her hand against her chest. Blue light lit beneath Isabel’s fingertips, and she wrapped her hand around a translucent hilt and pulled a long, slender sword free from within her chest. She flicked it to the side, then stood with her side to Todd, looking down her blade at him in a duelist’s stance.

Isabel raised her free hand, beckoning Todd on. He didn’t budge. They stared at each other for several seconds. The difference between the two students was striking. Todd was like a predator, tense and ready to pounce the moment he spotted a flicker of weakness. Noah could practically read his intentions like an open book, but that did nothing to make the smoldering fire licking up his forearms any less intimidating.

On the other side of the field, Isabel was the exact opposite. She stood with calm confidence, her sword unwavering and unreadable. Isabel was closer to a statue that barely acknowledged her opponent’s existence.

He watched them, transfixed. If someone had offered a bet, Noah would have put money on Todd being the one to break the stillness. He would have lost. Isabel finally broke their standoff, lunging forward and thrusting her blade at Todd’s chest.

Todd roared. He batted the blade to the side and swung his fist at Isabel’s jaw. She leaned back, vaulting into a cartwheel and catching Todd in the chin with her foot. He pushed through the blow and dove at Isabel.

His flaming hands narrowly missed her as she twisted to the side and flicked her sword at his side. Fire erupted around Todd in a small sphere, slamming into the sword and throwing it back. Instead of trying to hold onto it, Isabel released the weapon.

It flipped through the air and vanished. Isabel stepped forward and thrust her empty hand toward Todd’s back. Midway through the strike, her blade rematerialized in her grip. Todd desperately contorted his body and managed to get his left hand in the path of the strike.

Fire bloomed from his palm, and Isabel staggered back as their magic collided with a clean, humming note. Todd slammed his fist into the ground, and a ripple of fire erupted from the impact zone, roaring toward Isabel.

Her blue armor rippled, indicating the spell had struck her, and a faint yellow glow covered her body. Isabel pressed her lips together in fury. Her sword snapped out like a striking snake.

Todd moved to block it, but her sword abruptly vanished. Her hand passed by Todd’s harmlessly, and she spun it around just as the blade reformed. It scored on Todd’s side. He swore as his badge lit a faint orange and let out a warning hum.

Isabel didn’t wait for it to finish. She flicked her hand again and slammed the sword back down into the side of his neck. His body lit up with a brilliant red light and a warning hum rang through the arena.

“Damn it.” Todd slumped to the ground, letting the flames covering his fists sputter out. “I hate your magic.”

That wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be based on how they talked. Isabel’s more than fast enough to fight the Slashers, and with how oily their fur was, I bet Todd’s fire would set them off like torches. What’s the problem here?

“If you were better at using yours, maybe you’d be able to take more than a few hits before going down. Isn’t that fire supposed to fully cover your body like armor?”

“My runes aren’t strong enough to power that. And look who’s talking, you don’t even use magic. That’s literally just a sword.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Yes, it is.”

Noah cleared his throat. They both looked to him, glaring.

“Good enough for you?” Isabel asked as Todd pushed himself back up to his feet and pulled his badge off with a disgusted sigh.

“Yes. I’m not really sure what the issue is,” Noah admitted. “From how you spoke in class, I thought that you’d be completely incompetent, but you seem more than strong enough to fight the Slashers. What’s the problem here?”

“Are you insane?” Isabel demanded, dismissing her sword and throwing her hands up into the air in exasperation. “You think this was enough to fight a Slasher? You realize we can’t keep the shield badges, right? They don’t work outside the arena.”

“And? As long as you don’t get hit, it should be fine. Depending on how much control Todd has over his magic, he could throw a fireball and set the monster on fire. Then you can finish it off.”

“You seem to be forgetting the part where they fight back.” Todd crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned against the invisible wall of the arena, sending out a small ripple of magic where his shoulder touched it. “Neither of us will survive an attack from a Slasher. Sure, we might get lucky and kill one, but I don’t want to bet my life on a test that I’ve got a fifty-fifty chance of surviving.”

Right. Dying. Forgot about that bit.

Noah pursed his lips and fell silent, thinking. Isabel must have taken that as admitting defeat, because she pulled her own shield badge off and tossed it onto the table with the others.

“Look, you’ve got good intentions, but Todd is right. I’m not going to die for this.”

“What if I could prove that we could beat the Slashers normally?” Noah asked. “I believe you’ve promised me a month.”

“You still think it can be done?” Isabel raised an eyebrow. “I’m not convinced you’ve ever seen a Slasher. They’re fast. Faster than me.”

“And they don’t have magic,” Noah pointed out. He paused for a moment, then tilted his head slightly to the left. “Right?”

“Is that a trick question?” Todd asked.

Noah didn’t reply. He just mirrored Isabel’s expression, raising his eyebrow and giving them a small smile. Todd rolled his eyes.

“They don’t have magic. They’re not the Hellreaver. Not even this cursed school would send second-year students after a Great Monster.”

Noah clapped his hands together. Isabel and Todd both started, then glared at him.

“Then you’ve got the advantage. Here’s the deal. For the next five days, I want you and Isabel to practice as hard as you can against each other. Do everything you can to get stronger.”

“Like we aren’t already doing that already,” Todd muttered. “Thanks for the sage advice.”

“Meanwhile, I am going to go prepare a lesson plan,” Noah continued, completely ignoring Todd’s complaints. “You’ll have two days to rest after five days of practice. Then I’m going to take us all on a quick trip to the Scorched Acres, and we’re going to train against the monsters there.”

Todd added his shield plate to the pile and squinted at Noah. “You’re serious? Your solution to us not wanting to get killed is to… go get us killed earlier?”

“I’m a professor. Don’t you think I can handle myself?”

“No,” Todd and Isabel said at the same time.

“Bah. I’ll bring the head of one of them back with me as proof, then. How’s that?”

The two students exchanged a glance, momentarily at a loss for words. Noah beckoned encouragingly. Finally, Isabel sighed and gave him a curt nod.

“Fine, but we hide and don’t press any further if things look bad. I’m not dying for you to prove a point.”

“Deal.” Noah extended a hand. Isabel stared at it, wrinkling her upper lip in distaste. Noah wiggled the hand. Sighing, Isabel reached out and took it. They shook on it, and Noah turned to Todd. He did the same, muttering in annoyance under his breath.

“Happy?” Isabel asked.

“Not yet, but we’re getting there. Enjoy your week. Don’t skip out on practice, and you know where to find me if you need advice.”

“What kind of advice could we possibly get from you?” Todd asked. “The only thing you’ve really done is ask us questions that you don’t even know the answers to yourself.”

Noah shrugged in response. He raised his hand in farewell and strode away from the arena, leaving Todd and Isabel staring at his back in befuddlement. All things considered, he was pretty pleased with how the day had gone. Now he just had to make sure he could actually uphold his promise—but first, the discussion about the Hellreaver had gotten his attention.

The monster also had a Master Rune, just like what he suspected Sunder was. If he could find more information on it, even just a little, maybe it would help answer some more questions about his own magic.

Noah was loathe to spend any more time in the library than he needed, though. After all the years of waiting in line, every part of him longed to do literally anything else now that he had the beginnings of a baseline for what he could do.

Instead of giving in, Noah trudged over to the library and found a librarian, conveying his request. Unfortunately—or somewhat fortunately, according to Noah’s heart rather than his brain—the only informational book about the Hellreaver Ape had been checked out.

With that in mind, Noah set off toward the transport cannon. There was no good reason to wait any longer if the library wasn’t going to be of any immediate help, and he was secretly glad for it.

No library meant more things to do and less standing around.

He had some more monkeys to hunt.


Chapter Sixteen



Noah appeared in the Scorched Acres with a pop. He’d headed back to Tim and his cannon after leaving the arena, only stopping at his room to grab his gourd and a spare set of clothes, which now hung at his side in a small travel pouch that was slung over his shoulder.

Shaking the last vestiges of confusion from the teleportation off, Noah shook his head and scanned the area for monkeys. He could hear them hollering in the distance, but there didn’t look to be anything in the immediate area.

Noah tossed the bag holding his clothes into a tree. It missed spectacularly, flopping back to the ground a few paces to his side. Noah glanced over his shoulder, glad that nobody had seen that happen, then grabbed his bag and chucked it into the air.

This time, his throw was more accurate and the strap hooked on a protruding branch. He nodded to himself and mentally marked the spot before heading into the forest in the direction of the calls.

His goal was twofold. First, and most importantly, he needed to get stronger. He had four more Wind Runes to replace, and all of his new runes would have to be filled with energy. He didn’t dare risk replacing another rune until his Vibration Rune was at least slightly useful, though.

Second, he needed to figure out how to help Todd and Isabel each defeat a Slasher—preferably without getting ripped in half in the process. Noah paused as the hoots grew closer, rubbing his chin.

There would be time for more thinking later. Noah placed his gourd in the shadow of a tree and called on his magic before creeping forward.

A group of four smaller monkeys sat in conference around a pile of bloody scraps, grabbing and scratching at each other to try to get the biggest piece. Noah wasted no time in sending a blade of wind into the nearest one.

He got a second spell off before the first connected, and two of the monkeys crumpled to the ground, dead, before the others even realized he was there. The remaining two screamed in fury and spun toward him, their beady eyes burning with hatred.

Blood still dripped from their mouths as they charged at him. Their high-pitched screeching dug into Noah’s ears, but he didn’t let it distract him as he fired another wind blade off and threw himself to the side.

The unlucky monkey slammed into the tree behind Noah with a crunch, its throat slit. Blood and spittle flew from its lips as the final monster snagged a branch and redirected its motion, throwing itself at Noah.

It was considerably faster than him, but he knew where it was going. Noah reared back and swung his fist with all the might he could muster, charging it with power from his Vibration Rune.

His knuckles connected with the monkey’s flat nose. Bone crunched, and the monkey slammed into the ground, tremors rippling through its body. Noah brought his foot down on the monster’s head before it could lunge at him again, killing it. He shook his hand off, only pausing to shudder as a wave of energy flooded into him.

Not bad at all. They’re really starting to get predictable. These things just charge in a straight line at me. Actually, the Slashers kind of did the same thing too. That’s kind of odd. Shouldn’t there be a little more variance in their behavior?

Noah wiped his knuckles off on the dirt, getting as much of the monkey’s blood off them as possible before he continued. Killing off the small monsters wasn’t bad, but he got more energy from the Slashers, and fighting them was basically killing two birds with one stone.

He didn’t have to search for long. The Scorched Acres were absolutely riddled with monsters, and he soon found a Slasher digging at a tree that had somehow drawn its ire. The massive, long-armed monkey was just as ugly as all the others had been.

Noah raised his hand, preparing to summon his Wind Rune, then paused. Nobody else who had been using magic ever actually summoned the rune to their hands before they used it. For that matter, with how closely people guarded their runes, it felt like showing it every time he fought was probably in poor taste.

Instead of picturing the rune in his mind, Noah just called on its magic. It responded just as before, forming a thin white crescent before his palm—but without the rune behind it. Noah grinned, then fired the spell into the Slasher’s neck.

It bit deep, but the monster’s sinewy muscle was thicker than that of the small monkeys. A furious roar shook the tree, and the monkey lurched, instantly spotting Noah and loping toward him.

The urge to dive out of the way threatened to strangle Noah, but he shoved it to the side and stood his ground, watching the monkey with all of his concentration. It lifted its hands to the sides like a sumo wrestler.

It’s going to try to grab at me from the sides.

Noah dropped to the ground. The Slasher’s hands flew over his head, catching nothing but air, and he dove between its feet. He hit the ground in a roll and nearly slammed into a tree on the way up, but he managed to catch himself and spin around. The Slasher was already on top of him, its hands raised into the air above its head.

Again with the overhead attack.

Noah lunged to the side, staggering as he tripped over a root, but caught himself in time to send a wind blade into the Slasher’s side. It tore into the thick fur, and blood sputtered from the wound. The Slasher howled in fury and swiped at Noah.

And that’s the horizontal attack.

Noah rolled forward, rising to his feet right in front of the Slasher’s chest. He raised his hands and fired a wind blade straight into its throat. The cut was deep enough to connect with the other injury he’d inflicted on the monster at the start of the fight, severing its head entirely.

He jumped to the side as the Slasher crashed to the ground, dead before it landed. Noah’s heart thumped furiously, and energy coursed through his veins. A huge grin crossed Noah’s face, and he leaned against a tree to catch his breath.

I don’t get why they’re all fighting the same way, but it’s not that hard to react to moves when I already know what they’re going to do. It’s almost as if the monkeys all went to the same training camp. I wonder if there’s a drill sergeant monkey around here somewhere.

Noah snickered to himself. After he’d gathered the rest of his breath back, he knelt beside the monster, grimacing slightly at the thick stench surrounding it. It had been easy to forget when he was fighting, but it really did smell rancid.

A claw should be just as convincing as its head. I have one of those already, but two can’t hurt.

Noah spent a few minutes removing one of the Slasher’s claws, then cleaned it off and stuffed it into his pocket. He left the monster feeling more pleased than he could recall in quite some time.

Barely any time had passed since his arrival, so Noah recollected his gourd and set off to find more monsters to kill—and he found them. With his steadily growing understanding of how they fought, Noah found every fight easier than the last.

Several times, he ran into the monkeys so quickly that he used up the reserves in his main Wind Rune and had to fall back to the second or third ones, but he always took a break to recover his energy after getting that far.

The last thing he wanted to do was ruin his clothes because he’d run out of strong Wind Magic, and have no way to fight back against the monsters effectively.

Time passed, and the day quickly turned to night. Noah continued his hunt, bolstered by the refreshing energy that greeted him after every kill. He was already remarkably bad at keeping time after his years spent in the afterlife, and this wasn’t helping in the slightest.

Noah grew more confident with every fight, which only pushed him to fight harder and seek out more foes. It was an addictive cycle, especially when he didn’t have to deal with the agony of wounds.

That was, of course, when Noah’s luck ran out. He had just finished off the last stragglers in a group of small monkeys, when he spotted a monkey staring at him from behind a tree—though the word “monkey” was starting to feel more and more like a stretch.

Its eyes were comically large, bulging out of its head like those of a frog. Two curling fangs jutted out from its lower jaw, and its knuckles dragged along the ground behind it as the creature stepped toward Noah, its tongue lolling out from its mouth.

“You’re one ugly bastard,” Noah muttered. This monkey didn’t even have any claws that he could see. It would have been fairly close to a human had it not been for its impressively ugly face and long arms.

Noah readied a wind blade and took aim at its throat. He fired the spell—and the monkey ducked. It grabbed a rock from the ground and, with a furious holler, lobbed it at Noah.

The rock streaked through the air like a bullet and slammed into Noah’s forehead. He crumpled to the ground, and his soul launched out of the corpse before it could even hit the ground.

Noah stared down at his body as the wide-eyed monster loped up to it and slapped him in the face a few times before ripping him open like a ripe banana. Noah gagged.

“God damn it.” He embraced the rope of energy that tightened around his neck.

That’s a good reminder; I’ll take it as a lesson. That’s how easily Todd and Isabel are going to get killed if I don’t prepare them properly. I can’t treat this like a game. They don’t have second chances like I do.

Then he was flying, trees flitting through him as his soul was dragged back to the gourd. His body reformed around him, and Noah sat upright with a groan, massaging his forehead and grimacing as sharp, burnt sticks poked into his naked backside. A violent headache pounded in his skull, worse than many of the ones he’d had before. Noah pushed himself upright, still cradling his head, and grabbed his gourd.

“That was humiliating. Damn,” Noah muttered, leaning against the tree and looking up into the sky. Night was already starting to fall away, and the morning sun had started to peek over the edge of the horizon. “I’m going to kill that thing the next time I’m here.”

Noah waited for a few hours, then trudged over to where his corpse should have been. His entire top half was missing along with one of his legs, but the monkey had tossed his torn-up clothes to the side in a wet, bloody pile.

Grumbling in pain, Noah grabbed his grimoire and wiped it off. It must have been enchanted somehow because the blood came off remarkably easily. He located his daggers and scooped them up as well. Clutching the book in front of his legs, Noah made the walk of shame over to his spare clothes.

He’d ventured deeper into the woods than he’d thought, but mercifully managed to reach and change into them just a little under thirty minutes before he was pulled back to Arbitage, headache and all.


Chapter Seventeen



“Hullo!” Tim called cheerfully as Noah’s body slammed into the iron cage, rattling his throbbing brain in his skull and sending spikes of agony coursing through him. “I see your clothes survived the trip this time.”

If only you knew.

Noah grunted in agreement, unable to muster the energy to give a better response. He gave Tim a weak smile, just to make sure the man wasn’t too offended by his sudden lack of interest in communication, then stepped onto the lift.

His head thumped in anger at his death the entire way back to his room, intensifying with every loud noise or bright light. By the time he finally stumbled into the room, it felt like he’d had a migraine for at least a month.

Cursing under his breath, Noah stumbled into his bed and buried his head under his pillow, muting the faint chirps of the birds and distant conversation from below his window. He screwed his eyes shut and focused on the rhythm of his heartbeat, using it like a lifeline to try to pull himself out of the pain.

It didn’t work too well, but he couldn’t think of anything better to do. Noah remained there for several hours until the pain finally started to abate and he was able to take control of his facilities once again.

Noah slipped out of bed and took a detour to his bathroom to splash cold water on his face. He ran his hands through his hair and sighed, leaning on the sink and resting his head against the mirror.

“Idiot. You let yourself get too cocky.” He pressed his lips together and pushed back. There was no point in promising himself that he’d avoid it in the future. It had been a painful reminder, but his advantage had been hammered back into his head.

The monsters were deadly, but he had infinite chances to fight them. Nobody else did, which might have been why the students didn’t realize how simple it was to defeat the Slashers. If that went for everything…

A tiny grin tugged at Noah’s lips, but it wasn’t quite enough to pull him out of his annoyance. He shook his head and closed his eyes, reaching into his mind to check on the progress of his runes.

They greeted him like an old friend, the seven glimmering patterns blinking to life in the darkness around him. Pressure from the Sunder Rune above Noah bore down on him, but he pointedly avoided looking up at it.

There was just too much to deal with, and he didn’t dare fiddle with the massive rune any further until he at least had a rudimentary grasp of his normal ones. Noah’s eyes caught on the edge of the darkness in his mental space.

Bright patches of white void were appearing as a small section of dark energy crumbled away. Noah approached it with a nervous frown, watching as a tiny fragment of black vanished into the white nothingness.

It wasn’t in the same spot that the previous damage had been, but it was close. For that matter, a portion of the previous damage had healed over again, but it still hadn’t been completely patched over.

“So that’s it. I take some form of soul or mental damage whenever I die,” Noah realized. “Not permanent, from the looks of things.”

He let out a sigh of relief.

“Thank God. There’s a limit. That means it’s not completely out of my control. Anything with no real limit is just limited by something you don’t understand, and the price for this one doesn’t seem too bad. Still… I want to know why I come back to life and why it’s at the gourd. Did that demon curse me? Did it also have a gourd that it just carried around? Damn. Too many questions.”

Noah watched the tiny pieces of white void, but they weren’t getting any larger. He was fairly certain that they were what was causing his headache as well. The fragmentation of his mind or soul—whichever he was currently in—couldn’t have been painless.

Judging from the rate of healing from the previous damage, Noah was fairly certain that it took a few days to patch up a single death. As long as he kept himself from kicking the bucket more than that, he was pretty sure everything would be fine. It couldn’t have been healthy to die more than once every few days anyway.

Noah returned to the center of his mindspace and approached the Vibration Rune. It let out a gentle hum as he approached. The rune was brighter than it had been before, and Noah could feel the energy within it.

There was more, without a doubt, though he still couldn’t tell exactly how much. Noah’s other runes had all gained some energy as well, the full Wind Runes notwithstanding. He smiled in satisfaction.

Making progress felt good. Much better than the godawful rat race of being a teacher on Earth.

A faint pang of longing echoed through Noah’s chest. He didn’t miss the administration or the awful pay in the slightest, but his students had been one of the few memories that had actually kept him company during his long wait in the line.

He was sure they’d probably all forgotten him and were long dead by now, but that didn’t change things in the slightest. Noah’s hands clenched. It didn’t matter whether he was on Earth or whatever planet this was.

Any student of his was going to have the best shot at life that they could.

Noah opened his eyes to the bathroom and turned away from the sink, heading back to the main room. He needed to⁠—

A Slasher’s ugly face peered at him from just beyond the window. Noah launched himself to the side and summoned a blade of wind to his hands, rearing back to throw it⁠—

There was nothing in the window. Noah’s heart bucked in his chest, beating violently as he stood still for several seconds. He slowly approached the window, the blade of wind still readied above his palm. There was nothing.

Noah let out a slow breath and tried to calm his racing nerves. He let several minutes pass and slowed his breathing, focusing on releasing the tension in his body.

I’m fighting too much if I’m starting to see things. Who would have thought that the human mind isn’t exactly psychologically prepared for constant fighting and dying.

Noah remained there for a few more minutes before he was confident that he had complete control over himself again. There wasn’t anything he could think of to do about the vision, so he turned his attention to more productive tasks. Noah sat down at his desk, pulled his grimoire out, and set it down in front of him.

A thought struck Noah. He blinked, then started to smile.

Why didn’t I think of this before? They’re going to be in for quite the surprise after their week of training is done.

Noah closed the grimoire and tucked it back into its holster. He cleared his throat and kicked his legs, twiddling his thumbs. He scanned his room, finding himself with down time for the first time since he’d arrived on this world.

It didn’t feel good.

Noah’s eyes landed on the pile of papers in the corner. He’d still yet to reorganize them after mistakenly throwing them everywhere with his Wind Magic. Noah stood and walked up to the pile.

At its top was the paper warning for Skinwalkers.

Skinwalker group has been spotted in the area. Be wary of colleagues or students that you recognize who speak or move in an odd manner, especially those that have been missing for more than three weeks. It takes Skinwalkers time to completely merge with a body and absorb the residual memories within it. They are especially attracted to people with powerful runes and can occasionally be well spoken.

Take extreme care when running into anyone who makes you feel uncomfortable, or who simply seems “off.” Skinwalkers are not especially dangerous after they have been discovered, but they are insidious killers that often have more kills than vastly more deadly monsters.

If you suspect someone you know to be a Skinwalker, seek out another professor or confront them immediately.

“Makes me wonder who’s at the top of the food chain here,” Noah mused, setting the paper down. “Is it powerful mages? Or are there monsters that are even stronger than them? Those Great Monsters, maybe?”

He wasn’t about to get the answers to those questions in his room. Noah sighed and gathered a stack of papers. It was as good a time as any to sort through Vermil’s stuff with a more careful eye and see if there was anything important that he’d missed.
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Going through the pile took considerably longer than Noah had expected. He’d guessed that it would take the rest of the day at most, but it ended up taking him all day and then a good portion of the next morning.

To his great annoyance, the vast majority of the information within the paper could have been boiled down to roughly one sentence.

Vermil was a lazy, entitled brat from a rich family that had peaked in high school and had absolutely no plans of doing anything about that.

He had dozens of letters from girls that Noah suspected to be his former students, trading a variety of favors in exchange for passing grades. Amongst them were several complaints from other professors and teachers directed to Arbitage, all of which had been rejected.

The Linwicks just donated too much money to the school and Vermil had known it. The smug bastard had literally been given the complaints, which he’d saved as some form of stupid memento.

“You definitely had this coming,” Noah informed Vermil’s body. “Don’t worry. I’ll put your body to much better use than you ever could have.”

I just hope your family feels the same way. Moxie implied that they clearly cared about reputation, though. Something just doesn’t add up. Why would Vermil be allowed to be such a scumbag if he was representing this rich family?

With that, another thought struck him, and Noah’s frown deepened even further.

Wait. Vermil was in the Scorched Acres, but he was planning on letting Isabel and Todd cheat their way through the exam. How does that make sense? I’m missing something. I’m missing a lot of somethings.

Unfortunately, whatever he was missing didn’t seem to be in the now-organized piles of paper before him. Noah pursed his lips. There were all too many things that he couldn’t quite put a finger on, and that wasn’t even mentioning whoever had tried to kill him.

Noah stood up from the desk. The questions would still be waiting for him when he got back, but there were more monkeys to train against. If he wanted to make sure he could demonstrate everything to his students, his form would have to be immaculate.

And I need to find that bastard that chucked the rock at me and send him to wait in a line for a few centuries. I wonder how many different kinds of monkeys there are in the forest. Actually, for that matter, why aren’t there other monsters? Monkeys can’t possibly make up an entire ecosystem.

Noah grabbed a spare set of clothes from his dwindling supply and swept out of his room, locking the door firmly behind him before striding down the hall and heading for Tim’s tower. The more he thought about things, the more questions he had. Perhaps the older man would answer a few things while he got the cannon prepared.

Before long, Noah had reached the tower. After a short wait in line, the lift rattled him up to the dome at the top, and Tim greeted him with a wide grin.

“Hullo there. You’ve been using the Travel Anywhere In No Time system quite a bit now. It’s damn useful, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Noah agreed. “I’ve been doing a lot of preparation for the exams next month at Scorched Acres.”

“Dedicated bloke, you are. You giving the monkeys the good ole one-two?”

“Doing my best to,” Noah said with a chuckle.

“At least someone is,” Tim said, rolling his eyes. “Same place, then?”

“Yeah, same place. What do you mean by that, though? Don’t the other professors go there a lot as well, especially as the test gets closer?” Noah asked.

Tim let out a snort. “Certainly not with me, but I’ve ferried a few students to it. Most of the time, people don’t really go down there.”

“I see.”

“It ain’t just the monkeys, you know,” Tim said with a panicked wave. “There’s also that great beastie in the area. The Hellreaver.”

“Expand on that?” Noah asked tentatively.

“You know, the Great Monster,” Tim said, holding his hands out to his sides, then frowning as if disappointed by his inability to properly show how large the monster was. “The giant ape thing. Nobody wants to run into that.”

“And we still have the test in the forest?”

Tim shrugged. “It doesn’t go after students. Not enough magic in ‘em. Also, the thing is usually asleep. As long as you don’t go too close to it, you’re fine.”

Noah opened his mouth, then closed it. If that was really the case, it wasn’t exactly a terrible idea. Powerful animals on Earth were usually pretty territorial as well, so if the Hellreaver kept other strong monsters away, it might have actually been beneficial.

Might have been. He wasn’t convinced.

“Interesting. I never thought about it like that.”

There was a loud clunk as the cannon aligned itself. Tim gave Noah an expectant look, and Noah climbed into the tube.

“Say, do you know why the forest is just full of monkeys and nothing else?” Noah asked before Tim could fire him off.

“We corralled them there a few years back. It’s how the forest got scorched. Nothing else can survive, and they just eat each other,” Tim replied with a chuckle. “You really are new, aren’t you? It was huge news a few years ago.”

“Good to know,” Noah said. “Thanks, Tim. See you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” Tim agreed, tipping an imaginary hat to Noah. Energy swirled and prickled at Noah’s skin before enveloping his body. The world snapped into shades of blue, and Noah was launched into the Ether and sent hurtling toward the Scorched Acres.


Chapter Eighteen



Over the course of the rest of the week, Noah died four times. Each one was to the gangly, bug-eyed monkeys that he’d dubbed Chuckers. They all lived deeper into the forest than the Slashers and small monkeys, and each death was disappointing at best. He got farther in every fight, but the monsters were just so much faster than everything else he’d fought. That, on top of their penchant for hurling rocks, made them deadly enemies.

Several times, even when he wasn’t at the Scorched Acres, Noah could have sworn that he saw the cursed monsters lurking in the shadows of his room and watching him from beyond the window.

The visions didn’t seem to have any rhyme or reason to them, and Noah had absolutely no idea what to do about them. As such, he used a technique he’d mastered back on Earth when his school had cut off his health insurance—he ignored the problem and convinced himself that it would sort itself out on its own.

By the end of the week, Noah had managed to claim victory over the Chuckers a single time. That didn’t bother him in the slightest. Every single fight, Noah gained more understanding of the monsters. He lasted a few seconds longer and did more damage. Each fight was a learning opportunity and nothing more. After all, he didn’t need to win every fight. He didn’t even need to win most of them.

He just needed to win one.

When the first Chucker had finally fallen before him, Noah couldn’t bring himself to do anything but laugh. The monster had given him more energy than even the Slashers had, though not by a huge margin.

There would have been a time when Noah might have considered waiting for an even fight out of honor or some other equally misguided notion, but that was before he’d been brained by a rock a few too many times in a row. The only thing he cared about now was learning more about how the monsters fought before he went down.

More than anything else, Noah had come to one conclusion. Magic was incredible. As far as he could tell, the runes could control anything directly related to them, limited only by his creativity. The more difficult his desires were to replicate, the more energy they took.

But even as he grew stronger, Noah found himself lacking. More often than not, Noah’s death was a direct result of his inability to make his body move the way he needed it to. Magic was great, but not tripping over a log and falling face first into a monster’s claws was a pretty useful advantage as well.

He’d never considered himself clumsy, but there was a difference between avoiding protruding doorframes while walking through his house and not tripping over a dozen protruding roots at ankle level while trying to keep his organs from getting aired out.

Despite his trouble with the Chuckers, Noah hammered the method of fighting Slashers down to a fine science. The once-threatening monsters were now little more than cumbersome bags of energy, their movements so predictable that Noah could practically tell what they were going to do before they thought of it themselves.

When the day to regroup with Isabel and Todd came around, Noah was satisfied with his progress. All of his runes had grown considerably in strength, and even without direct training, Noah could feel his body responding better to his mental commands. Perhaps it was just his soul getting used to piloting the meat-sack around, or perhaps it was just experience. Either way, it was working.

He set out that morning, arriving in his classroom wearing his second to last set of teacher’s robes. The rest had been sacrificed at the altar of ugly monkeys.

To his delight, both Todd and Isabel were already there. Noah’s grin faded a moment later. Todd and Isabel were already there.

“Crud. Am I late again?”

“No,” Isabel said, spinning a small dagger between her fingers idly. “We just wanted to get this over with and didn’t have anything better to do. I’m not seeing any monkey heads in your hands.”

“I settled on a claw.”

Noah tossed the Slasher’s claw onto the table in front of him. Isabel’s eyes traced it through the air, widening imperceptibly before she got control over her features again. She stepped around the desk and picked it up, squinting.

“You could have bought this from someone. I’ve seen them for sale. That’s why we agreed on the Slasher’s head.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “There’s still blood on it. It’s fresh.”

“Could have bought it fresh,” Todd said.

“Well, I didn’t want to lug a bloody head around, so a claw is what you get.” Noah crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “I’ll admit I did promise to get a head, but I really don’t have that many pairs of clothes to ruin. You’ll just have to take my word that I really did get that claw myself.”

Neither of his students looked particularly convinced, but that was fine. They didn’t look unconvinced either. Noah would settle for that. He’d set things straight soon enough.

“I don’t suppose you’ll decide that this was a bad idea and cancel it?” Isabel tried.

“Nope.” Noah cheerfully clapped his hands together. “Enough about me. How has training been? Make any progress?”

“It’s been a week, man.” Todd rolled his eyes. “How quickly do you think things are going to change? Nothing will suddenly happen in just a few days.”

“Not with that attitude. What about you, Isabel?”

“I won every match against Todd.”

“Because your magic works better in confined spaces. It’s in your favor,” Todd complained, crossing his arms. “The arenas don’t represent real life at all.”

“Would you prefer to spar without the aid of the shield badges?” Isabel raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure you’ll fare much better when I actually run you through with my sword. You’d just die even faster in a so-called real fight.”

“Not if I cook you first.”

“Children. Enough,” Noah said. “You can bicker with each other later. We’ve got some monkeys to kill today.”

“You’re literally the same age as us,” Isabel pointed out. “You can’t call us children.”

“I can when you act like them. You get the big-girl tone when you act like one. Come along. We’re going to go on a field trip to Tim.”

Noah headed out of the classroom, pausing just long enough to wait for Todd and Isabel to fall in line behind him before continuing. He did note that, despite Isabel’s reluctance to go, she’d brought a small travel bag with her. Two water skins hung from its sides, and he suspected that there was food inside.

“Who’s Tim?” Todd asked.

“The old guy that operates the transport cannon. Have you never used it before? It’s quite useful. Saves a lot of travel time, and I don’t know about the two of you, but I can’t fly.”

“Don’t you have Wind Runes?” Isabel asked.

“Lesser ones. Great for cutting things and ruffling hair, not so great for actually picking myself up.”

Their conversation trailed off, and the three headed across campus, reaching the transport cannon a short while later. The line wasn’t very long, and after a quick chat with Tim, the cannon was aligned with the Scorched Acres.

Isabel and Todd’s expressions had been steadily getting more nervous over the course of the past few minutes as they slowly realized that Noah was dead serious about the entire expedition. Both of them kept glancing around, as if expecting a bunch of other professors to jump out and yell “surprise,” but no such saviors arrived.

“Follow in after me, you two. Don’t dally too long.” Noah gave an appreciative nod to Tim before he climbed into the cannon. There was a brilliant flash, and then he too was gone.

The sensation of getting thrust into the blue, wavy dimension still unnerved Noah, but he was starting to get used to it. Noah slammed down feet first onto the packed, reddish-brown dirt of the Scorched Acres. Todd and Isabel thumped down beside him, disorientation in their eyes. They both looked a little green.

“It’s an odd experience,” Noah said. “Don’t worry. It’s not so bad after you do it a few times.”

“That’s assuming we don’t get stabbed today,” Isabel said. “How did you talk us into this again?”

“Your passion for learning and self-growth drove you to take risks and seek out opportunities to better yourself.”

“You blackmailed us,” Todd said.

“Semantics,” Noah replied with a grin. “Why don’t we get started by finding some small monkeys? They’re not too dangerous. Just don’t make too much noise, or we might draw a horde of them down on us.”

He set off into the forest. Todd and Isabel hurried after him, sending worried glances into the sea of blackened trees. Burnt foliage cracked beneath their feet with every step, and they flinched at every sound.

That’s probably what I looked like when I first showed up in this crispy forest. I’m glad nobody was around to see it.

Noah held his hand up. His students froze behind him.

“What is it?” Isabel whispered.

“Monkey.” Noah pointed through the trees, where a small monster hung from a branch, swinging to and fro in a gentle motion. “It’s asleep. Good start for us. Who wants to go first?”

Todd and Isabel both pointed at each other. Noah sighed. He pointed at Isabel. “You were bragging about winning the fights. You’re up.”

Isabel pressed her lips together. She flexed her hands and took a step forward, swallowing heavily. Then she closed her eyes. Faint energy sparked along her skin, just barely bright enough for Noah to see it.

Nearly a minute passed.

“I’d suggest moving before the wind changes and it smells us,” Noah said.

“She’s preparing, man. Calm down,” Todd said.

“What do you mean? I didn’t see Isabel do any preparation when you fought in the arena. What does she need to prepare?”

“A Shield,” Todd answered, as if it were the most logical thing in the world. “It’s not like we can use the school ones out here, and they’re damn hard to do right.”

Noah looked back at Isabel. A bead of sweat rolled down her forehead. Her lips were pressed together in concentration, and a very faint sheen had covered her skin. It was nearly invisible. Noah was far from an expert, but the Shield didn’t look particularly strong.

“I see. That seems like it takes a lot of energy.”

“Of course it does. It’s the hardest part,” Todd muttered. “By the time I finish making one, I’m usually completely spent. Then it goes down in a single attack, and it all ends up being a complete waste of energy. You see the problem here? We’re not ready for this.”

“Have you considered just not making a Shield?”

Todd gave Noah a flat stare. “Seriously? And what? Die if we get hit?”

“Just don’t get hit.”

Isabel’s eyes snapped open. Todd and Noah both closed their mouths and turned to watch Isabel. She drew her sword from her chest and stalked toward the monkey, crouching to make herself a smaller target. Small sticks crunched beneath her feet with every step. Noah grimaced.

With the smaller monkeys, it was better to just kill them quickly. Isabel’s approach was so slow that he was pretty sure it was going to end up waking up before she reached it. He gathered a blade of wind in his hand, watching the monster closely.

Sure enough, the monkey’s eyes snapped open. It dropped from the tree, spinning toward Isabel and bearing its yellowed fangs as it let out a screech. She thrust her sword at the monster, but she didn’t commit to the strike.

Instead of running the monster through, Isabel’s sword barely scratched its shoulder before she flinched back. The monkey hollered and lunged at her, forcing Isabel to backpedal. She displayed none of the speed and confidence that Noah had seen during her fight with Todd in the arena.

Isabel dove to the side, barely avoiding the monster’s claws, and scrambled back on all fours. Screeching its victory, the monkey leapt for Isabel’s throat. She screamed, and blood splattered across her face as Noah’s wind blade caught the monster in the neck, killing it instantly. The monster collapsed on top of her legs. Noah stalked over to her and grabbed the monkey’s body, throwing it off Isabel.

She stared at the dead monster with wide eyes, breathing heavily. Isabel swallowed and slowly stood back up, unable to tear her eyes away from the monkey’s corpse. The sheen covering her skin flickered and faded away.

“Good attempt,” Noah said. “But… what was that, Isabel? You’re better than what you just showed. I know you can do more than what we just saw. Your moves in the arena were incredible!”

“Are you kidding? It nearly killed me!”

“You had no confidence in your abilities,” Noah corrected. “You would have killed it with no difficulty if you’d actually gone at it the same way you went at Todd.”

“Or it would have killed me faster.” Isabel’s voice was higher-pitched than normal, and her eyes were wild as she thrust a finger in the dead monkey’s direction. “Look how fast it was! If it got two attacks off, my Shield might have shattered and I’d be dead.”

“Not if you’d killed it first, though.”

Isabel just shook her head. She wiped the blood from her face and shuddered. “Yeah, right. Can you just give this up? It’s easy to stand back and sling magic from afar, but you’re not the one staring the monster down. I don’t use Wind Magic.”

“And you feel the same?” Noah asked Todd.

Todd nodded empathetically. “We’re just going to get ourselves killed doing this. I can’t afford a powerful shielding artifact like the kids from rich families. I’ve got to make one in the field myself, just like Isabel. Once we save up enough for a real Shield, then maybe we can train. But you’re just fooling yourself if you think we’re like you.”

“Like me?” Noah blinked. “You think I’ve got some fancy shield protecting me?”

“Of course you do,” Isabel snapped, turning her accusatory gaze toward Noah. “You’re from the Linwick family. No matter what bullshit you spew, we’re not in the same position. We don’t have your advantages—which you somehow blew hard enough to still be a terrible teacher.”

Noah pulled his cloak off and tossed it to the ground. His shirt followed it down, and the cold wind bit at his bare chest. Noah turned in a circle so they could see his entire upper body.

“I don’t have a Shield.”

“You’ve just got it in your pants,” Todd said.

Noah raised an eyebrow. “You want me to take them off too?”

“Please don’t,” Isabel said quickly, but her face had gone paler than it had been before. “But why in the world did you come here without your Shield? Are you an idiot? What if the monkeys try to kill us?”

“That’s… kind of their whole thing,” Noah replied in a baffled tone. “What are you talking about?”

“You could have fought them with a Shield! Now they’ll just kill us if they show up,” Todd hissed. He thrust a finger into Noah’s chest. “Are you trying to get us all killed?”

Noah batted Todd’s hand away. “You thought this would be safer because I’d have some shield that would let me act like some form of living wall to the monsters?”

“Obviously,” Todd snapped. “There’s no way you would put yourself in a dangerous position, but you’ve clearly completely lost your mind.”

A howl echoed through the forest, and all three of them snapped their mouths shut. Sticks cracked, and a large, clawed hand wrapped around a tree across from them, crushing it with a crack. A Slasher stepped into view, its flat nose flaring. Isabel and Todd stared at Noah with wide, terrified eyes.

“We’re going to die,” Isabel whispered.


Chapter Nineteen



“Should we run?” Todd asked, keeping himself extremely still in what was likely the vain hope that the monster hadn’t noticed them yet.

“Don’t bother. Slashers are much faster than humans,” Noah said. “Both of you, please watch closely. I don’t know who taught you up until this point, but they’ve completely failed in their role.”

“It was you,” Todd muttered, but Noah was already walking toward the Slasher.

The monkey’s beady eyes were fixed on him. A globule of drool rolled down the side of its mouth and dripped onto its chest. It let out a furious screech and charged, smashing through a thin tree and reaching out to grab Noah.

He ducked, letting its hands fly harmlessly over his head, then glanced back at his students. Isabel and Todd had both pressed their backs to the trees. Their faces were masks of horror. It was clear that neither expected him to survive the fight, and there was no way they’d actually be paying attention to anything he said.

Noah sighed. The monkey raised its hands into the air and brought them down for him. Dodging the attack, Noah slammed his fist into the monkey’s side and unleashed his Vibration Rune.

It screeched in pain, staggering back as a wave rocked through its body, vibrating it so violently that its teeth cracked together. Noah saw the opportunity to send a wind blade into its throat and kill the monster, but he intentionally didn’t take it.

A roar echoed through the dry forest, and the Slasher whipped a massive, clawed hand at Noah’s chest. He rolled toward the monster, allowing the strike to pass harmlessly overhead, then slammed his fist into its chest, vibrating it again.

The Slasher stumbled into the tree behind it, cracking its trunk and sending it smashing to the ground. Noah sent a wind blade into the monster’s chest, and it screamed, clawing at the wound and piercing him with a furious, dull-eyed stare.

“Come on, then,” Noah said, beckoning the monkey on with a confident smile.

Huge claws carved through the air for his neck. Noah leaned back, and the wind from the Slasher’s strikes ruffled his hair. Noah straightened back up and sent another blade of wind into the monster, this time taking it in the neck.

Its scream turned into a gurgling gag, and Noah put it out of its misery with one final wind blade. He looked back at Isabel and Todd, taking a single step to the side just before the Slasher crashed down, falling where he’d been standing. Energy poured into him from the Slasher, but he didn’t let it show on his face.

Two awed stares met his eyes. Sheer disbelief mixed with shock on Isabel and Todd’s faces. Noah couldn’t deny feeling just a little bit smug at their expressions. After all the times the Slashers had killed him, it felt nice to be the hunter.

“See? You don’t need a Shield if you don’t get hit.” Noah rejoined them and grabbed his clothes from the ground. He pulled his shirt back on and threw the jacket over it, straightening the lapels.

“How?” Isabel asked. “You really didn’t use a Shield?”

“I believe I already confirmed that. Did you see any colorful magic on my skin?”

“No, but…”

“No Shield,” Noah said firmly. “I’m not saying Shields are bad, but if casting one is crippling you to the point where you literally can’t fight anymore, then it’s only holding you back.”

“Aren’t you scared you’ll get hurt?” Todd asked. “What if you die?”

Noah shrugged. It would have been pretty disingenuous to say he feared death. Fighting made his veins pump adrenaline like nothing else. After all those years waiting in line, it was like huffing a drug straight from the source.

“Then I die. I’m not scared of pain, though. There are healing potions to deal with that. And did that fight look very painful for me?”

Isabel shook her head. A small light of hope sparked in her eyes. “So you’re really strong enough to take out monsters without ever getting hurt? How much strength have you been hiding? I’ve always thought you were a worthless, greasy lecher.”

“Thank you,” Noah said dryly. Even though it wasn’t technically him that Isabel was describing, it still didn’t feel great. “And no, that’s not what I’m saying. What you saw today was the result of weeks of agony. I got cut up more times than I can count. The vast majority of the last few days were spent in pain.”

Isabel swallowed. “You mean you let these monsters tear you to shreds?”

“I adapted. I learned how they fight. That’s how you get stronger,” Noah said with a shrug. “And now I don’t need a Shield against them. When I fight an opponent in the future that’s similar to them, I’ll probably be better off against that one as well. Eventually, after enough experience, I’ll have all that extra energy to fight with that everyone else wastes on a Shield.”

“And the scars to go with it,” Todd said darkly. “You’re telling us we have to rip ourselves to shreds every single day? I’ll admit that we seriously misjudged you, but I’m not going to subject myself to this insanity.”

Noah smiled and clapped Todd on the shoulder. He blinked in surprise, giving Noah a confused look.

“You don’t have to.”

“What do you mean? Wasn’t that what this was all about?” Todd asked.

“No. I did all of this so that you wouldn’t have to. That’s my job as a teacher.” Noah’s smile stretched even wider. “See, all the Slashers seem to act the exact same way. What I’ve learned isn’t instinct; it’s pattern. The Slashers attack in the same few ways. If you know what’s coming, you can react to it.”

“And you can show us!” Isabel exclaimed, understanding dawning over her a moment before Todd’s eyes also lit up.

“That’s genius, and it makes sense too. I bet they all act the same because all the Slashers are probably bound to the Hellreaver Ape because of its Master Rune. They probably can’t think for themselves, so they’ve defaulted to a common pattern.”

They what now? I seriously need to learn more about the capabilities of Master Runes. That would explain a lot, though. If the monkeys are basically hive-minded to the big boss, it wouldn’t waste a ton of energy making them all act individually.

“Now you see,” Noah said, plastering a knowing look on his face. “So, how about it? Want to try to pass this test legitimately and come out as stronger students at the end of it? Or would you rather cheat and leave the year scared of a pathetic little monkey?”

He nudged the corpse of the monster that had nearly killed Isabel with a toe. Isabel and Todd followed the movement, then looked back up at him.

“I want to learn,” Todd said.

“I do too,” Isabel added.

“Fantastic,” Noah said with a smile, starting off into the woods. “Then we’re going to give this another go, starting with one of the small monkeys. Todd, you’re up this time.”

“What do I do?” Todd asked as he and Isabel fell in behind Noah.

“Strike with confidence but not recklessness,” Noah replied. “Despite my words, I don’t exactly have any healing supplies. I’m confident I can protect you from most things, but I can’t do anything if you’re acting dumb. The small monkeys will sprint straight at you without any regard for their safety, and they’re really not all that fast. You should be able to kill it with a strong attack to the head. Just stand your ground and don’t panic.”

Todd nodded in understanding. Noah held a hand up for silence, listening to the sounds of the distant monkey calls in the woods before setting off again. A few minutes later, he spotted their next target.

A monster was hunched over near the base of a tree, gnawing on what looked like a legbone. Idly, Noah wondered if it was one of his. He’d certainly left more than a few lying around the forest in the past few days. That particular thought made him grimace.

I have to start cleaning up my bodies or someone’s going to notice something.

“You’re up,” Noah whispered. “Don’t waste all that energy on your Shield. The monkey will be on you before you can finish putting the stupid thing together.”

Todd gave a terse nod. Flames sputtered to life around his clenched fists, and the monkey’s head jerked up. Its dark eyes latched onto Todd as it let out a loud shriek, lobbing its bone onto the ground and pulling itself to its feet with a tree branch.

Isabel’s knuckles turned white as she grabbed the hilt of her sword. Noah put a hand on Todd’s shoulder and gently pushed him forward.

“Straight ahead. Don’t flinch. You mentioned having a ranged attack when talking with Isabel. Use it before it gets within arm’s reach of you, or I’m going to intervene.”

Todd grunted his understanding, not taking his eyes off the monster. The monkey bared its teeth and hooted, launching itself from the tree branch and charging them. Todd lifted his hands and drew in a deep breath, taking aim.

It reminded Noah of his first fatal wind blade. A small smile crossed his lips as Todd roared and thrust his hands forward, sending a lance of orange flame into the charging monkey. The spell enveloped the monster’s head.

In an instant, the flame leapt across the monkey’s entire body, lighting up its greasy hair. It let out a screech of pain, giving up on the charge and desperately batting at itself to no avail.

The fire spread with terrifying speed, consuming the monkey within mere seconds. It crumpled to the ground, charred to a blackened crisp. Isabel and Todd stared at it. Noah clapped Todd on the back.

“There you go,” Noah said. “Was that so difficult?”

“Why didn’t it dodge?” Todd muttered.

“Because it’s stupid, and I bet that strategy probably works on a lot of people. Nobody’s natural response to getting charged by a terrifying monster is to stand their ground,” Noah said. “That’s the benefit of knowing your opponent.”

Isabel’s gaze lowered. Noah flicked her in the shoulder.

“Don’t feel bad about failing your first time around. You fight at much closer range, and you didn’t have any reason to believe in me yet, nor did you have the advice I gave Todd. Life isn’t a single run, you know. You’ve got more chances. Get it on the next one.”

Isabel raised her eyes and nodded. “Yeah. You’re right. Can we go find another monkey?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth. Let’s go, kids. We’ve got some training to do.”

This time, neither of them corrected him.


Chapter Twenty



“Now!” Noah roared.

Isabel thrust her sword at the monkey hurtling toward her. Its lips were peeled back in a furious snarl, and its claws were outstretched, reaching to claw her to shreds. However, Isabel’s sword was longer.

Its tip slid clean into the monster’s head, impaling it like a gristly, overcooked shish kabob. A very smelly one. That particular thought made Noah grimace. Perhaps it was wiser not to relate the disgusting monkeys to food items, especially ones that he liked.

Luckily, the monkey had no such worries. It was busy being dead. Its arms swung by its sides from the momentum of its jump, but no life remained within its eyes. Isabel flicked her sword, and the monster slid off, thumping against a tree before sliding to the ground.

“I did it!” Isabel exclaimed, spinning to look back at Noah and mistakenly splattering some of the blood from her sword. Todd lurched back to avoid it and glared at her, but Isabel ignored him.

“So you did,” Noah said, taking care not to let the relief show on his face. The monster had been much closer to Isabel than he would have liked, but there was no other way he knew to train her. She was a close-range fighter, after all. “Brilliant job. And look at that; no running in terror of a monster half your size.”

Isabel nudged the monster’s body with her foot. She let the sword shimmer and fade away. “That was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done in my life.”

“We all have to start somewhere,” Noah said. “Good job. Much better than having to rely on a Shield that barely even works, eh? If you keep this up, by the time you actually get around to buying some real Shields instead of making them yourselves, you’ll be in the habit of fighting without them. That will do you a lot of good, especially if everyone else is thinking the same way you were.”

“That’s assuming we don’t die first,” Todd said. It was a joke, but the underlying note of concern was evident in his voice.

“You’re right,” Noah agreed. “That’s assuming you don’t die. Nobody said getting strong would be easy. If I were you, any spare money I had sitting around would go into healing potions.”

“Is that what you spend all the money the Linwicks give you on?” Isabel asked.

Noah frowned.

Do I get a stipend? I actually have no idea, actually. What if they’ve been giving Vermil things? Hell, what if they’re the ones that set him up with the poisoned healing potion? Egh. Too many damn things to think about.

“Yes,” Noah said. “Though they don’t give me as much as you seem to think. Don’t forget, I’m a failure. An embarrassment to the Linwick family. Isn’t that right?”

Isabel and Todd both tore their gazes away from his, looking at the ground in shame.

“You might be a little more competent than we thought you were,” Isabel admitted, rubbing the back of her neck. “You really didn’t help your image, though. Why didn’t you just act like this all the time? You’d still have been fairly incompetent at runes, but people would have respected your combat ability.”

Ah, yes. The whole rank thing and combining my runes. I’m working on it, Isabel. And it would be wrong to make you and Todd feel too bad about insulting me. I’m pretty sure a lot of what you knew about Vermil was correct.

“I had a bit of an awakening. We can’t all be lazy sloths forever.” Noah clapped his hands together, and his students jerked their eyes back to look at him. “Now isn’t the time for this. We have quite some time left to practice, and I’m not wasting any of it. Our goal for today will be to hunt more small monkeys and build your confidence. If you haven’t each killed five of them by the time we get pulled back to Arbitage, I’m giving you extra homework.”

Isabel and Todd grimaced. Noah smiled to himself and continued into the forest with them close on his heels, each scanning the trees as they passed in search of prey.

For most of that day and through the night, everything passed completely according to Noah’s plans. It took time, but Todd and Isabel were slowly gaining confidence in their abilities. Considering they were, at least in his eyes, more than competent, Noah felt like all he’d really done was reach the starting point they should have been at already.

Still, he couldn’t help but feel pleased with himself and his students. Even though neither of them looked forward to the fights, they weren’t terrified of fighting without their Shields anymore.

Todd had a definite advantage between the two. His ranged attacks and the monkeys’ penchant for charging to their deaths in a straight line made the entire exercise one of confidence rather than actual skill, and he performed perfectly.

Isabel was considerably more cautious, and for a good reason. Noah watched every fight she took intently, a wind blade waiting to let slip at his fingertips every second the monkeys still drew breath.

She only needed to be saved once, when her foot caught on a root and she tripped over herself. Even then, Isabel had rolled to the side, and Noah was fairly certain she would have dodged the monkey’s attack had his spell not taken its head off.

He’d feared the event would impact her willingness to continue but was elated to find that Isabel just gave him an appreciative nod and fell back in line, waiting for Todd to take his turn on the next monkey so she could try again.

Twice, the group ran into Slashers. Noah dispatched them with brutal efficiency, taking a few moments to demonstrate their attacks to his students. As much as he wanted to rush them on and get them killing Slashers, he knew all too well the danger of the monsters. There were still three weeks before the class exam, and he refused to risk Todd or Isabel’s lives any more than he already did.

“Do you just not fear death?” Todd asked after Noah shot the killing blow of wind into the latest Slasher’s neck. The sun had risen over the trees once more, marking the start of the new day, but none of them were tired. “I can understand challenging weaker monsters without a Shield, but even if you know what that thing is going to do, one slip-up and you’re gone.”

Noah stepped over the Slasher’s body and wiped his shoes off on the dirt, trying to get the blood off them but failing. He grimaced, then rubbed his chin.

“No, I don’t think I do.”

“You’ve got a death wish, then?”

Noah pursed his lips and leaned against a tree. Its scorched bark cracked against his back. “There are times when fear is good. We have it for a reason. It keeps us safe, but it holds us back. If we listened to our fears, we’d never take risks. So, no. I don’t fear death—I respect it.”

“What do you mean by that?” Isabel joined Todd, peeling her eyes away from the dead Slasher to watch Noah. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

“No.” Noah shook his head. “Death is an inevitability of life. I understand this, but I don’t live life waiting for my death. It happens when it happens. I don’t want it to happen earlier than needed, but I won’t let it impact how I live. Thus, I will do my best to ensure I don’t die, but I won’t fear it.”

Neither of them responded. Noah could see their minds working through their eyes, processing his words and trying to match them to the man that Vermil had been. Noah suppressed a chuckle.

It feels a little disingenuous for me to go around talking about death, all things considered.

Isabel opened her mouth to ask a question, but they all froze as something just out of their line of sight cracked. Noah frowned and pushed away from the tree, turning toward the noise. The early morning light broke as it hit the tree branches, illuminating two large, bulbous eyes watching them from the shadows. A cold hand constricted around Noah’s heart.

What the hell is that doing here? We aren’t that deep into the forest!

“Isabel, Todd, you need to leave,” Noah said softly, keeping his tone as even as possible. “Right now.”

“What are you talking about?” Todd took a step toward Noah.

“Now! Go back the way we came and get into a tree. Don’t make noise. Don’t fight. Don’t come back, no matter what you hear.”

Isabel followed Noah’s gaze and her face paled. She grabbed Todd’s hand and pulled him in the opposite direction.

“What about you?” Isabel whispered.

“I’ll deal with this and come meet you when I’m done. I’ll find you.”

Isabel swallowed heavily and continued to back up. Her heel landed on a large twig, and it snapped, the crisp sound echoing through the forest like a gunshot. The Chucker screamed. Noah could barely see it at their distance, but he knew all too well how good the bug-eyed monkey’s aim was.

He lunged in front of Isabel. A loud crunch split the air as a rock slammed into his chest, shattering his sternum. Noah felt pieces of bone explode like shrapnel and tear through his body.

“Professor!”

“I told you to run!” Noah roared. Pain tore through his body, and darkness bloomed at the edges of his vision, threatening to usher him into the abyss.

It would have been sweet relief.

It would have meant that his students would be the next to die, and they wouldn’t be coming back.

Noah gritted his teeth and shoved the abyss to the side. He grabbed his gourd as well as the travel bag and threw both to the side, boosting the toss with all the Wind Magic he could muster and sending them hurtling through the trees. Bones ground and popped in his chest at the sharp movement. He hadn’t thought it was even possible for the pain to get worse, but he was proven wrong.

His vision blurred, and Noah caught himself on a tree, clutching onto it for dear life. The sound of Isabel and Todd’s panicked retreat faded in his ears, but he wasn’t sure if it was because he was losing consciousness or they were getting farther away.

The Chucker loped closer. Its eyes latched onto Noah. Cracked lips peeled back in a victorious, hungry grin. The Chucker readied a second stone.

If I die now, I won’t have the magic to kill this bastard. Isabel and Todd won’t be able to survive.

Noah matched the hideous monkey’s snarl and reached desperately for his runes.

The Chucker launched the stone. It blurred through the air, moving so fast that he couldn’t even trace it. The monster was close enough to him that, even if he could have seen the attack, there was no way for him to dodge it in time given his injuries.

Noah’s magic responded to his call, but it wasn’t Wind that came forth. The cracked trees around them groaned as all the scorched, blackened wood was forcibly ripped away. Clouds of swirling ash snapped into solid black spikes in an instant before Noah, erupting before him like a bolt of jagged lightning.

The spell tore through the ground, and the stone vanished within it. A flicker of what might have been surprise passed through the Chucker’s enormous eyes before the spikes of ash tore through it.

Ash slammed into the trees behind the monster, tearing through several of them before the magic finally lost its steam and came to a stop. Noah’s chest popped as he drew in a ragged breath, staring at the thick, spiked structure of ash that had ravaged the ground before him.

Then he pitched forward, the last vestiges of strength in his body spent. One of the jagged spikes went clean through his head, killing him instantly.

Noah’s soul ripped free of his body just as the ash structure fell apart, dumping his corpse unceremoniously to the ground. Even dead, Noah could have sworn that adrenaline was still pumping through his veins.

Before he could have too much time to think, Noah felt the siren call of the gourd envelop him. A noose tightened around his neck, a powerful yank sent him hurtling through the trees.

Noah slammed into his body unceremoniously. He groaned, instinctively wincing as he drew breath. Through the violent headache, it took him a moment to remember that his chest wasn’t in half a dozen pieces anymore.

He drew in a ragged gasp of air and forced his eyes open. The blackened dirt stuck to his skin like glue, but he could barely gather the energy to care. Noah gritted his teeth and forced himself to sit upright.

Luckily, his bag had fallen close to his gourd. He grabbed it, fishing the spare set of clothes out and throwing them on. Despite his best efforts, it took several minutes of fighting his own body to get outfitted.

Noah pressed his lips together tightly and dragged his rebellious feet back toward the scene of his death.

His throw had been better than he’d expected. It took several more minutes for Noah to trace his steps back, but he eventually spotted the dead Chucker sprawled beside several shattered trees, its body ripped to shreds.

He stepped over the monster, unable to even bring his gaze up, and stumbled over to his body.

To where his body should have been.

Noah blinked. He forced himself to lift his head, then slowly turned in a circle. All that met his eyes were trees. There was no sign of his corpse.


Chapter Twenty-One



Noah scoured the ground as best as he could through the pulses of dizziness that ravaged his mind. Bodies didn’t just up and vanish. And if they’d somehow managed to eat his corpse in the minutes he’d been gone, then there should have been blood all over the ground. For that matter, he’d never seen the monkeys drag his corpses anywhere, and even if they had, there should have been some form of trail in the dirt.

There was no sign of either. A tiny blur of beige caught Noah’s eye, and he staggered over to it, kneeling and picking up one of the claws that he’d ripped free of a Slasher. Noah picked it up and straightened, checking around the nearby trees.

Nothing. His body was just… gone.

Noah groaned and rubbed his forehead. It was too difficult to put thoughts together right now. Sunlight pierced into his skull, digging in like little jagged knives and forcing him to shield his eyes with a hand. It wouldn’t be too long before they were pulled back to Arbitage. Noah couldn’t remember the exact time they’d left anymore, but he was fairly certain it was close to a day ago.

Something flickered in the shadows of the trees. The long claws of a Slasher emerged for just an instant from the darkness, and Noah spun toward it—but there was nothing there.

He froze. Several moments passed. The ground was undamaged.

A hallucination?

Wait. Where are Todd and Isabel? I can’t sit around here jumping at shadows.

Noah swore under his breath and, after taking a few more moments than he would have liked to orient himself, stumbled in the direction that they’d gone. The fog filling his mind had nearly made him completely forget that he wasn’t alone.

Are they alive? Did they see what happened? Maybe they grabbed my body and are currently mourning me? Damn, that would be awkward.

He forced his rebelling body to accelerate, nearly tripping over the protruding roots of a tree. Noah barely managed to catch himself on a branch before he fell. It creaked dangerously, and he shoved away from it, following the outlines of Todd and Isabel’s tracks in the packed dirt.

The world wobbled and twisted around Noah like he was looking at it through the mirrors of a funhouse in a circus. Trees swirled at the edges of his vision in a mocking dance, snapping still the moment he looked in their direction. Several times, he could have sworn something was watching him from behind, but there was nothing whenever he turned to check.

Damn it. Of all the times to get myself killed, this was probably the worst.

Noah raised his vision from the burnt ground directly before his feet, nearly tripping over them in the process. A monkey corpse lay sprawled on the ground before him, scorched and smoldering.

He raised his gaze up the tree behind it. Todd and Isabel sat in its branches. Their eyes widened in shock as they spotted Noah, and relief flooded through him.

“Professor! You’re alive!” Isabel’s face shone with shock and relief. Her words caught in her throat for a moment. “I heard the rock hit you and⁠—”

“And yet here I stand,” Noah said, struggling to find words through the haze enveloping him. He shook his head in a futile attempt to shake the fog away. “Never mind that. What happened after you ran?”

“We didn’t turn back, just like you told us to. A monkey saw us running and gave chase, so I fried it,” Todd said. He didn’t bother hiding the pride in his voice, and Noah gave him an approving nod after taking a second to process his words.

“Well done. Literally.” Noah chuckled and immediately regretted the action, as it sent waves of pain rocking through his head. He gritted his teeth and pressed a palm to his temple.

“Are you okay?” Isabel slipped from the branches of the trees to the ground beside Noah. Todd dropped down right after her.

“I’ll live. Chuckers are a little too strong for me to deal with casually, as you saw.”

“How’d you live through getting hit like that without a Shield?” Todd asked. “I heard the crunch. There’s no way you should be walking around right now.”

Noah opened his mouth, desperately trying to think of a good excuse, but his mind refused to comply with his pleas.

“He’s got a healing potion, idiot,” Isabel said, pointing at the gourd hanging from Noah’s waist. “What did you think? He even told us to buy some earlier. It would be stupid if he didn’t follow his own advice.”

You are now officially my favorite student.

“Good deduction. You’ll have to excuse me, though. Fighting that thing took a lot of energy, and I’m pretty much spent. Consider our lesson for today complete. Just keep an eye out for more monsters until we get yanked back to Arbitage.”

Isabel and Todd nodded, their expressions turning serious. They squinted into the trees, searching for signs of monsters that Noah desperately hoped weren’t there. Meanwhile, he leaned against a tree and slid down to a seated position.

The next hour ticked by in stressful silence. Nobody said anything, which Noah was grateful for. His headache didn’t abate, but the silence at least made it slightly more tolerable. An odd mixture of curiosity, satisfaction, and pain mixed in his mind, and all he could do was sit along for the ride.

When a familiar tug pulled at Noah, the only thing left in him was relief. Isabel and Todd both cried out in surprise, but their calls were lost as the three of them were ripped away from the Scorched Acres and summoned back to Arbitage.

Noah slammed into the metal of the transport cannon’s tube, sliding out of it and onto the ground with a grunt. He barely managed to keep the presence of mind to roll out of the way before Isabel and Todd followed him in, collapsing in a pile of curses and limbs.

“I hope your trip went well,” Tim said with a cheerful smile. “I see your clothes survived this time as well.”

“A rare mercy,” Noah said through gritted teeth. “Class is dismissed. We’ll meet again in two days. Don’t stop training.”

Without waiting for their responses, Noah stumbled into the lift. Tim, who was already used to this particular side of Noah, just raised his hand in farewell and sent the lift rattling down toward the stairs.

The rest of Noah’s trip back to his room was a hazy blur. He didn’t even want to consider what people thought as they saw him stumbling drunkenly across campus in broad daylight. Frankly, he didn’t care much.

It wasn’t like Vermil’s reputation could get much worse.

He reached his room and barricaded himself within it, falling into bed with a relieved groan. Noah buried his head under his pillow in a motion that was becoming all too familiar for his tastes, then let the hours slip away as he waited out the consequences of his actions.

The next day didn’t come fast enough. When Noah finally regained full control of his mind and lifted the pillow, the sun was low on the horizon once more. It was early dawn, by his estimate. He sat upright and leaned back, letting his head thunk against the wall. The events of the previous day ran through his head, and a frown scrawled across Noah’s face.

“What the hell happened to my body?”

Noah scoured his memories to see if he’d somehow missed something in his pained haze, but nothing came to mind. He hadn’t found the wrong spot because the monkey he’d killed and the dagger were still there. His body had just disappeared, and there was absolutely no clue as to where it had gone.

He started to stand, then froze, his heart jumping in his chest as he saw the bulbous eyes of a Chucker staring at him from the shadows of his room. Noah leapt to his feet, his heart thundering.

There was nothing there. It was just an empty corner. He pressed a hand to his chest and leaned against the wall, squeezing his eyes shut and letting out a slow, heavy breath through pursed lips.

He took a few moments before opening his eyes again. He’d been fighting far too many monkeys recently. Maybe they were haunting him.

“Well, I hope whatever ate my body had a good snack,” Noah grumbled. “I’ve got to be single-handedly keeping half of the monkeys in that damn forest alive.”

His annoyance didn’t last long, and the frown was quickly replaced by a satisfied grin. Todd and Isabel had performed incredibly well. He’d been concerned that they might have been unwilling to push themselves too hard, but both had put everything they had into the task. There was no doubt in his mind that he’d be able to prepare them to pass the exam coming in three weeks.

I’m going to undo all the damage Vermil has done and then some. Todd and Isabel are too hardworking to get shafted like this. Anyone who puts in the work to succeed should have an equal shot at it. Besides, it’s ridiculous that the school doesn’t provide Shields to students with all of those they had lying around in the arena. Even if those don’t work outside the arena, I’m sure they could afford to have some loaners. I don’t see how other instructors are going about things if everyone is too scared to fight monsters without Shields. Do only wealthy students get a good education?

Noah stood up and paced across his room, moving more by habit than by intention, and pulled open his closet. His nose scrunched in annoyance. He’d gotten his clothes ruined so many times that there was only a single set left.

“Damn it. I’m going to need to get more, but I’ve still yet to find any money in Vermil’s room. Wasn’t this guy supposed to be a trust-fund baby? Where’s all my money? I wonder if there are banks here. I need to find someone to annoy with questions.”

Noah chewed his lower lip. As far as he could remember, the map didn’t have a bank on it. He didn’t exactly have a lot of options on who to speak with about things either. Asking his own students how to get paid felt a little low, even for him. And, aside from them, the only people he’d spoken to were Tim, Moxie, and Richard.

He was willing to bet that Richard despised him, and Moxie wasn’t much better. Tim was an option, but he was also working and asking the old man too many questions was probably a poor idea. He struck Noah as a little too talkative to trust with secrets.

Well, I guess Moxie’s pretty close. If that Skinwalker she was chasing got to my room, she would have to live near me. Maybe she’s home.

Noah headed out into the hall and in the direction that Moxie had come from when he’d been attacked by the Skinwalker, scanning the nameplates on the doors as he passed them. It took several minutes, but he quickly found his target.

“Aha,” Noah said, coming to a stop before a nameplate engraved with “Magus Moxie.” The door, just like all the others in the hall, was plain stone. He raised his hand and rapped on the door.

Several seconds passed. He heard some shuffling from within the room, but nobody responded to his knock. Noah frowned and knocked again, harder this time.

“What do you want?” Moxie’s voice snapped from the other side. “I’m busy. Who is it?”

“Important delivery,” Noah drawled.

There was a moment of silence. The door clicked, and Moxie pulled it open. Her eyes narrowed at the man.

“You. What do you want?”

“I decided I had more questions.”

“That’s not part of our deal. There’s nothing between us.” Moxie glowered at Noah. “Get lost.”

“Just one quick question,” Noah promised, bracing his foot against the door before Moxie could slam it in his face. She pressed her lips together and raised an eyebrow.

“What, are you going to beg? It probably won’t do you much good, but it would be fun to watch.”

“You really seem to have a grudge against me,” Noah said. “Would you be more receptive to letting me in if I were a Skinwalker? You seem to have a soft spot for those.”

Moxie’s cheeks reddened in embarrassment and anger. “Not the best way to convince someone to help you.”

“But it’s a great way to annoy you, and I’m not leaving until you answer my question.”

Moxie ground her teeth together. She let go of the door and crossed her arms. “This is why everyone hates you, Vermil. What do you want?”

“Where’s my money?”

“What? I don’t owe you shit.”

“Not you. My money. Like, the money that actually belongs to me,” Noah said. Moxie’s stare remained flat. “My pay. You know? The thing we receive in exchange for goods and services?”

“I know what money is,” Moxie snapped. “Did you seriously blow through your monthly pay already?”

“Well, it’s more that I can’t seem to figure out where it is. You remember those slight memory loss issues I told you about, right? I can’t find any money in my room.”

If there’s any sort of bank in the area, Moxie will probably call me an idiot for not trying to use it.

“You lost your money,” Moxie said flatly. “Or you spent all of it. And now you’re trying to make excuses as to where it went.”

No mention of a bank. Good thing I didn’t bring it up, then. I guess people just keep their coin sitting around in their rooms, which begs the question—why didn’t Vermil have anything? Wasn’t he supposed to be rich?

“Yup. You got me. While we’re on the topic, I’ve also managed to destroy all of my clothes. Do you know where I can get more made?”

Moxie stared at him. When it became clear that Noah was serious, she ran a hand through her hair and let out a heavy sigh.

“How incompetent can you be?”

“Do you want a demonstration?”

“I’ll pass. What do you want from me, Vermil? You’ll get paid again at the start of the month, which is in a week.”

“How about a loan?” Noah offered.

“You can’t be serious. You’re asking me for money? Really?”

“A loan. I’ll give it back.”

Moxie glared at him. “And you ask me? Out of everyone you could have approached, you come to me?”

Noah looked to either side, then shrugged. “I guess. You’re just that trustworthy. I’m too scummy to get anyone else to speak to me. Only you’ve shown me such pity, and I must beg to take advantage of it one more time. Your kind, giving reputation precedes you. Besides, you’re strong enough to beat the money out of me at the start of the month if I don’t pay you back.”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “Please stop. I’m going to throw up if I hear any more compliments come out of your greasy mouth. Fine. I’ll give you enough to get by if you promise to leave immediately and not bother me again. Deal?”

Aha. The good ‘ole ego stroke. Never fails to succeed.

“Deal,” Noah said, extending a hand.

Moxie stared at it distastefully, then turned and slammed the door in his face. It reopened a few seconds later and she tossed a small leather bag at Noah. He snagged it and Moxie made a shooing motion.

“Get lost. You got what you wanted.”

“Thanks,” Noah said with a cheerful grin. He turned on his heel and strode away, whistling to himself. Back on Earth, he’d never had enough money to do anything more than shop at second-hand stores, and even that was a rare treat.

Now, he couldn’t even think of what he actually needed the money for. No, things were different here. Killing monsters gave him sustenance through their energy, and he’d discovered a free teacher mess hall a few days ago, between his trips to the Scorched Acres.

That meant he could spend money on whatever he wanted—and right now, Noah needed some new clothes.


Chapter Twenty-Two



Noah strolled down the campus streets, walking without a deadline or pressing goal for the first time since his arrival. It wasn’t like the clothes were going to all run out of the shop before he got there, after all.

He savored the brief respite, enjoying the smells of freshly baked bread and savory meat rising up from the street vendor carts that dotted the corners of some roads. Students gathered around them and sat on tables lining the road, talking and eating cheerfully.

It was peaceful. A stark contrast to the blood and ash that had been his life for the last few days, and the infinite nothingness that he’d wasted hundreds or thousands of years in. He smiled to himself.

He joined the line at a vendor selling meat pies and fished a coin out of the pouch that Moxie had given him. It was golden, with a silver trim along its edge. One face of the coin was engraved with Arbitage’s silhouette, and the other had a rising or setting sun—Noah couldn’t tell which.

The line shrank quickly, and he soon arrived at the front. Noah held the coin out to the portly vendor and gave the man his best grin. “One pie, please.”

He wasn’t sure how much money the coins were worth, but if the man looked offended at the offer, Noah had quite a few more to add to his pay. Luckily, the merchant took the coin without a word. He dug into his apron and pulled out nine pure silver coins that were a little smaller than the gold one, dumping them into Noah’s outstretched palm before sliding a pie over to him.

“Much appreciated,” Noah said, sweeping the silver coins into his pouch and snagging his pie from the table. The merchant grunted, not even gracing him with a response. Noah took no offense to that—he hadn’t seen the merchant speak to anyone in line ahead of him either.

He’d gotten quite a few coins in exchange for what he’d paid, which meant Moxie had given him a significant amount of money. Noah jingled the pouch thoughtfully. For someone who didn’t like him, she was helping more than he’d expected.

How much do I get paid? I promised to pay her back completely, but if she gave me more than I earn and I spent all of it… Maybe it’s best to figure out exactly how much all of this is worth before I use too much. I got nine coins back, so it’s probably a safe bet to assume the pie cost one silver.

How much money is food worth again? I can’t remember. I feel like one set of clothes is probably worth… twenty meals, maybe? That seems like a good trade. And if I get paid monthly, I’d expect to earn enough food to eat three times a day at the minimum.

That adds up to 90 silver or around 9 gold, assuming months are the same length here as they were on Earth. Moxie gave around twenty coins… so more than the absolute bare minimum I’d expect per month.

Much more money than I’d need to last a few days. That’s fishy. I’m going to have to make sure to spend as little of it as possible.

Noah wandered through Arbitage’s busy streets, content to listen in on passing conversations and appreciate the well-kept flowers and trees lining the sides of the roads. Eventually, his wandering led him to the shopping district.

After peering through the windows of several stores, Noah found what he was looking for. A small bell attached to the door jingled as he entered the shop. Rows upon rows of mannequins greeted him, arranged in neat lines along the right side of the room.

There was a large mirror along the entire back wall, and several lanterns hung from the ceiling beside it, completely illuminating the wall. On the left side of the store were several doors and a counter, behind which sat a short woman hunched over a bright red garment.

A tall student stood across from her on the other side of the counter. He had the broadest shoulders Noah had ever seen and stood two heads taller than him. His hair was short and his features sharp.

The door closed behind Noah, but neither the seamstress nor the student turned to look in Noah’s direction. That was perfectly fine with him. He walked down the rows of clothes, then stopped as he spotted a section near the middle that was full of professor uniforms that matched his.

Noah examined them, looking for a price tag or some indication of how much they cost. He found nothing, and something told him that didn’t mean he was allowed to pick up whatever he wanted and stroll out of the store.

The doors to the side of the counter led to small, enclosed rooms. Each door had a mirror on its back, clearly marking them as changing rooms.

After grabbing several matching outfits and draping them over his arm, Noah walked over to one of the rooms and tried everything on. He emerged a few minutes later, his coat slung over one arm and the new outfits on the other.

He strode over to stand behind the towering student. He had to shift to the side to get a look at the seamstress.

A minute passed. A small needle in her hand flitted in and out of the bright red coat she was working on. Noah’s interest shifted as a bead of sweat rolled down her forehead. She looked a lot more stressed than he would have expected.

Noah pursed his lips. She looked busy. He didn’t want to interrupt her flow state, but there were still things he wanted to do with the day, and waiting around forever in yet another line was just about as close to the bottom of his list as a priority could be.

He let nearly five minutes pass in silence before it finally became too much for him. Noah gave one final glance around the store to see if there were any other workers there, but he didn’t spot a single one.

“Excuse me?” Noah asked politely. “I hate to interrupt, but I’d like to buy these. How much is it per outfit? I couldn’t find any prices.”

The seamstress looked up at Noah, her eyes wide with terror. They flicked from Noah to the student beside him.

“Is something wrong?” Noah tilted his head to the side. That wasn’t the look he expected. “I don’t mean to cut in line or anything, but it’s been quite a bit. If someone else is available to help me…”

He trailed off. Neither the student nor the seamstress responded to him. Noah’s eyes narrowed. Tension radiated off both of them with such intensity that Noah could have cut through it with a knife.

“Miss, is everything okay? You don’t look comfortable,” Noah said. The seamstress’s hands were trembling, and Noah realized that several of her fingers were wrapped with bandages from where she’d pricked herself with the needle—not something an experienced seamstress would have done unless she was completely exhausted or terrified.

“Would you stop your yammering?” the huge student finally spoke, turning to look down the bridge of his pointed nose at Noah. Now that they faced each other, Noah could read the nametag that identified him as Tyler.

Odd. That’s the first student I’ve seen with a nametag.

Pure distaste and malice seethed in Tyler’s eyes, taking Noah aback. “Shop elsewhere. She is completing an order and will not stop until it is done.”

“I don’t think I will,” Noah said softly. “Something about this doesn’t sit right.”

The seamstress flinched as Tyler spun toward Noah, his wide mouth pressing thin in anger. Tyler raised his hands and bared his teeth in a snarl.

“Don’t make me toss you out of the⁠—”

Noah didn’t hear the rest of his sentence. As Tyler’s large hands rose into the air, the only thing that he could picture before him was the towering, bulky form of a Slasher, its hands lifted to split him in two.

Noah shifted his weight and drove his palm forward. Energy sparked against his fingertips as he sent a powerful vibration out of his palm and into the Slasher’s chest, striking before it could finish the blow. A brilliant red hue flared around the monster, and a Shield bloomed to life around it. He⁠—

The Slasher was gone.

Tyler stared up at him from where he’d fallen on the ground, his hands raised defensively before his face and his Shield burning with desperate light, cracks spiderwebbing throughout it. His eyes were wide with terror.

“I—What?” Noah spun, searching for the Slasher. It was gone. He turned back to Tyler, but any questions he might have had died on his lips.

The door to the shop slammed open. A gray-haired man strode inside, a blood red coat rippling around his shoulders. Streaks of white hair interwove with gray in his beard, and the weathered lines on his face marked his age well into the fifties. The light from Tyler’s Shield reflected off the man’s right leg, which was a construct of pure silver engraved with runework.

“I leave you alone for one hour,” the man said, his voice calm but deadly, “and you break your Shield already. Inside Arbitage no less.”

Noah squinted at them in confusion. The throbbing pain in the back of his head pulled back completely. There was no Slasher. He’d just attacked a student, and if it hadn’t been for the Shield, Noah would have killed him.

“He rocked me, Professor Silvertide,” Tyler said, his eyes still wide. “No hesitation at all. One second, he was just standing there. The next, I swear he was trying to rip my throat out.”

“I—” Noah started.

“Idiot.”

Noah and Tyler both stared at the elderly man, baffled for completely opposite reasons.

“He’s seen combat. Look at his eyes, you imbecile,” Silvertide growled. “I’ve told you not to make threatening moves toward soldiers. You’re lucky he showed restraint, or you might have gotten killed before I got here. Anyone that fights monsters doesn’t have the liberty to determine if you’re friend or foe before making a move.”

Wait, what?


Chapter Twenty-Three



Silvertide grabbed Tyler by the back of his shirt and yanked the boy to his feet without an ounce of effort.

“I’m sorry,” Noah said, shame tightening around his chest. “I have no idea what got into me. I’ve been killing too many Slashers of late, and—forget it. There’s no excuse. Are you injured?”

“I’m fine.” Tyler swallowed heavily as Silvertide pierced him with a razor-sharp look. “But… how’d you do that?”

“Do what?” Noah asked, still struggling to understand what was going on. “I promise it wasn’t intentional. I don’t make a habit of attacking students.”

“This oaf does resemble a Slasher, doesn’t he?” Silvertide asked with a wry smile. “You’ve done no wrong, soldier. Stand down. Nobody can be blamed for reacting defensively to protect themselves, and the boy is unhurt. No harm has been done.”

What is going on? How are they shrugging this off like it’s nothing?

Noah’s mouth worked for a moment as he searched for the right words to say, but none came to him. Silvertide’s gaze flicked down to the pile of clothes on the floor beside Noah, and Noah realized he must have dropped them at some point.

“Those aren’t the clothes of a soldier.”

“I’m actually a teacher,” Noah said, clearing his throat. “I’m No—ah, Professor Vermil.”

Silvertide froze. He peered down the bridge of his nose at Noah, who matched his gaze with a confused frown.

“You’re a professor?” Silvertide asked. “Vermil? You?”

“Yes,” Noah replied, scooping his clothes off the ground. He grabbed his coat and slung it back around his shoulders, tapping the nametag on his chest. “As I said, I vastly overacted.”

“I’ve thought about killing my idiot apprentice more times than you have, I promise.” Silvertide waved his hand dismissively. He opened his mouth, then pursed his lips and thought better of it, shaking his head. “Curious. Professor Vermil. What class do you teach?”

It took Noah a moment to remember his classroom. “G100.”

“I see. Apologize to Vermil, Tyler.”

Tyler immediately dropped into a deep bow, keeping his eyes firmly affixed to the floor as if afraid to meet Noah’s eyes. “I’m very sorry for the trouble, Professor Vermil.”

What kind of backward ass interaction is this? Why am I the one getting apologized to?

“No harm done at all. I’m sorry about your Shield.”

“It served its purpose.” Silvertide tapped a finger against his leg, making a hollow, ringing note as his fingernail struck the metal. “Please don’t allow your day to be interrupted by my fool of an apprentice. Were you trying to purchase something?”

“I think the seamstress was busy,” Noah said, glancing at the woman. She was watching them, even more terror in her eyes than there had been before. Noah repressed a sigh. Somehow, he was pretty sure he’d made the situation about ten times worse.

“There’s a customer in the store. The project she is working on is not so important that she should ignore you. If it were, she should have closed the store until it was complete.”

The seamstress nodded empathetically.

“Right,” Noah said, not believing Silvertide’s words for an instant. Still, he had no desire to sit around in an endless loop of apologies with Tyler either. He held the bundle of clothes up. “I was just hoping to find out how much these were?”

“One gold each,” the seamstress squeaked. “I’ll emboss your name on the nameplates.”

Great. Now she thinks I’m an unhinged psychopath that’ll snap at any second.

…I’m not sure how far off she is from the mark, though. What the hell was that?

Noah shook his head and dug into the money Moxie had lent him, pulling out four coins and setting them on the table. The seamstress pulled out a small, wooden stamp with a metal base. She held it out to Noah, metal side up, and gave him an expectant look.

There was a small oval carved into the metal, roughly the size of his finger. Noah hedged his bets and pressed his thumb into it. There was a slight prick, and the seamstress pulled the stamp back. She pressed it to each of the metal plates on the jackets.

They shimmered, metal writhing as it shifted to form the familiar “Magus Vermil.”

“Thanks,” Noah said, collecting his purchases. “Sorry again for the trouble.”

The seamstress nodded so violently that Noah feared her head might go flying off. Silvertide pushed Tyler to the side, clearing the path to the door, and nodded to Noah. He could feel the old man’s eyes boring into his back all the way out onto the street. The feeling didn’t abate until Noah had left the shopping district far behind.

Several times, he could have sworn he saw a Slasher’s claws or a Chucker’s bulbous eyes in the shadows of buildings and at the backs of alleyways. Noah accelerated, forcing himself to focus on the ground instead of anything else.

He didn’t stop walking until he was within the safety of his room once again. Noah locked the door behind him and pressed his back against it, sliding down to the ground and massaging his head.

What is happening to me?

Noah gritted his teeth, not daring to look up in fear of finding a Slasher staring down at him. He threw his attention inward, retreating into the comforting darkness of his mental space. Runes swirled to life around him in the dark void.

He raised his gaze, half-expecting to meet the eyes of a Slasher, but was relieved to see that the only things other than him in the endless black were his runes. The light coming off all of them was considerably brighter than it had been before.

Even the Vibration Rune felt much stronger now, probably around 25 percent of where his Ash Runes were. The revelation would have been far more enjoyable if Noah hadn’t been worried that his sanity was slipping away.

Mercifully, the strange panic and terror that had been haunting him were nowhere to be found in the darkness. Noah sat there for several minutes, resting his chin on a fist and trying to determine what had happened to him.

At first, it only happened when I was alone. Then it only happened when I wasn’t fighting anything, and now it’s rapidly progressed to the point where I’m worried I’m going to find a troupe of Slashers doing the conga in my room when I open my eyes.

What the hell is this?

Noah shook his head and rose to his feet. He wasn’t going to find the answer sitting beside his runes. His eyes caught on the fragmented pieces of white along the edges of his consciousness. A frown crossed Noah’s lips.

He approached the fragments. They hadn’t healed much since yesterday. It wasn’t a significant portion of the darkness around him, but Noah wasn’t a huge fan of missing any amount of his soul. Or his mind. Whatever this place was. He still wasn’t sure.

Deep in the white, a flicker of color bloomed. Noah blinked and it was gone. He knelt at the edge of the shadows and leaned forward, squinting into the nothingness. Several seconds passed.

Slowly, color bloomed once more. Reds and blacks slithered across the white like snakes, forming twisting rivers within it. Noah leaned even closer, trying to figure out what the image was. Detail came slowly, washing out like water over canvas. A dot of black formed in the center of the red rivers.

Then it twitched.

It was an eye, and it was looking straight at him.

Noah drew in a startled breath and fell back onto his ass, scrambling away from the void. His heart hammered in his chest and he tripped over himself stumbling back to his feet. He dared another look into the white, but it was blank once more. He pressed a hand to his chest and let out a slow breath.

“What the hell?” Noah muttered. “There is absolutely no way that was supposed to be there. Shit. It was only as big as the cracks, though. That confirms it. The visions are due to the soul damage I’m suffering. Either it’s linking me to whatever that thing was, or it’s making it easier to access my mind, or something like that. I need to stop dying for a while until this damage heals up a bit more.”

He gathered himself and, after spending a few more moments examining his runes and building up his confidence, sent himself back to the real world. Noah’s eyes opened. His room was empty, devoid of any visions to haunt him. Noah trudged over to his bed and fell into it.

I’ll take the rest of the day off and try to relax. Then it’s back to killing monkeys. I’ll need to be more aware these next few days to make sure a Chucker doesn’t get the jump on us again. As long as I see them coming, I’m pretty confident I can avoid getting killed. At the rate of healing I had before, this whole thing should blow over in a few days.
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The day passed without incident and before Noah knew it, the sun had set and risen once more. He awoke to the warm sunlight filtering through the window and onto his face, warming it.

Noah rolled out of bed with little complaint, only pausing to scan the room for any signs of illusionary monkeys. For an instant, he could have sworn he spotted the beady black eyes of a small monkey watching him from behind the bathroom door, but it was gone when he blinked. Noah returned to his mindspace to check on the healing process of the wounds there. The white void had shrunk slightly, but it was still there.

There was nothing to be done about it, so Noah headed out of his room to go find his students. They had monkeys to kill.

And kill they did.

Over the course of the next week, both Todd and Isabel showed remarkable improvements in fighting against the small monkeys. No more Chuckers interrupted their training sessions, and Noah handled any Slashers that had the misfortune to stumble into their path.

With every passing day, his students grew more confident and stronger. Todd’s fire burned hotter, and Isabel’s sword glowed brighter. Their movements adapted to those of the monsters’, and they were soon dispatching them without any fear and with increased speed.

Even with their improvements, however, neither was at Noah’s level of understanding. There was a stark difference between becoming comfortable enough to consistently defeat the monkeys and knowing their movements so intimately that every move they could make had already passed through Noah’s mind before it had hit theirs.

Whenever Noah wasn’t teaching them in the Scorched Acres, he was there himself, throwing everything he had against any monkey bold enough to step into his path. The scales in his fights against the Chuckers steadily tipped.

Despite his best efforts, he still ended up dying one more time when two Chuckers came at him at once. He managed to take them both down, but took a killing blow in the process. Luckily, he'd healed enough by then that the visions didn't seem to return. By the end of the week, Noah was confident that he’d figured out every single movement they had. And, as far as he could tell, he was right. The last time he had died to them was halfway through the week, and he’d killed dozens of them since then without taking a single blow in return.

On the morning of the seventh day that week, Noah took a break from the constant fighting to check in on his own progress. Floating within his mindspace, Noah was more than satisfied.

The glow coming off both his Ash Runes had intensified significantly since the start of the week. He could instinctively tell that they weren’t full yet, but the pressure coming off them had more than doubled.

He was certain that the rate they’d been getting brighter at had slightly reduced, but that made complete sense to him.

The laws of energy haven’t changed. I’m basically storing magical energy in runes, which act as vessels to contain it. I used a bucket analogy when Isabel and Todd were first explaining things, but I think the runes— and the soul—might be actually more like a balloon. Runes are the pressure that fills it up. It’s easy to fill runes when they’re empty, but the closer they get to being full, the more resistance there is. I wonder if that holds true for the soul as well. Todd mentioned only having seven active spots for Runes, but he didn’t say how people combined anything after they reached Rank 2. Wouldn’t you not have enough room to combine seven new Runes? Interesting.

His Lesser Wind Runes had long since filled themselves, and the Vibration Rune seemed to be just a bit over a quarter full. Considering he’d been working at it for less than a month, Noah was beyond pleased.

It was time to start the next stage of his plans for both him and his students.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Noah headed out to his classroom. The shadows occasionally slithered at the edges of his vision, but it was much better than it had been in the previous days. They were almost completely gone. There had been no incidents since he’d run into Tyler and Silvertide.

Isabel and Todd were already there when Noah arrived. They sat in the front row, using the light of a small ball of fire above Todd’s finger to study the pages of a book. Both glanced up as Noah entered.

“Am I late again?” Noah asked.

“Only a few minutes.” Todd closed the book and rose with an excited grin. “Is it time to go hunting again?”

“Not today,” Noah replied.

“What? Why?” Isabel asked, taken aback. “My runes have been filling so quickly these past few days. I might have most of them completely full by the time the test comes around.”

“First off, tell me something. Do you see the other teachers sending their students to the Scorched Acres to slaughter a bunch of tiny monkeys?”

“No,” Todd admitted. He crossed his arms. “There isn’t enough magic in the monkeys to be worth killing them so much, but how does that matter? Lesser Runes don’t take nearly as much energy to fill as Greater ones do.”

That confirmed a suspicion that had been tugging at the back of Noah’s mind for the past week. The rate at which his students had improved was indeed high and matched up with the fast rate of growth related to weaker runes that filled faster.

They were great for short-term strength, but Noah could feel firsthand the enormous difference in strength between his Greater Ash Rune and the Lesser Wind ones. His students had only been killing the small monkeys, but they’d nearly matched his growth—which meant they were either fighting more on the side or were about to run out of potential.

“What rank are your runes?” Noah asked.

Todd and Isabel’s eyes narrowed. A mixture of shame and anger mixed in their faces, answering Noah’s question before either of them could speak.

“Why does it matter?” Todd crossed his arms. “That’s got nothing to do with the exam. Just because we don’t have⁠—”

“You’ve misunderstood me. That wasn’t a rhetorical question, but you don’t need to answer. I already know. You’ve got Lesser Runes.”

“What of it?” Isabel snapped. “Not all of us get lucky enough for our parents to give us high-quality ones, and forget buying them. Our best option is to combine a weaker Rank 2 rune, try to save up money, and then suffer through the soul damage of removing something so heavily bound to us and hope that nothing is permanent. Getting Rank 1 Greater Runes is too expensive.”

“If you combine Lesser Runes, you end up with a Lesser combination. Keeping it means your potential is damaged. Removing it means there’s a chance of permanently damaging your soul and—once again—your potential because removing a rune you used energy to combine is a no-no.”

“So what? Do you think we don’t know that?” Isabel asked, pressing her hands against the desk and leaning forward. “What are we supposed to do? If I could hit Rank 2 or 3, then start saving money to copy down one Greater Rune from there, I’d be better off than most of the people I know. That glimpse of a Greater Fire Rune you gave us is more than most ever see, and it’s still nowhere near enough to really learn it. Even if it’s just Rank 1, it’s completely inaccessible to most people.”

“We can’t all get the resources of a noble house,” Todd added, looking away and failing to hide his disappointment. “Let’s just keep practicing. At least that’s something I can control.”

“Wrong,” Noah said.

They stared at him.

“What?” Todd asked.

“You’re wrong,” Noah repeated, taking the book from his belt and tossing it onto the table before Todd. “You can have the resources of a noble house.”

Todd and Isabel stared at the book in mute awe. Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

“Is this a joke?” Isabel asked.

“It would be quite a cruel one. No, it isn’t.”

“It’s not funny,” Isabel said, pushing the book toward Noah. “Don’t play like that.”

“I said it wasn’t a joke.”

“Right.” Isabel snorted. “And you don’t mind getting ripped apart by your own noble house for sharing their secrets. The Linwicks aren’t known for their kindness.”

Oops. Didn’t know about that. I suppose it makes sense, in a twisted way. If the runes and their combinations are so valuable, the ruling class wouldn’t want them getting out easily.

“You said it yourself some time ago,” Noah said with a dry smile. “I’m not a very good Linwick.”

Isabel swallowed. With every second that passed, it became more apparent that Noah wasn’t joking.

“You’re serious?” Todd asked in little more than a whisper. “We can look through this?”

“More than look through it. I expect you to find a rune in it and study it until you can replace one of your Lesser Runes with a Greater one.”

“But… what about the Linwicks?” Isabel asked. “If they find out, you’ll be in a lot of trouble.”

“Forget that,” Todd muttered, grabbing the book and flipping through its pages until he landed upon the one housing the Rank 1 Greater Fire Rune. “I don’t need to be told twice. Thanks, Teacherman.”

“Are you going to tell them?” Noah asked Isabel, raising an eyebrow.

“No!”

“Is Todd?”

Todd grunted, not looking up from the book. He ran his fingers along the rune, his brow furrowed in concentration as he committed it to memory. He closed his eyes for a few moments, likely imagining it in his mind, then opened them again and repeated the process. “No way in all the hells, man. You’ve bought my mind and soul. I’d do a lot worse for a Greater Rune. I’ll even help hook you up with some other students if that’s still what you’re⁠—”

“Absolutely not.” Noah pressed his lips together. If he ever got his hands on Vermil’s soul, he was going to throttle it. Noah looked back at Isabel. “Looks like it’s our secret, then. The Linwicks can’t find out if you don’t tell them.”

Isabel swallowed and, after studying Noah for a moment, nodded. Then, almost immediately afterward, she seemed to second-guess herself. “Why are you doing this?”

“That’s an odd question. I’m your teacher. It’s my job to equip you as best as I can.”

“But…”

“No buts,” Noah said. “How is this any different from other students having their teachers provide them with Shields?”

“It’s usually their families that pay for those.”

“Semantics.” Noah waved his hand dismissively. “Listen. You want to know why I’m doing this? It’s so you don’t just pass this test, but the ones after it as well. The way you perform reflects on me. If you need to find out my selfish motive, use that. Now, no more questions. There will be time for those later. Let’s let Todd concentrate. When he’s done, you’re up.”

Isabel looked like she wanted to argue, but she just inclined her head and sat back, studying Noah as if trying to figure out what his angle was.

Time ticked by. After having to restart several times because of mistakes, Todd finally pushed the book over to Isabel, a huge grin on his face.

Isabel leafed through the book for a few minutes, then settled on a Greater Stone rune. She took a little less time than Todd did, but looked every bit as focused and concentrated.

By the time both of them were done, the sun had already started making its way below the horizon. The class had run over by several hours, but none of them mentioned it. Noah simply tucked his book back into its holster.

“Congratulations, both of you,” Noah said as they walked into the hall. “We’re just about done fighting the small monkeys. Once you have a new rune to fill, we’ll be transitioning to fighting Slashers as a team.”

“Already?” Isabel asked. “Are you sure we can handle them?”

“I’ll be there for a reason.”

“That’s why you chose now to give us these,” Todd realized, looking down at the paper nestled against his chest. “You wanted us comfortable with our normal runes but to also have something more important to fill with the energy that Slashers have.”

“Ding.”

Todd chewed his lower lip. Isabel shot him a glance, and he shook his head, dismissing whatever thought had been running through his head before it could come out of his lips. They stepped out of the building and into the evening light. Noah raised a hand, blocking the sun from his eyes.

“We’ll meet again in two days. If you can, I suggest buying a healing potion. Slashers aren’t quite as easy to fight as the small monkeys, but I’m confident you can both do it. I’ll also be watching, ready to intercede the moment it looks like something is going to go south.”

“We’ll be there,” Todd promised. He hustled off, and Noah and Isabel watched him go.

“What are you waiting for?” Noah asked.

“Nothing.” Isabel shook her head, then strode away. A smile crossed Noah’s face, and he turned, heading back toward the teachers’ quarters.

Good. I’ve got absolutely no use for all the runes in this book, so I don’t have any reason to just keep them to myself. Now I can focus on getting stronger without worrying about the kids being crippled before they ever get a chance to stretch their wings.

Tomorrow morning, at least according to Moxie, he was going to get paid. He’d return Moxie’s borrowed money to her, then go shopping for something other than clothes. In particular, he still remembered the two men rescuing him on flying swords. If he could get his hands on one of those, traveling through the Scorched Acres would be far more efficient. He was already having to walk pretty far every time he went there alone, so some form of improved transportation was long overdue.

There was a lot he still wanted to do, but much of it wasn’t short-term. For now, Noah determined that he’d focus on making sure Todd and Isabel passed the exam while getting himself as strong as possible.

Once the exam was over, he’d make a list of everything he’d only just started to scratch the surface of. Even though it was still just early evening, Noah hopped into bed and rolled over, letting sleep take him.


Chapter Twenty-Five



Noah woke to a faint click. He sprung from his bed, wind swirling at his fingertips and his hands raising defensively in front of him before his eyes had even fully opened. The door stood slightly ajar, and a wide-eyed girl several heads shorter than him stood on the other side, her face pale. She had long black hair that nearly touched the ground and dull yellow eyes.

The girl quickly raised her hands and backed up, leaving a small, brown paper wrapped package on the ground before him.

“Please don’t attack!”

Noah lowered his hands, confusion marring with his pumping adrenaline. “What? What are you doing? How did you open my door?”

“I’m delivering your mail,” the girl stammered, pointing at the package on the ground. “I’m sorry! You had it listed that couriers could enter your room to deposit any packages! I’ll be sure to update things immediately. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please don’t hit me!”

Noah let his hands drop and dismissed the magic. “Crap. I’m sorry. I won’t attack you, I swear. I just had a small bout of amnesia and forgot about mail. Ah—is there another way to receive mail in the future? Maybe you could knock?”

The girl swallowed and gave him a jerky nod. “I can knock.”

“That would be best,” Noah said, making his voice as soft as possible. “I’m sorry for scaring you. I’ve been fighting monsters a bit too much as of late, and it’s made me jumpy. Do you take tips?”

The girl blinked in surprise. “Tips?”

Noah grabbed the pouch of money that Moxie had given him from his bedside and fished several silver coins out of it. He held them out to the trembling girl. She eyed his hand for a moment, then slowly extended hers and let Noah drop the coins into her palms.

“Why?”

“Because you didn’t deserve to get the daylight scared out of you. I promise it won’t happen again.”

The girl swallowed again, then straightened up. “I wasn’t scared.”

Sure you weren’t. And I wasn’t about to blast you like one of the monkeys in the Scorched Acres. At least it wasn’t a vision this time. My soul must be healing.

“I’m sure you weren’t, but it would make me feel better if you took it. Think of this as a bribe,” Noah said, hiding a laugh. “I’m No—ah, Magus Vermil. You wouldn’t want to make me feel bad, would you?”

“I’m Courier Tibbs, but everyone calls me Amy.” She gave him a small smile, then nodded. “Thank you, Magus Vermil.”

Noah walked up to the door, moving slowly to avoid startling Amy, and picked up the package. Her eyes tracked his movement and Noah raised an eyebrow.

“Is there anything else I need to do? I may have forgotten. Amnesia and all that.”

“No, that’s it,” Amy said with a shake of her head. She paused for a few moments. “You don’t seem like a weirdo.”

Noah choked. “What?”

“The other couriers said that you were one, so they gave me your route. I bet they’ll feel real stupid when I show them this!” Amy held the coins up with a victorious grin. She glanced over her shoulder, then quickly stuffed the coins into a pocket in her overalls.

“Maybe you shouldn’t show them. If they sent you to meet someone bad, wouldn’t they be mad that they didn’t get paid?”

Amy blinked. “Oh. I didn’t think ‘bout that.”

“Maybe keep the money to yourself,” Noah suggested, trying to pretend that his reputation hadn’t somehow preceded him with literal children. If even they knew Vermil was strange, there might really be no saving face with the general public of the school. “And if they cause you any problems, you come tell me. That money’s yours, okay?”

Amy beamed and nodded, their initial altercation completely forgotten. “Okay! Thanks, Mista Vermil!”

She bounced down the hall and vanished around a corner. Noah shook his head and shut the door behind her. He hooked a finger into the package and tore it open, revealing a small pile of golden coins.

Noah counted them out as his eyes narrowed. There were ten. Moxie had given him twice that. If he’d gone through everything, he wouldn’t have been able to pay her back. There was always the possibility she was rich and had no idea how much money he earned, but Noah wasn’t so sure that was the case.

Was she trying to get me into her debt?

Noah shrugged to himself. It was irrelevant now. He tucked the coins into his pocket and threw his cloak on, taking a moment to fruitlessly try to tame his curly hair before giving up and striding over to find Moxie.

He drew up to her door a minute later and rapped on it. A few moments passed, and it creaked open, revealing Moxie’s irritated face.

“What do you want? It’s too damn early, Vermil.”

“Is it?” Noah asked, peering past Moxie to look through her window. The sun had barely started to rise over the silhouette of the school behind them. “Whoops. Well, this won’t take long. I’m just here to pay your money back.”

“Oh? You have it all?”

“Yes,” Noah replied evenly. He took Moxie’s pouch of money out and added five gold coins to it, then dropped the pouch into her outstretched hand. “With some extra silver as a token of gratitude for the loan.”

Moxie’s expression tightened imperceptibly. If Noah hadn’t been watching for it, he would have missed it entirely. But he had no clue what the change actually meant. She almost looked more surprised that he’d paid her back than angry that he could afford it.

“What?” Moxie asked. “Do you want a written letter of congratulations for doing the bare minimum?”

“Feel free. You know where I live. Make sure to kiss it before you slide it under my door, though. Otherwise, it might get tossed. I get too much fanmail to keep the boring stuff.”

Moxie slammed the door in his face. Noah smirked and set out for the market. Despite his outward confidence, suspicion bubbled. Moxie had just risen several spots in his very short list of suspects who might have tried to kill him.

I’m pretty sure she just tried to set me up, but it’s not like she knew I’d come to her for money. Maybe she’s just taking opportunities to be petty? Always possible, but I’m going to need to keep my guard up around her.

Noah remained lost in thought during the rest of his trip into the market. Before he knew it, he was standing before a shopfront and peering through the window, still moving on autopilot. He blinked back into awareness and shook his head. Moxie was right. It really was early.

He scanned the windows of nearby shops, but his search didn’t last long. A large storefront with dozens of swords and weaponry displayed in its window quickly caught his attention. A rusted metal sign swung in the gentle morning breeze above the door, identifying the building as Bilbur’s Blasted (B)weaponry.

Noah stepped inside the store and was instantly greeted by the smell of ozone and gunpowder. He scrunched his nose, letting the door thunk shut behind him, and took in the store. True to its name, weapons covered every single surface. They littered the floor in large piles and hung from the walls, many shimmering with energy. Several of them had paper wrappings around the hilt or blade.

A strikingly short man that didn’t even come up past Noah’s hips sat on a tall stool, polishing a sword with a stained rag and whistling to himself. His stool had a ladder leading up to it on the back, which put him above Noah’s eye level.

“Hello,” Noah said. “Would you be Bilbur?”

“Damn right I’m Bilbur,” the man said, looking up from his project. “And you’re a greasy little twig with no sword. Trying to fix that?”

That’s one way to make a sale. Not sure how effective it is, but it’s a way.

“Depends. I’m looking for a flying sword,” Noah said. “You have any of those?”

“Any sword can fly if you throw it hard enough.”

Noah stared at Bilbur. The short man burst into snorting laughter.

“That ‘un never gets old. Yes, you stringbean. I’ve got flying swords. You see that beauty on the wall behind me?” Bilbur twisted and pointed his sword up at a large golden plaque hanging behind him. It was trimmed with a silvery-white metal, and a beautiful sword was suspended upon it.

The blade was made of a pitch-black material that strongly resembled obsidian, and it was studded with deep red rubies. The hilt twisted up in a flourish, and the pommel was wrapped in golden thread.

“It’s beautiful,” Noah agreed. “And almost certainly out of my budget.”

“It’s only 1,000 gold!” Bilbur exclaimed. “You’re a teacher, aren’t you? What rank are you, cheapskate? Three? Four?”

“One.”

Bilbur stared at Noah, his smile fading away. “What?”

“I’m Rank 1. Is that a problem?”

“And you’re not rich?”

“Afraid not.”

Bilbur let out a heavy sigh. “Lovely. What’s your budget, twig? I can already tell this is going to be a waste of my time.”

“How about something that costs less than 5 gold?”

If glares could kill, Noah would have dropped dead on the spot. He matched the man’s look without flinching. No matter how irritated Bilbur could look, it was nothing compared to the fury that the beady eyes of a Slasher held.

Bilbur broke their standoff first and glanced down. “I’ve got some beaters. Nothing great, and it might not fly too hot, but it’ll fly. Two gold.”

“That’s exactly what I’m looking for.” Noah rubbed his hands together. “Let me get one of those. Wait, if you've got cheaper swords, what about Shields?”

Bilbur pierced Noah with a flat glare. "The cheapest one I've got is 400 gold, and it's failed more times than it's worked. It's for testing."

"Right. Never mind. Back to the swords, then. Two gold, you said?"

“Aye. You sure?” Bilbur asked. “When I say they don’t fly well, I mean it. I’d sell you one in a heartbeat, but I’m not giving you a refund if you don’t like it.”

“They won’t cut out on me mid-flight, will they?”

“No, nothing like that. More like it’ll jerk around. Have a bit of an attitude. That kind of thing. It’ll get the job done, but it just won’t be a fun ride.”

Noah shrugged. He could deal with that. If the sword wasn’t malfunctioning, as long as it got him around the forest faster, it would be a valuable investment. “That’s fine. I’ll take one.”

Bilbur tossed the sword he’d been polishing into a pile of scrap metal. It landed with a screech and a crash, at which Noah winced. He could practically hear all the work Bilbur had put into the sword go up in an instant.

Entirely unbothered, Bilbur slid down the ladder on the back of his towering stool and stormed across the ground, up to a pile of rusted weapons. He dug through it, tossing them to the side until he spotted one that caught his fancy.

The sword in question was nearly more rust than metal. It was a solid copper color, with a plain blade and pommel. It didn’t even have a hilt. Noah gave it a suspicious glance.

“You’re sure that’ll fly?”

“If you throw it⁠—”

Noah’s glare silenced Bilbur before he could finish the sentence. The man cleared his throat.

“Yeah. It’ll fly. Not great, but it’ll fly. Two gold. Imprinting runes isn’t easy, twig.”

Noah pulled two gold coins out and held them out to Bilbur. The short salesman grinned and snatched them, then offered up the sword in response. Noah carefully took the blade, holding it before him like a torch.

“Is there a sheathe that comes with this?”

“No.”

“Ah.” Noah grimaced. “How do I use it?”

Bilbur, who was halfway back up the ladder to his stool, squinted through the bars at Noah.

“Seriously? You can’t use a flying sword?”

“Just humor me.”

“You stand on it. And, assuming you were smart enough to have a Wind Rune or something else that enables flight, you imagine flying.” Bilbur spoke as if his answer were the most logical thing in the world. “Any more questions? Want me to show you how to tie your shoes?”

“Let’s put a rain check in that. Pleasure doing business with you,” Noah said. He raised a hand in farewell and got a rude gesture in response.

It’s good to see some traditions have somehow manifested themselves on both Earth and whatever this new planet is. Some things never change.

Noah exited the shop and stepped out into the street. The sun was still barely starting its trek through the sky. There were a lot of things he wanted to get accomplished, but there was one that he’d been pushing off for some time that he couldn’t justify delaying all that much longer.

And to accomplish it, he was going to need Moxie’s help once again.


Chapter Twenty-Six



“Does my door have a sign on it somewhere asking you to stop by?” Moxie asked, squinting at Noah from the tiny crack she’d opened her door by. “What do you want?”

“Not all that much. I was just thinking about ways I could improve,” Noah drawled. “And you’re the most exemplary example of a teacher I know.”

“More like I’m the only other teacher that’s willing to speak to you, and that patience is already running thin. Just tell me what you want.”

Noah shrugged. “Fine. I want to shadow your class.”

Moxie blinked. She studied him for a moment, then opened the door a little more. “Why?”

“So I can learn what you do,” Noah replied. “I’ve been slacking for too long. If I’m going to do right by my students, I need to catch up on a lot of stuff, including the proper way to instruct them.”

And, more importantly, I can learn more about what I’m supposed to be teaching. Fighting is clearly part of it, but is it everything?

"Right," Moxie drawled. "And that's it? No other motives?"

"…No?"

"Why do I not believe you?"

"What, do you want me to swear on it? I'm just trying to make sure I can get my students the best education I possibly can after neglecting my duties for so long. If you don't want to let me do it, I can find a different professor to bother."

Moxie didn’t respond for a few moments. Then she sighed. “I suppose I can’t refuse a request like that. If you’re hoping to get your hands on any of our runes or combinations, you’re going to be sorely disappointed. Today’s lesson is pretty boring. It’s not going to matter all that much for your own students.”

“That’s totally fine with me. It’s about the style.”

So we don’t teach the same things? Is Arbitage even a school if the curriculum isn’t standardized? It feels more like a pure research institute that just happens to assign professors to students. Actually, that’s literally just a shitty college with too much research money. It’s the same damn thing.

“Just don’t be disruptive,” Moxie ordered, stepping back and out of view for a moment. She reemerged with a bag slung over her shoulder. “And don’t interact with my student, Emily. I won’t have you bothering her.”

“I won’t say a word to her,” Noah promised.

Moxie shook her head. “Whatever. You’re already here, so we might as well go.”

She stepped out, locking the room behind her before setting off down the hall. Noah jogged to catch up with her. Moxie didn’t seem to be in a particularly talkative mood, so they remained silent throughout their walk.

Noah wasn’t sure if he was surprised or not to find that Moxie didn’t take him to Building G. Instead, they walked up to a large marble, open topped building that was labeled with an A. It was considerably closer to the teacher’s lodgings than Noah’s normal classroom was and far better kept.

He tried not to marvel too much at the beautiful, polished steps and the large, carved doors as they entered the room. Moxie moved quickly, heading down the large hall that the doors led into. Dozens of doors lined its sides, and the hall branched off into several smaller ones.

Moxie took the first turn, continuing down the smaller hall before arriving at an unmarked room. She opened the door and stepped in, letting it swing shut and forcing Noah to catch it before it smacked him in the face.

“Oh, wow,” Noah said, his eyes widening as he entered the room. It wasn’t very large, with only six chairs arranged before a chalkboard, but the size hardly mattered. Every chair was padded, and light streamed into the room through a huge window that covered one of the walls. It was far, far better than the entirety of Building G put together.

“What?” Moxie asked, glancing back at him.

“Nothing. Just appreciating your room.”

Moxie shook her head again. She pointed to the chair farthest from her. “Just sit and don’t bother me. I need to prepare my notes. I was going to do this back in my room, but I’ll do it here instead.”

Noah nodded, sitting down in the chair. It sank in slightly under his weight. Somehow, it was even more comfortable than it had looked. Noah leaned his chin in his hand, looking around the small but clean room as Moxie dug some papers out of her bag and arranged them on the lacquered wooden podium.

The light streaming into the room somehow grew even brighter as the sun rose further. Before Noah knew it, almost an hour had passed. Moxie had long since finished her arrangements and was leaning against the board, staring out through the window in silent thought, when the door creaked.

A short girl with long, silver hair and petite features stepped into the room. Her eyes lit up as she saw Moxie standing by the board, but she paused as she spotted Noah. Recalling his promise to Moxie, Noah just inclined his head slightly.

“Don’t mind him, Emily,” Moxie said promptly. “He’s… sitting in. Just for one class.”

“Okay,” Emily replied, making her way over to the chair on the opposite side of the row and sitting down. “Are we going to be doing runework again?”

“Not today. Don’t think I forgot about you failing that written test so quickly.”

Emily’s face paled. “But that was just boring stuff! None of it actually⁠—”

“Applied to you?” Moxie’s eyebrow arched. There was a noticeable shift in her stance. Noah couldn’t place exactly what it was, but she’d suddenly gone from the sarcastic woman that he recognized into the pose of a professor.

I can’t say exactly what a professor looks like, but she looks like one.

“Just because you aren’t in another person’s situation doesn’t mean it doesn’t apply to you,” Moxie said, picking up a piece of chalk and tapping it on the board behind her. “Understanding how others work is what allows you to properly carry yourself as a noble.”

Emily’s eyes fell. and her shoulders slumped slightly. “Okay.”

“No ‘okay.’ Just improve,” Moxie said with a shake of her head. “Do you recall what the first question on the exam was? I can get it if you⁠—”

“I know I got that one right!” Emily said, perking up slightly. “It was about who can use runes, right? The answer was everyone.”

“The question was ‘How do beings use runes?’; it was an essay question, too. You wrote one sentence.”

“But it answered the question!”

“No,” Moxie said with a sigh. “It didn’t. Even if I ignore the part of the question that said it was an essay, you’re missing the point. There are two key aspects to be addressed. How did you get your runes, Emily?”

“My parents gave them to me.”

“Right,” Moxie said. “So were you born with runes?”

“No. Of course not. Nobody is.”

“That’s true for humans, but not for all species,” Moxie said gently. She drew a line on the chalkboard, drawing a stick figure on one side of it. “Humans are born without runes, which gives them the potential to gather any combination of seven they want. But many monsters are actually born with⁠—”

“With runes from their parents!” Emily exclaimed. “Yeah, I remember now.”

“After I basically told you,” Moxie said with a laugh. “But, yes. Some monsters are born with runes that are already bound to their souls. While they can remove them, just like we can, having runes bound to you that early makes it very, very difficult. So, even for the monsters intelligent enough to realize they want to remove a subpar rune, many of them can’t. Why don’t you expound on that, since you’re suddenly remembering things?”

Emily paled. She cleared her throat, her eyes darting around the room as she thought. “Uh… soul damage?”

“A little more, please. What relationship do monsters have with runes that humans typically don’t?”

“Oh! It’s because they’re more closely tied, right? Monsters’ runes tend to affect their physical forms more, modifying their appearance, while humans keep our runes within our soul.”

Moxie grinned and nodded. She drew a very rough drawing of a monkey on the other side of the board.

Damn. She’s actually a pretty good artist.

“Exactly,” Moxie said. “Monsters often manifest physical attributes of their runes because of how much they depend on their runes. That can often make them comparatively stronger than humans of the same rank, but that tends to be balanced out by…”

Moxie trailed off, waiting for Emily to finish the sentence.

“Lower intelligence?”

“Oftentimes yes, but that isn’t the reason. It’s the effect. Monsters are less intelligent because beings tend to evolve optimally. Monsters are stronger in their base forms than humans are, so there was less need for them to be intelligent. Humans, on the other hand, cannot get stronger unless we form powerful rune combinations. That meant most of the really dumb ones died off.”

Moxie sent a quick glance at Noah when she said the last sentence, giving him a quick smirk. It didn’t feel as malicious as it almost did teasing.

Emily nodded in understanding. “I knew that. I kind of just forgot to write it down.”

“I know. That’s always the problem,” Moxie said, rubbing her forehead. “I know you can do better, Emily. You do fantastic on any exams actually related to rune usage. Just don’t forget that you’re a noble. You have duties beyond just fighting—you aren’t a soldier.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Moxie smiled. “Good. Let’s move on to the next question, then. You⁠—”

“What about the second half of the first one?” Noah asked.

Moxie and Emily looked at him.

“You mentioned there were two key things, but only went over one of them.”

Moxie blinked, then reddened ever so slightly. “Right. The other aspect is the differences in humans. Not in talent, but in access.”

“People that already have good rune combinations to build off and those without, right?” Emily asked. “Because if you don’t know what you’re doing, the chance of eventually failing one of your combinations and seriously setting yourself back is really high.”

So nobles versus non-nobles.

“Correct,” Moxie said. “There are a fair number of runes that aren’t restricted in circulation, but most Greater Runes and high-quality combinations are closely guarded by the families that discover them. While this doesn’t make it impossible for less fortunate mages to get powerful, it does make it harder. Never underestimate an opponent, but keep the differences in your situations in mind. Someone with imperfect rune combinations will run out of energy quicker than you, and if you’re both using the same type of magic, you’ll be able to cut them off of their powers easier because your rune puts off more pressure than theirs.”

Emily nodded her understanding. Moxie turned back to the paper on the desk.

“The next question on the exam was the proper channel to request a new rune combination through,” Moxie said. “You left it blank.”

“I can just ask Mom and Dad.”

Moxie sighed. “Yes, but that can’t be your actual answer. There are still ways that these things have to be done, Emily.”

Emily scrunched her nose. “Can we go to the next question?”

To Noah’s surprise, Moxie obliged. The rest of the questions on the exam weren’t of all that much interest to him, though he did listen in case there was any important information. Most of them were just about the proper people to speak to when Emily wanted something or another, but just about every one of Emily’s answers had been asking her parents.

Still, Noah had gained some vital information from the conversation that he hadn’t even planned on learning.

Arbitage really wasn’t just about fighting. Moxie was trying to prepare Emily for court more than she was trying to teach the girl how to fight. It didn’t look like the lesson was that foreign to Emily, so it was clearly something they’d covered before.

Emily was clearly part of a noble family, and she didn’t have any worry about the cost of runes in the slightest. Considering how little care she put into the questions Moxie asked about actually getting runes, it either meant that her family was filthy rich or the runes weren’t actually very restricted for nobility.

Noah didn’t have any good ways to press on the subject further yet, but that was fine with him. At the moment, the most important thing he could teach Isabel and Todd was still fighting. But, after this exam was done, he’d really need to find out how he could round out their education. If they needed to learn about anything like what Moxie was talking about, he wasn’t going to be of any use.

The class ended without any more information of interest, and Emily darted out the door after waving goodbye to Moxie.

“Why are you still here?” Moxie asked, packing her papers up.

“Just thinking,” Noah replied. “Thanks for letting me sit in. It was enlightening.”

“Really?” Moxie asked, glancing at him in surprise.

Ah, shit. I’m supposed to be part of a pretty big noble family.

“Just a different perspective on things.” Noah shrugged, rising to his feet and heading over to the door. He opened it and paused, glancing back at Moxie. “It was nice.”

“Glad to be of help, then,” Moxie said.

Noah stepped out, letting the door swing shut behind him, and headed down the hall. The day was still fairly young, and there was time to get more accomplished before it was over.

I’ve still got some money. Should I buy something else that’ll be useful or save up? Then again, I don’t even know what I actually need. Potions are a waste for me, as are Shields. Guess there’s no point spending money without knowing what I need.

His path decided, Noah set off to find Tim, excitement bubbling in his chest. It was time to have some fun.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Less than an hour later, Noah was in the Scorched Acres once more. He drew in a deep breath, the familiar scent of ash and dirt filling his nostrils, and let it out slowly. In a strange way, he had started to appreciate the forest.

Not the monkeys, though. Those evil bastards deserve everything that happens to them.

Noah examined the rusted flying sword. Part of him suspected that Bilbur had scammed him with a completely mundane weapon rather than a magical one. It certainly didn’t look magical. It wasn’t worth testing earlier, though. The last thing Noah needed was to fly himself into a wall in front of everyone else.

The Scorched Acres were nice and empty. A perfect place to practice flying around—and if he ran into anything, nobody would be there to see it. Noah placed the sword on the ground and stepped on top of it.

He stood there for a moment. Nothing happened. Gathering a small amount of energy from a Wind Rune, he sent it down through his feet and into the sword. A dull hum emitted from it.

Noah flailed his hands as the sword abruptly jerked up from the ground. His balance was a little more on his forward foot than he’d expected, and the sword leaned forward with him. As soon as the tip pointed toward the ground, the sword lurched forward. It slipped out from beneath his feet and buried itself in the trunk of a tree with a loud crack. He managed to land on his feet, avoiding a painful fall, and glared at the sword.

Well, at least it works. I hope it holds up. I really don’t have the money to waste on anything else. I’ve honestly been a bit reckless and overfocused on improving my runes over everything else. I should try to keep some monster parts and sell them.

Next time.

He stalked up to the tree and wrapped his hands around the sword’s handle, yanking on it with all his might. It ripped free of the tree, and he staggered back with a curse. Noah tossed the sword back onto the ground and lowered his center of gravity before activating it again.

This time, he focused on maintaining his balance as evenly as possible. The sword hummed once more and raised a foot into the air. It wobbled beneath Noah’s feet but didn’t go flying free.

A grin crossed Noah’s face. He let himself lean forward ever so slightly. The sword shuddered beneath him. For an instant, Noah feared it would zip off, but he managed to keep his footing as it shot forward.

His hoot of excitement was short lived. The sword—along with him—crashed into a tree with a loud crunch. Noah fell to the ground, landing hard on his back. He cursed, cradling his nose and rolling to his feet.

He grabbed the sword and ripped it out of the second tree, sending a pointed glare at it before tossing it to the ground and stepping on it once again. A now familiar thrum emerged from the blade, and it lifted into the air.

Noah leaned forward, this time keeping his eyes ahead of him. The blade shot off, whistling past a tree. He leaned to the side, and it jerked to follow his motion—putting him right in the path of another tree. Noah’s eyes widened and he quickly shifted to the other direction, overcorrecting and nearly driving face first into a large, burnt trunk.

He threw himself off the sword. It slammed into the tree, and he rolled, rising to his feet beside the tree and the still-quivering blade embedded within it. Noah let out a slow breath and brushed the dirt off his clothes before pulling the sword out.

“Well, at least it’s simple in concept.” Noah tossed the sword back to the ground. “And kind of fun, provided I can stay on the thing for more than a few seconds at a time. Let’s see how high this thing can go.”
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Several hours and an embarrassing assortment of bruises later, Noah found himself hurtling over the treetops, the wind whipping his hair and a massive grin on his face. He repressed the urge to let out a holler as he tore across the sky, moving so fast that the air stung his eyes.

Noah zipped around in a tight circle, nearly giving himself vertigo as the sword jerked downward and sent him hurtling at the ground. He dove off, rolling to his feet and thrusting his hands into the air like an acrobat.

Noah turned and sauntered back to where the blade protruded from the dirt. He plucked it free and smiled.

“I have no idea what that merchant was talking about. This is too much fun. Who would want any other kind of flying sword? You’ve got to be at least twice as fast as the ones that the guys who rescued me were using.”

I’m talking to my sword. Is that a symptom of insanity? Bah. I don’t care.

Noah set the blade back on the ground and boarded it. He was far from a master at using it, but he was confident it would suffice for his purposes now. It was time to go deeper into the forest.

He lifted off the ground and shot up at a steep angle, barely keeping his balance during the ascent. Noah leaned forward once he broke past the treetops, righting himself and zipping away.

Treetops flitted beneath Noah, a blur of darkened brown and black. Behind him, he could just barely make out the edges of Arbitage’s silhouette against the horizon. Before him, the Scorched Acres stretched on as far as he could see.

He spent several minutes flying through the air, moving as quickly as he dared without risking falling off the sword. The forest just kept going, showing no signs of reaching an end. He glanced over his shoulder, then started his descent.

If I go too deep, I might run into something far too strong for me to handle. This should be more than far enough.

Noah narrowly missed the jagged branches of a tree as he whistled past the canopy and pulled back, righting himself and hopping off the sword an instant before he crashed. The blade slammed into the trunk of a thin tree, carving straight through it and leaving a furrow in the ground before it came to a stop.

After glancing around to make sure nothing was in the immediate area, Noah walked up to his ride, and plucked it from the ground. He was certain that this was the deepest he’d ever been in the forest, but it looked identical to every other part of it.

Noah set off, ready to call on the magic of his runes at a moment’s notice if any monsters showed themselves.

He didn’t have to wait long.

After just a few minutes of walking, hollering calls in the distance reached Noah’s ears. He quickly adjusted his path toward them, moving as silently as he could while keeping a steady pace.

Through the trees, he spotted a pair of Chuckers in a small clearing. They were focused on each other, gesturing and thumping their chests emphatically in some sort of argument. That was perfectly fine with Noah.

He reached out, connecting to his Ash Rune rather than his Wind. Drawing on all the burnt trees around them, Noah thrust his magic forward. Bark creaked in protest as it was ripped to pieces.

The nearest Chucker spun, its eyes fixing on Noah, just before four sharpened black spikes formed in the air and slammed into its chest, ripping holes through it. It shuddered, then crumpled to the ground.

Energy flooded into Noah, but he didn’t let it distract him. He immediately ducked behind a tree, avoiding the attack that he knew would be coming. Sure enough, a large branch whistled past his head like a lance, embedding itself in the dirt behind him.

Noah stepped back out and flicked his fingers, commanding the Ash Rune once more. The spikes that had killed the first Chucker burst into black clouds and tore through the air, surrounding the other monster. They transformed back into a dozen spikes and slammed home, killing the creature before it could finish its scream of rage.

A cold smile crossed Noah’s face, and he released his hold over the magic. The key to fighting Chuckers was making the move right after they attacked, while they were searching for another weapon.

That, or catching them by surprise. Then again, surprise tended to work against most enemies, so Noah wasn’t certain he could count that as a key for any of them.

He stepped out from behind his tree and walked into the clearing to see what had caused the argument between the Chuckers. The corpse of a smaller monkey lay in the center of a clearing, already ripped in half and partially eaten.

Figures.

Noah’s skin prickled. At one point, he would have frozen and tried to figure out what was causing the sensation. Instead, he lunged forward, throwing himself into a roll. The ground behind him shuddered, shaking so hard that he nearly lost his footing as he came back up.

Spinning, Noah brought his magic to bear and came face to face with a black-haired monkey that was just slightly taller than he was. It straightened back up, flexing its fingers and snarling in disappointment. It was the closest to a humanoid out of all the other monsters he’d seen so far, and its hair was so close in color to the ashy trees that Noah had completely missed it.

The monkey snarled, revealing several rows of tiny, sharp teeth in its mouth. Paired with a bulbous, pointed nose and thin, half-lidded eyes, it looked vaguely goblinoid in nature.

Kind of like a cross between a shark and a monkey. A Shankey. That’s what this is called. Whoever invented this thing has some serious problems.

Noah hopped back, keeping his distance and watching the monster carefully. He was pretty sure that he could have killed it with a sudden Ash attack, but he restrained himself. A new opponent was more than just a kill. It was a training opportunity, and it wasn’t one he was going to waste.

“Come on, then,” Noah said, beckoning to the Shankey. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

The monster snarled, spittle flying from its lips and splattering across the ground. It obliged Noah, charging at him. Noah hopped back, and the monster matched his movement, lunging to bite at him.

Noah sent a pulse of wind out from his palms. It slammed into the Shankey and sent it rolling across the ground. The monster flipped to its feet and charged Noah again, not missing a beat.

Fast recovery and good reflexes. Better than anything I’ve fought yet. It seems like its teeth are the only way it can do any serious damage.

Noah sent a blade of wind at the monster’s arm. It twisted, avoiding the spell. It kicked dirt at Noah, forcing him to raise his hand defensively to avoid getting blinded. Noah threw himself back. He heard a loud crack as the Shankey grabbed a tree and ripped it out of the ground with its bare hands, snarling in fury.

Strong. Short temper, too.

“What are you going to do with that?” Noah taunted. “Swing it?”

The Shankey swung it.

It smashed clean through the tree that Noah had expected to block the strike. Noah’s eyes widened, and he dropped to the ground. The tree hurtled over his head before crunching into another tree.

Noah rolled to the side and shot back to his feet. By the time he was upright, the Shankey was upon him. It was fast, but it didn’t expect Noah to charge it as well. Its eyes flashed with surprise as Noah lunged, driving his fist into its furry chest.

The punch did little against its thick fur. Noah could have sworn he saw amusement flare in the monster’s face an instant before he unleashed his Vibration Rune. A violent shudder tore through the Shankey’s body, shaking its head so hard that its teeth cracked together.

Noah fired a wind blade into the monster’s neck. It bit deep into the fur, but it failed to cut through. He cursed and set off a blast of wind between himself and the Shankey as it snapped forward, trying to bite his neck.

The wind sent him tumbling back and pushed the Shankey several feet away. Noah sprung back to his feet and called on Ash. Several jagged spikes formed in the ground before him, jutting up into the Shankey’s path as it sprinted at him.

It vaulted over the first, grabbing onto a low-hanging tree branch and swinging for Noah, screeching in victory. Noah recognized the expression on its face. He’d let it show on his own a few too many times.

A victorious grin.

Noah flicked his hand. Ash blew up from the spikes, forming another one directly in the Shankey’s path. It jerked its head back, trying to avoid being impaled, but it was in the air and had no way to dodge.

The spike punched clean through one of its eyes, and the monster’s body swung forward, carried by its own momentum. It went limp and hung in the air, suspended by the spike. Noah sent another blade of wind into its throat, leaving a deep cut. He narrowed his eyes and launched one final cut, this time separating its head from its body.

It crashed to the ground. Noah released his Ash Magic as well, letting the Shankey’s head thud down beside its body. A rush of energy enveloped Noah. He shuddered. It was far more than any of the other monsters he’d fought, and he could see why.

It was faster and smarter than the other monsters I’ve fought. That must have been a Mauler. I think Slashers are probably stronger, but they don’t seem to know how to use their strength.

I think this is the first time I’ve defeated an enemy without dying to it first, though. Not bad. Not bad at all.

Noah only gave himself a few moments to feel satisfied before he shook himself out of it. He’d died a few too many times from getting too smug. He wasn’t the hunter in this forest. Not yet.

I wonder what parts of this thing are worth selling. The teeth, maybe? Its claws are basically just long fingernails.

Noah pried the teeth out of the monster’s mouth. They popped free surprisingly easily. Perhaps they shared more similarities with sharks than he’d originally thought.

I’ll save these up for when I really need some money. Maybe I can start a collection.

He set off, leaving the blood-splattered clearing behind. The day was still young, and there were more monsters to hunt. He was certain that there was more to the Mauler’s fighting style to learn, and he was determined to discover everything he could before the day was out.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Noah encountered five more Maulers before his twenty-four hours were up. That didn’t stop him from liberating them of their teeth like a vengeful reverse-dentist and adding them to his growing collection of monster parts to sell. They all went into his travel bag and rattled around like a bunch of spare coins, which, if Noah was lucky, he hoped they would become.

Each of the Maulers proved fairly competent in their fights, but none managed to ever land a hit on him. They were indeed cleverer than the other monkeys he’d fought, but they felt… lacking.

If Noah had to place it, he would have decided that the Maulers lacked anything unique. They didn’t have the massive size of the Slashers, the deadly aim of the Chuckers, or even the sheer stupid boldness of the small monkeys. They were right in the middle on many things, and while he was confident they’d be a significant threat to his students, he’d already seen just about all of what they could do.

By the time the day ended, Noah hadn’t been hit a single time—by monkeys. The trees, on the other hand, were considerably less kind. His flying sword threw him into them about ten times, and he was covered by smarting bruises that were quickly turning black by the time the sun started rising in the sky again.

For an instant, Noah considered finding a monster and intentionally losing the fight. It would take care of the bruises, after all. An instant after the thought passed through his head, Noah’s eyes narrowed, and he vehemently shoved it away.

I will not let myself die for such a worthless reason. Learning how to fight is one thing, but dying just to treat some bruises is an overkill. I’m doing all of this to make sure I never have to die a true death, not for convenience. I refuse to let myself get so lost.

He was still standing there, scolding himself, when he felt a yank at the back of his neck. Noah let the world flash by him, more than used to the sensation by now. Blue lights swirled and sparkled within his body as the world shimmered.

With a loud thud, he was tossed into the transport cannon. Noah slid out of the tube and landed on the ground with a grunt. Brushing his clothes off, he rose to his feet and inclined his head toward Tim.

“Thanks,” Noah said.

“Anytime. I think you use my service more than almost anyone else,” Tim said with a chuckle. “It’s too bad it’s free, or you’d be single-handedly keeping me in business.”

“Be glad it’s free, because I couldn’t afford to keep anyone in business.”

They both chuckled.

“Well, thanks for using Travel Anywhere In No Time,” Tim said. “It still helps the numbers look good and lets me keep my job. See you tomorrow.”

Noah nodded absently. He stepped onto the lift in the center of the room, and Tim waved farewell. The cage rattled beneath Noah and lowered, taking him down to the stairs below. It reached them with a thud, and Noah stepped out, starting toward the ground.

He paused halfway down, tilting his head to the side. “Travel Anywhere In No Time. TAINT. Seriously?”

Noah resisted the urge to turn around and walk back up to Tim. He just shook his head, rolling his eyes, before resuming his trek to his room.
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The next day, Noah met Isabel and Todd in their classroom. He’d tucked his flying sword into his belt, but neither of them mentioned it. They both looked like they were about to burst from keeping their mouths shut, but Noah held a hand up to forestall anything they were about to say. Without wasting any time, they all set off and used the transport cannon to travel to the Scorched Acres. Once they’d all arrived, Noah cocked an eyebrow.

“Okay, now we can talk. So? Ready?”

“More than.” Todd beamed. His smile faded a little. “The Greater Fire Rune is almost completely empty, though. It was also a pain removing the Lesser Rune. Still stings a bit.”

“Same,” Isabel said. She patted a small gourd hanging from her hip. “A healing potion too.”

“Oh, right,” Todd said. “I’ve got one of those too. They’re so expensive, though. I wasted like two weeks of pay on it.”

“It’ll be worth it when it keeps your guts from spilling out,” Isabel said.

“Quite right,” Noah said with a nod. He patted his own gourd. After all, it had technically been a healing potion. A poisoned one, but still a healing potion. “I’ve got mine as well. Don’t go anywhere without it. Either way, it’s time to get started. There’s a Slasher waiting to meet you both.”

“Shouldn’t we kill some of the small monkeys before we move on to Slashers?” Todd nervously shifted from foot to foot. “I mean, we’ve only got six runes to work with right now.”

Noah cocked an eyebrow. “How long do you think the fight is going to go? You shouldn’t need to use up more than two runes, even if they’re Lesser ones. You’ve done something seriously wrong if you get all the way to six.”

Isabel swallowed. For a moment, Noah expected her to add something to aid Todd’s request for an extension, but she just shook her head.

“I think Vermil is right. I want to pass the test, and we’ve seen all the moves that the Slashers make already. I think we can do this.”

“But what if⁠—”

“I don’t want to sit around while the other students just keep getting stronger.” Isabel set her jaw and clenched her hands at her sides. “Let’s go find a Slasher.”

Todd pressed his lips together. Then, after a moment, he nodded. Noah grinned and gestured for them to follow, setting off into the forest. The distant howls of the monkeys echoed through the trees.

Noah had gotten so used to them that he’d gotten decent at recognizing which screech belonged to which monkey. He angled toward the call of a Slasher. A few small monkeys spotted them through the trees, but Noah dispatched them with wind slashes before they could even begin to charge.

A few minutes later, they spotted the Slasher. It was hardly trying to hide. The bulky monster was pacing around a small clearing in the forest, hooting to itself as it chewed on a furry limb.

“There it is. Ugly bastard,” Noah said. He put his hands on Isabel and Todd’s shoulders. “All right, kids. You know what to do, right?”

Isabel gave him a firm nod. “Yes. Todd?”

“I’m ready, I guess,” Todd said, trying and failing to sound confident. Isabel and Noah both looked at him, and he scrunched his nose. “I said I’m ready!”

“Fear is wisdom, but letting any emotion control you is folly. Go,” Noah said, gently pushing the duo forward. “I’ll be watching to step in if you need it, but I’d prefer not to.”

Isabel and Todd exchanged a glance. They nodded, then stalked toward the Slasher. The massive monkey hadn’t noticed their approach yet, as Noah had angled them downwind of it. It wouldn’t be long, though.

Sure enough, once they grew near the edge of the clearing, the Slasher froze. It raised its head, sniffing the air and lowering the arm it had been eating. Flame sputtered to life along Todd’s arms, and Isabel dashed forward.

Despite his own words, a flicker of fear sputtered in Noah’s chest. He removed the flying sword from its spot in his belt and set it on the ground, putting one foot on it but leaving the other on the dirt.

He readied Ash, prepared to kill the Slasher the moment it looked like Isabel or Todd might be in mortal danger.

Isabel took the lead, darting ahead of Todd. She drew her sword from within her chest with a battle cry. The Slasher roared and raised its hands into the air as she approached, malice glinting in its ugly, beady eyes.

Downward slash. Dodge to the side.

Isabel threw herself to her left, rolling across the ground as the monster’s massive claws carved through the dirt where she’d been standing. A bolt of fire leapt from Todd’s hands and struck the Slasher in the face.

It screamed, more in surprise than pain, and the fire sputtered off its skin, not taking hold. Isabel came up from her roll and thrust her sword into the monster’s stomach. It bit into its flesh, penetrating several inches before thudding to a stop.

The Slasher whipped a hand at her side.

“Down!” Todd screamed.

Isabel dropped, releasing her sword’s hilt and falling flat on her face. The claws passed over her head, and Todd rushed forward, unleashing a torrent of fire from his outstretched palms, passing over Isabel and enveloping the Slasher. It roared, raising its hands defensively and staggering back.

Todd met Isabel’s eyes and gave her a curt nod. He clenched his hands into fists, cutting the flames off, and Isabel launched to her feet. She charged forward and drove her shoulder into the hilt of the glowing blade, pushing it deeper into the Slasher.

Its pained cry split the air. The Slasher reached down to grab Isabel. She skipped back, ripping her blade free of the monster’s stomach, and Todd sent another blast of fire into the monster’s face to keep it from pressing the advantage.

Noah watched the fight with growing pleasure. His students were doing fantastically. Far better than he’d expected. Sure, their individual attacks weren’t fantastic, and Isabel wasn’t targeting any fatal areas, but they were holding their own.

He watched them with a hawk’s eye, his fingers twitching every time the Slasher readied an attack.

Isabel weaved in and out, avoiding the Slasher’s attacks and jabbing at it with her sword. She couldn’t quite reach the lumbering monster’s neck, and Todd’s spells weren’t doing nearly enough damage to kill it, though the young man had singed the Slasher quite badly.

After dodging another downward slash, Isabel changed her strategy. She leapt off the monster’s palm, rearing back to thrust her blade up through its chin. The Slasher’s eyes glinted, and it whipped a hand at Isabel.

Cracks split the air. A spike of Ash ripped free of the nearest tree and slammed into the Slasher’s palm, pinning it to the ground. Another spike drove up from the sooty ground, passing in front of Isabel and punching through the monster’s neck.

Isabel’s momentum carried her into the already-dead Slasher, but the fight was already over. She pushed away from it, dropping to the ground and breathing heavily. She looked back at Noah with wide eyes.

“Nice try,” Noah said, trying not to let his words show how hard his heart was beating. Energy rushed into his body, and he noticed that both Isabel and Todd paused for a moment to draw in a sharp breath at the same time that he felt the power from the kill flood him.

We must have all gotten energy since we worked together. I wonder what regulates that. Is it how much damage we did? Now isn’t the time to ask, but I’ll have to look into that.

“Now, don’t forget that Slashers can do more than one attack in a row. Any enemy can. You aren’t taking turns here. Slashers aren’t the fastest monkeys in the forest, but they’re still faster than you are. Make sure it’s in a position where it can’t counter you before attacking.”

Isabel swallowed and nodded. “I—Yeah. Thanks.”

“Now, what can we improve on?” Noah asked, clapping his hands together. “Both of you.”

“I was too hasty and got cocky after I dodged its first few attacks.” Isabel reddened slightly in embarrassment.

If you knew what I did the first time I cast magic, you wouldn’t be nearly as embarrassed.

“I wasn’t distracting it enough,” Todd said. “My magic didn’t have enough power behind it, so it wasn’t able to get through the Slasher’s defenses as well as I can against the smaller monkeys. If I had more energy, it would have burned alive.”

“Correct, but the way you say that makes me think you believe the only solution is to use your Greater Rune, right?”

Todd tilted his head to the side. “I mean, yeah. How else would I do it?”

Noah called on his Ash Magic. The spikes holding the Slasher up collapsed, dropping the corpse on the ground as a cloud of soot floated over to him and formed into a tube. Noah held it up in front of Todd.

“Do you have a waterskin?”

Todd blinked, then nodded. He pulled a small flask out and handed it to Noah.

“Thank you. Let’s do a quick demonstration. I’m going to blow into this tube,” Noah said. “My breath represents the amount of energy your rune has. I will not be changing how hard I blow.”

Noah put the tube in his mouth, grimacing at the ashy taste, then poured the water into it and blew. It trickled out of the end, somewhat unimpressively, and splattered onto the ground. Todd stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

“Now, I’m not going to change anything about how hard I blow, but I’m going to narrow the tube,” Noah said. The inner diameter of the ash shrank, turning into a thin straw. He poured some water into his mouth, then put the tube in before blowing.

A thin jet of water arced out of the tube. Todd’s brows furrowed, and Noah took the ash from his mouth, licking his lips in distaste. He handed Todd’s waterskin back and smiled. “Pressure is force divided by area. The force is constant in this case, and you want the pressure to go up, so what do you do?”

“The area has to go down,” Todd said, a flicker of understanding appearing in his eyes. “And area is the size of my flames?”

Noah grinned.

“You’re saying that if I focus my fire from large blasts into smaller attacks, it’ll do more?”

Noah shrugged. He crouched and pried the claws off the Slasher, tucking them into his back before straightening. Noah offered some to Todd and Isabel, but they both shook their heads. He shrugged. “I’m not sure if it’ll do more, but logically, that’s the result I’d assume. You’re expending a lot of energy making big blasts, but they don’t seem to have as much strength as you’d want. So, if you were to make them more concentrated, I’d assume that they’d do more damage too.”

Todd pointed a finger at a tree. A ball of flame formed at his hand, then condensed into a pinpoint. It leapt forth and slammed into the ashy wood, burning several inches into it in an instant.

“Shit,” Todd muttered. “You’re right. I don’t think one of my fireballs would have done that. Not yet.”

“How didn’t you think of that before?” Isabel demanded, then looked back at Noah. “What about me? Do I get a secret too?”

“I’ve seen people do that before, so it’s not really a secret,” Todd said with a frown. “But I never really thought about it, to be honest. I didn’t realize why they did it.”

“I still want something.”

“What happened to thinking of it on your own?” Todd glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes, an excited grin on his face. Isabel ignored him.

“Nothing as interesting as Todd,” Noah admitted, rubbing the back of his head. “But try to aim for vital areas when you attack. With Slashers, you already know what they're going to do, so there's no need to try to injure them before taking them out. It's much more efficient to just go for a killing blow when they give you an opportunity. That's much easier said than done, though, so I'll tell you what will help. Practice. So… shall we go find another Slasher?”


Chapter Twenty-Nine



It was Todd who spotted the next Slasher. He pointed it out with an urgent thrust of a finger through the trees. The Slasher in question was leaning against a tree, its eyes closed and its chest rising in slow, heavy breaths.

Noah gave Todd an approving nod, then gestured for them to go after it. After all, no part of the exam said that they had to defeat a Slasher that was awake. Besides, the energy they’d gain for their new runes would still be useful. There was no reason to make things more difficult than they had to be.

Isabel drew her sword and glanced at Todd. He gathered a small sphere of flame above his hand, and they crept forward. Noah watched their approach, magic bubbling at his fingertips. Unlike the previous monster, they were upwind this time.

Noah was fairly certain that it would wake up before they grew close enough to strike, but warning them would reduce the effectiveness of the lesson. Just because the Slasher was sleeping didn’t mean it was harmless.

Sure enough, the monster’s eyes snapped open. Todd and Isabel both jumped as it launched itself to its feet and let out a furious roar, its eyes latching onto them instantly. Todd thrust his hand forward and fired a thin stream of flame out, but the movement had been too panicked and inaccurate. It shot past the Slasher’s shoulder and burned a hole through the tree behind it.

The Slasher charged. Isabel raised her sword and lowered her stance, moving to stand in front of Todd and draw its attention. The tactic worked, and the Slasher bore down on her. It slashed out at her with a hand, and she dropped to the ground, rolling in the direction of the strike and lunging up to drive her sword into its knee.

Magic flared as the blade punched through the Slasher’s fur. It roared in fury and lifted its hands to bring them down on top of Isabel. She yanked on her sword, but it didn’t budge. Isabel cursed.

Throw yourself between its legs. That would be the fastest way to get to safety.

Isabel jumped back instead. Noah pressed his lips together. He didn’t blame Isabel for trying to keep her distance. It was instinct. Unfortunately, that instinct meant that the Slasher didn’t have to turn to follow Isabel, so it still had its eyes on both her and Todd.

Another stream of fire erupted from Todd’s fingers, but the Slasher ducked under it. It lunged for Isabel, reaching out to grab her. If its leg hadn’t been injured, it might have reached her.

Instead, it stumbled slightly as it put weight on the impaled limb. That bought Isabel just enough time to scramble backward, narrowly avoiding its grasping claws. The Slasher crashed to the ground with a scream of pain.

Todd fired another thin stream of flame. This time, it caught the Slasher in the back of the neck. It screamed in pain, thrashing and raising a hand to try to block the fire. Rancid, sickly smoke rose up from the wound.

“Isabel! Get your sword!” Todd yelled, stepping forward and keeping the stream of fire trained on the monster to keep its hands occupied. Isabel nodded and darted over to the Slasher’s back.

She grabbed the hilt of her sword and, with a snarl, ripped it free of its leg. The Slasher struggled even harder, nearly catching Isabel in the chest with a threshing leg. Noah shifted forward, moments from intervening, then let out a relieved sigh when he saw the attack miss.

Isabel jumped onto the Slasher’s back and drove her sword down into its neck. It bit deep into her target, and she levered the blade, widening the wound. A shudder rocked the monkey, and, with a final snarl, its limbs collapsed and it went still.

Todd dropped his hands, allowing the stream of fire to sputter out. He doubled over, gasping for breath and bracing himself against his knees. Sweat poured down his brow, and his hands shook with exertion.

He and Isabel shivered as energy from the Slasher’s death passed into them. Noah walked up to join them, crouching to liberate the Slashers of their claws. It wasn’t like the monkeys needed them anymore.

“Fantastic. That was a huge improvement. Obviously, a few things that didn’t go exactly as planned, but you’re learning.”

“It just… died,” Isabel muttered, looking down at her sword. “We did that?”

“Would have died faster if I didn’t miss a hundred times first.” Todd straightened up and wiped the sweat from his brow. Despite his words, he was grinning. “But we got the bastard. And it gave so much more energy than the smaller monkeys! Especially when the professor isn’t stealing half of it.”

“I most certainly did not steal anything. I saved your asses.”

Isabel and Todd burst into laughter and Noah joined them. The sense of relief and excitement that his students were feeling was one that Noah knew well. If an outsider had been observing, Noah was certain they all would have looked quite odd, doubled over laughing above the corpse of a massive monster.

“How are your runes doing?” Noah asked after they’d gathered themselves again. “Do you have enough energy to keep going?”

“I used more than I would have liked, but I’ve still got more than enough,” Todd said. “What about you, Isabel?”

“Barely anything. My magic doesn’t take much energy to upkeep.”

“Then let’s get a move on. There are more Slashers waiting for us,” Noah said with a grin.

[image: ]


They killed four more Slashers that day. Noah added their claws to his ever-growing collection. None of the fights were perfect, and Noah had to intervene in two of them to prevent injuries. He wasn’t willing to risk either of his students getting hit when there was a solid chance that they wouldn’t get back up from it, even with a healing potion.

The rest of their time in the Scorched Acres was spent killing the smaller monkeys. No Chuckers bothered them this time around, and they returned to Arbitage the following day without trouble.

Noah dismissed his students until the day after next, then returned to his room. He did find it mildly amusing that, after arriving in an entirely new world, he spent all his time either in a burnt down forest or shut inside a tiny box, but there was too much to do.

Once things settled down and he and his students weren’t in immediate danger, Noah promised himself that he’d actually spend some time exploring the world. There had to be more to it than ugly monkeys.

Noah cast his attention inward, checking on his runes. They were filling at a steady rate, though it had slowed down a little. His Vibration Rune was finally about where his Ash Runes had been when he’d first gotten them, and maybe even a little farther.

As for the Ash Runes themselves, they were brimming with strength. They’d still grown from when he’d seen them last, and Noah instinctively knew that there was more room for them to improve, but they were likely just a week or so of continued growth away from being full.

To Noah’s delight, when he went to check on the white particles of damage at the edges of his mind, he found that a significant portion of it had healed. There were several fist sized holes left, but he was recovering.

Now that I think about it, it’s been a while since I’ve hallucinated a monkey as well. That almost certainly proves that they were related. Good to know for the future. If that’s what happens when I’m just a little injured, I don’t want to think about the consequences of dying hundreds of times. I might actually go insane for a while.

With a blink, Noah brought himself back into his room. He stretched his arms over his head and yawned, then shook himself out. The past few days had been surprisingly tiring, but focusing on his students had been a great way to keep himself distracted.

Now that he was more comfortable with their progress, his thoughts drifted back to his own situation. The Linwick family. Combining his runes. The giant Sunder Rune floating above his mind space that he refused to look up at until he knew more about it. The poisoned healing potion. Moxie.

Noah groaned and ran a hand through his hair.

“Too much damn intrigue. I always flipped to the end of mystery novels to figure out who the bad guy was,” Noah grumbled, unhooking his gourd and tossing it from hand to hand. “I suppose I could go read about the Linwicks in the library. I bet there’s some information there, and I should really try to figure more out about my supposed family.”

Or… I could go test my Vibration Rune out in the Scorched Acres. It’s gotten a lot stronger, and all I’ve used it for thus far is shaking the hell out of monkeys. It definitely does more than that.

Noah crossed his arms and thought for a few moments. Two very viable options to do before his next meeting with his students.

He did have a pretty good understanding of what his Wind and Ash Runes could do, so it wasn’t like he couldn’t defend himself with his magic. All the monkeys he’d run into thus far in the Scorched Acres weren’t a threat. That did make one of the two options considerably lower priority.

Then again, magic was fun.

“Good argument, me. Magic it is,” Noah said with a cackle. He rubbed his hands together and strode back to find Tim for the second time that day. Learning about the Linwicks could wait until he got back.


Chapter Thirty



“You sure come here a lot,” Tim drawled as Noah stepped out of the lift and raised his hand in greeting.

“It’s faster than flying myself. Safer too.” Noah said.

“Not arguing with that. I guess it’s not my place to ask, but I’ve never seen a professor spend as much time in the Scorched Acres as you do. Is there something going on?”

Noah walked up to the turret and leaned against the wall, looking back at Tim. “Not really. Just training. There are a lot of monsters there, you know.”

“I’d reckon so. Just… that’s a whole lot of training.”

“Is that not the point?”

Tim tugged on his beard and frowned. “Yeah, I guess it is. Just makes me wonder why the other professors rarely use my services. I’d have thought that at least one more would be doing what you are.”

Noah shrugged. “I’m sure we’ve all got our own methods and strategies. As long as we get results, right?”

It was Tim’s turn to shrug. “Suppose so. Same as always?”

“Actually, I was wondering if you could lower the time I’m out? Maybe… twelve hours, if that’s possible? I just want to test some things out, and it probably won’t take an entire day.”

“Sure, I could do that for you.” Tim replied. “Twelve hours it is. All ready?”

“Thanks.” Noah climbed inside the turret. It shuddered as Tim adjusted his target.

“Have a safe trip!” Tim called.

Noah didn’t get a chance to respond. Energy erupted, and the cannon fired, blasting him into a world of swirling blue. Noah was so used to the sensation that he barely even noticed any discomfort. He just enjoyed the twisting shades of blue as they whipped past him.

And then, before he knew it, Noah was in the Scorched Acres. He blinked, somewhat surprised to find the world in more than one color again, then shook his head. Pulling his flying sword from its spot in his belt, he tossed it onto the ground and stepped on it.

It jerked forward, nearly ramming Noah into a tree, before he adjusted its direction at the last second and directed himself into the sky. He burst past the blackened canopy and righted himself, squinting as the wind whipped past his face.

The forest passed quickly beneath him. Noah flew for several minutes, making sure he would be deep enough into the trees so that he wouldn’t mistakenly run into someone else that might have visited from Arbitage at an inopportune time, then shot back down to make a rough landing on the dirt, tripping over his own feet as the sword jerked to a halt and nearly face planting into a tree.

Noah managed to catch himself at the last second, using a small blast of wind to halt his momentum. He let out a slow breath, shaking his head and picking his sword back up. The part of the forest he’d landed in looked identical to just about every other part of it, but it seemed empty.

It was warm, bordering on hot. Noah adjusted his suit, unbuttoning the front. He tilted his head to the side and listened intently for a few seconds. All that greeted him was silence. A monkey howled far in the distance, barely audible over the wind.

Nothing imminent, then. That obviously doesn’t mean much since they aren’t always making noise, but at least there aren’t any monsters fighting each other near me.

Noah focused on his Vibration Rune. Its power gathered, waiting for command. Noah paused a moment, just enjoying the feeling of energy pumping through his veins and pulsing at his fingertips.

“What’s the best way to go about this?” Noah murmured to himself. “It vibrates monsters and people well enough. I guess the next step is the ground?”

He went to kneel, then paused. If he could cast magic through his hands, there was no logical reason he couldn’t do it through any other part of his body. Noah straightened back up and pictured the ground trembling.

Energy poured out of his leg and through his shoe, seeping into the ground beneath his feet. Noah swore as his shoes suddenly shuddered with such intensity that he lost his footing.

“God damn it,” Noah muttered. He shifted, and the dirt pressed against the soles of his feet. He sighed and knelt, pulling a shoe off. The seams had been ripped to shreds, and the bottom had split in half. The other had suffered a similar fate.

Guess that’s a pretty good case for using my hands instead of my feet. Noted. I’ve gone this far, though. Might as well keep at it.

Noah pulled both shoes off and tossed them to the side, adding his socks to the pile before digging his feet into the dry, brittle ground. He gathered his magic once more, then repeated the command.

The earth rumbled beneath Noah. He wobbled in place as the ground shook for just a second before going still once more.

That was lackluster. Must be because I’m not being specific enough. Ground is pretty vast, after all. If I’m trying to shake an entire tectonic plate, I’m probably not going to have much luck. Maybe just the dirt in a ten-foot radius around me.

Noah started to draw on his Vibration Rune. He wasn’t sure exactly how much magic to use, but he didn’t want to overshoot and end up either wasting the energy or calling too much attention to himself.

As he prepared to release it, Noah’s eyes caught a flicker at the edges of the trees. Had he not spent so much time in the forest these last few weeks, he would have missed it completely. Instead, Noah recognized the telltale glint of a Chucker’s bulbous eyes in the distance.

And if he could see it, the monster monkey could probably see him as well. Noah swore, dropping to the ground instinctively. A rock screamed past his head, smashing through the trunk of the tree behind him and sending splinters of wood flying everywhere.

Noah drew sharply on his Vibration Rune, taking in far more than he had the first time, and unleashed the magic on the ground. Dry, packed dirt cracked and trees groaned as the forest floor between Noah and the Chucker came alive.

It tore itself up in an instant, like an explosion had been set off beneath the ground. The Chucker screamed for an instant before it was caught in the blast and vanished behind a line of debris.

The spell only lasted an instant, but by the time Noah had risen to his feet again, a straight path of destruction had carved itself out before him. All the trees that had been between him and the Chucker had been uprooted and thrown to the side.

Cracks ran throughout the ground, and several large rocks that had been in the path of the spell had been shattered into dozens of pieces. Noah stared at the damage he’d wrought, his eyes wide.

He quickly brought himself back into the present, not willing to let himself get killed for a second time while he admired his own magic. Once was more than enough. He crept past the trees toward where he’d last seen the monkey. A wave of energy seeped into his body a few moments later, even though he'd yet to locate the monster.

Noah found it after just a few seconds of searching. Or rather, he found its bottom half. The rest of the monster had been crushed beneath a large tree that had fallen in the wake of his magic. Noah winced. “Rough way to go out, bud. Sucks. I’ll leave your fingers intact as an apology.”

He reached for his Vibration Rune. Nothing answered. Noah pursed his lips in annoyance. All the energy in it had been spent. Since it was a Greater Rune, it would probably be at least an hour before it completely regenerated.

That might have been a bit of overkill, but it’s still good to see just how much it can do when it’s not even close to full. I’ll have to make sure to optimize how I use Vibration magic, though. I definitely could have achieved similar results without blowing through all my reserves.

A bead of sweat rolled down Noah’s forehead. He wiped it away and frowned, opening the front of his coat completely. The fight, if it could even be called that, hadn’t taken that much out of him. After all, it had just lasted a few seconds.

Why is it so damn hot?

He raised a hand, squinting up through the tree branches. Despite the time of day, it was strangely dark. It was as if the sun were obscured by clouds, but the day was completely clear as far as Noah could tell.

Noah fanned his face and drew his flying sword, hopping onto it and taking to the air to escape the heat—and he immediately spotted the answer to both of his questions. Noah’s eyes widened, and he flew his sword in a circle to get a second look at it.

A thick wall of smoke rose up before him, curling away from a ring of fire surrounding a section of the forest before him. The trees were completely engulfed, but the flame didn’t show any signs of spreading.

“What the hell is that?” Noah murmured. For an instant, he considered flying over to it, but the thought was banished.

That’s got to either be a monster I haven’t seen yet or another mage, and I don’t want them to see me flying around—not to mention I’ll lose my flying sword if I get killed by something while I’m carrying it around.

Noah dropped back below the trees and dismounted the sword. By his judgment, the fire was only a few minutes of walking away. He climbed a large tree and jabbed the flying sword into the trunk, hanging his gourd and book from the blade’s handle before hopping back to the ground.

He landed with a grunt and wiped the growing sheen of sweat from his forehead before setting off in the direction of the fire.

Gradually, the sound of crackling flames reached his ears. Just like he’d predicted, the flaming circle was just a two-minute walk from where he’d been training. He quickly spotted the yellowish-orange glow of the fire through the blackened tree trunks.

Noah approached it cautiously, moving slowly and as quietly as he could. The fire wasn’t so loud that it completely muted his movements, but it went a long way in covering most of them.

The heat intensified the closer Noah got. He stripped his jacket, tucking it under an arm as he arrived directly before the fire. It was as if an invisible circle had been drawn around the flaming trees.

Glowing ash popped and floated through the air, but the moment it grew far enough away from the ring of fire, it dropped to the ground. There were thin gaps between the trees and the flame, but the flame shifted so often that it was impossible to get a good look at what rested beyond them.

Noah stood in silence at the edge of the trees for nearly a minute, watching intently. Nothing emerged or changed. The fire just continued to roar, oblivious to his presence. The back of his shirt was already soaked through, and his pants were well on their way to follow. Occasionally, a large chunk of the flaming wall completely vanished. Before Noah could get a good look through it, the flames burst forth once again.

He chewed his lower lip and tried to squint through a gap in the flame again. In the periodic and seemingly random absences of fire, Noah could just barely make out a large, bulky form within the ring.

Noah pulled his coat back over his shoulders. There was only one way to investigate it any further. Noah wasn’t about to let a chance to train against a more powerful monster go to waste just because of a little heat.

Okay. A lot of heat.

The adventurers that rescued me mentioned the Hellreaver. This certainly seems like it might fit the bill.

He backed up several steps, then sprinted forward, aiming for one of the periodic gaps in the fire. Noah tucked his head down and threw himself through the trees, protecting his face with his hands as best as he could. Scorching heat licked at his skin and singed his hair. Some of the ashes latched onto his coat, sparking into flame, and he smelled his hair singe and smolder. He hit the packed dirt in a painful roll.

Noah quickly shrugged out of the coat, throwing it onto the ground even as the fire started to crawl across it, and batted out the small fires that had tried to take root in his hair. Noah sat up, still batting out some stubborn motes that stung his skin. He froze.

Sitting across from him, towering at nearly two stories tall, was an enormous monkey. Its fur was pitch black and covered with roaring flames that showed absolutely no signs of hurting it. Its massive, clawed hands were crossed over a rough, nearly spherical belly. The fire wreathed the monster’s face, where four bleached fangs jutted out of its mouth, each as long as a spear and disproportionately large, even for a creature of its size. The monster’s breath rose and fell in slow, steady shudders. Its eyes were closed. It was asleep.

Noah swallowed, keeping as still as possible.

Well, I knew it was big.

Deep in Noah’s mind, something rumbled. The massive rune that floated above all the others came alive in response to the creature sitting across from him. And, with absolute certainty, Noah knew that his guess had been correct.

The Hellreaver.

A rattling breath filled the Hellreaver’s chest. Its nose twitched.

Oh shit. My hair got burned.

Two bloodshot eyes snapped open, instantly fixing on Noah. Seething hatred and hunger filled their depths. Worse, Noah realized that this wasn’t the first time he’d seen those eyes. They were the very same as the ones that had peered through the specks of white void in his mental space.


Chapter Thirty-One



An earthshaking roar ripped from the Hellreaver’s mouth with such intensity that the flames encircling them rippled. It lumbered to its feet, rolling its shoulders. Saliva dripped from its mouth, sizzling as it splattered against the dirt.

Noah sent a blade of wind whistling for its throat. The Hellreaver shifted a hand, blocking the spell. If it did any damage, Noah couldn’t tell. It looked like the blade had just vanished into its dark fur.

“Come on, then,” Noah growled, preparing Wind Magic to throw himself to safety if the Hellreaver was faster than he expected. It reared back, and Noah tensed his legs. If he dodged too early, the monster would have time to adjust its attack.

The Hellreaver lifted its hands into the air and lunged forward. Noah empowered his dive with a surge of Wind Magic, sending himself flying across the clearing. He’d recognized the attack—it was the exact same one that the Slashers had used. He hit the ground in a roll, but something was wrong.

He hadn’t heard the sound of the Hellreaver’s fists hitting the ground. His momentary triumph vanished like a candle in a rainstorm, and he looked up. The Hellreaver’s eyes glinted with intelligence that he had completely missed.

The Hellreaver’s hands had never fallen. Its cheeks billowed, and a wave of molten flame washed out toward Noah. The young man grabbed at his Wind Magic, desperately forming it into a barrier in hopes of deflecting the attack.

It blew away, completely swamped by the intensity of the Hellreaver’s magic. For an instant, Noah locked eyes with the monster. Its face was crinkled in a terrifyingly human-like expression of amusement.

Then the fire washed over him, and his world was in agony.

Mercifully, it didn’t last long. The intense heat melted Noah’s body away, and his fried nerves gave out long before his throat could. A few moments later, his consciousness snapped, and his soul peeled away from the charred husk of his body.

Noah was lifted into the air and the Hellreaver let the deluge of flame sputter out. It peered down at his corpse and huffed, lowering itself back down and leaning against the flaming trees. Noah ground his teeth together.

1:0, you fat beachball-shaped bastard. I’m going to kill you, mark my words.

Noah willed his soul upward, flitting past the burning trees and far above the forest. He spun, searching for Arbitage’s distant shadow, until he spotted it. A tug pulled at his neck, but Noah resisted it. To his surprise, it actually worked. He held himself in place for just a few moments longer, which he used to memorize the location of the forest that the Hellreaver lived in.

The pull on his neck erupted in magnitude, blowing his defenses apart. Noah whipped back down into the forest and slammed into his new body like he’d been shot from a cannonball. He bolted upright, slamming his head into the hilt of his sword with enough force to make it ring like a gong.

Noah rolled out of the tree, swearing, and fell flat on his face with a loud thud. He stayed there for several seconds, the memory of his flesh melting and bubbling away still vivid in his mind.

A headache violently mocked his defeat. Noah’s hands clenched, digging through the hard dirt. It bit under his fingernails and against the soft flesh of his palm, but that only made him squeeze harder.

“Our business isn’t done yet,” Noah swore, shoving himself upright and pushing through the headache to clamber back up into the tree, one tedious movement at a time. Every single one sent pangs of exhaustion and shooting pains throughout his body, but he ignored them until he was back next to his gourd. “Count your days, Hellreaver. For all the times your little monster lackeys have killed me, I’m going to wear your hide as a belt.”
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Noah’s conviction was the only thing that kept him aware over the next few hours. The pain his body suffered after death never seemed to lessen, nor was his body adapting to it. He didn’t even manage to gather the energy to pull his spare set of clothes out of his bag until an hour after his revival.

I suppose that’s probably because I get a new body every single time I go kaputz. Can’t adapt to something if the body’s never experienced it before.

Regardless of the reason, all Noah could do was sit in his tree and fume. The hours spun by, and by the time the pain had finally started to abate, the world was going blue.

Noah slid back into Arbitage, his behind banging against the metal turret as he arrived. He grimaced, just barely starting to regain the ability to have rational thoughts, and slipped to the floor.

“Welcome back!” Tim said. “How did it go? Get that training in?”

“I—Yeah, I suppose so. I hate those monkeys more than I can put into words.”

“I’ve heard they’re tough buggers,” Tim said, shaking his head in sympathy. “You got a grudge against them or something? Is that why you’re always out in the Scorched Acres?”

“Something like that. The Scorched Acres aren’t even that far from Arbitage. Surely someone else is fighting them?”

“Probably soldiers. Mages tend to go for monsters with fancy runes, you know? So they can take ‘em.”

Noah opened his mouth to protest. The Hellreaver supposedly had a Master Rune. If that didn’t count as a fancy rune, Noah didn’t know what did. The implication that he was wasting his time fighting in the forest was infuriating. Before the words could come out of his mouth, he caught himself.

Something tells me the average mage isn’t going around hunting monsters with Master Runes. I guess that means you can take runes from normal monsters too. Interesting. I need to learn how.

“Guess that makes sense,” Noah said with a diplomatic smile. “Well, it’s still worth it. My greatest duty is to make sure my students pass their test, and that means perfectly understanding what they’re up against.”

And to make sure I survive as well.

Tim just shook his head and let out a disbelieving chuckle. “You’re one crazy bastard, Magus Vermil. I never would have placed you as a Rank 1, you know. You don’t act anything like one. More like a soldier.”

Silvertide’s face surfaced in the back of Noah’s mind. He’d said the exact same thing, even if he’d used slightly different words. Noah shrugged in response and stepped onto the lift in the center of the room.

“I’m just a bit of a late bloomer. I’ll catch up soon enough.”

“I’m sure you will,” Tim said, and Noah could tell that the elderly man meant it. They bid each other farewell as the platform shuddered and Noah was lowered to the stairs below.

The campus was busier than Noah recalled, and the air was taut with excitement. Even as lost in the fading symptoms of his headache as Noah was, he still picked up on the shift in attitude.

Students spoke in energetic, hushed tones along the sides of the road. Many of the shops were closed even though it should have been peak hours for operation, and a number of men who didn’t wear Arbitage’s colors dotted the streets.

Noah’s brow furrowed, and he altered his course toward the library. As curious as he was to find out what was going on, he’d already made himself a promise to try to read up on the Linwick family.

Judging by his luck so far, trying to figure out what was happening would almost certainly end up raising two questions for every one it answered.

To Noah’s delight, the path to the library was almost empty. Evidently, whatever the occasion was, it was drawing everyone on campus. He made it up the grandiose steps and strode into the library, rubbing his hands together—only to find that the students weren’t the only ones caught up in the phenomenon.

There were no librarians at the tables. Noah paused. He looked down the seemingly endless rows of books and towering floors looming far above him, all full of completely stuffed shelves. His eye twitched.

“God damn it.” Noah considered turning back and coming back on a different day, but the idea of admitting defeat irked him slightly more than he wanted to admit. Maybe a little too much—but his path had already been decided.

Noah wandered into the library, scanning the shelves for labels that could direct him toward family lineages. He wasn’t sure if a Greater being had been watching over him or if he was just lucky, but after a few minutes of strolling through the rows upon rows of shelves, Noah spotted a directory.

His eyes lit up, and he rushed over to it, scanning down the hundreds of names in the key until he spotted the line he was looking for.

“Lineages of Noble Families. Floor two, aisle thirty-nine,” Noah read. He grinned, then set off for the nearest stairwell.

He headed to the second floor, his prize growing closer with every step. Noah was passing by aisle thirty-seven when voices drifted out from between the shelves, letting him catch the last half of a boy’s sentence.

“…if I catch you trying to dig on my family any more, I’m going to break both of your arms and make sure you never swing that sword of yours again.”

Whoever was speaking had the haughtiest, most arrogant lilt to their words that Noah had ever heard. It sent a shiver of annoyance down Noah’s spine, and he hadn’t even seen the voice’s owner yet. Noah stepped out into the aisle.

A boy stood across from him, a thick book tucked under his arm and a malicious scowl plastered across his sharp features. He’d tied his light blonde hair behind his head in a ponytail and had a golden earring dangling from his right earlobe. It matched his black and golden clothes, which were covered from head to toe in runes.

Kneeling on the ground in front of him was a girl with crystal blue hair. Even without seeing her face, Noah knew for a fact that it belonged to Isabel. His eyes narrowed as he and the boy locked eyes.

“Who’s this idiot?” the boy asked. “And you told me you were alone, you little lying bitch.”

He pulled a leg back. Noah launched himself forward with a blast of wind, shooting past Isabel. Noah unleashed a second blast of wind as soon as he arrived. The boy’s clothes glittered with yellow light and he skipped back.

“Using magic on me? You’re even dumber than she is. Just wait until—” The boy cut off mid-sentence as his eyes fell on Noah’s clothes. He let out a choking snort of laughter. “Wait, you’re a teacher? At Rank 1? How desperate are you? That’s hilarious. Are you this stupid peasant’s overseer? I suppose it fits. Trash teaching trash.”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “You’re a mouthy little shit, aren’t you?”

“Do something about it. Even if you’ve got enough magic to break my Shield, it’ll summon my mentor, and he’ll snap your pathetic back like a twig.”

“It’s fine,” Isabel muttered. “Professor, don’t get yourself⁠—”

“Not now, Isabel.” Noah held the boy’s gaze, unblinking. “I do believe this student has just asked me for tutelage. As such, I am obligated to shove his head so far up his ass that he never sees daylight again.”

The boy bared his teeth in a dangerous grin. “Big words for a Rank 1. Your magic literally can’t even break my Shield. Don’t you realize what these sigils represent?”

Noah gathered a blade of wind above his palm. He reared back and the obnoxious kid lowered his stance with a confident smile. It was clear that he had complete and utter faith in his Shield.

And, as such, Noah took a page out of the Hellreaver’s book. He lunged forward, letting his magic dissipate in the air behind him, and drove his fist into the boy’s nose with all the force that he could muster.

It broke with an audible crunch, and the boy tumbled across the ground, slamming into a shelf behind him. A book that had been teetering at the edge slipped off, falling on his head with a thunk.

“Nice Shield,” Noah said, striding over to stand above the bully.

The boy glared at him through teary, disbelieving eyes. “I camb’t belib you jus’ did tha. Do you know who I⁠—”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” Noah said, squatting in front of the kid and baring his teeth in a cold smile. “See, I’ve got no idea who you are. That means I can pass this whole thing off as a misunderstanding. But if you tell me, I’m just going to kill you and get rid of the problem. Capiche?”

Terrified eyes stared back at him.

“This is the part where you run,” Noah advised.

The boy took his advice. He scrambled to his feet, still clutching the book to his chest, and sprinted in the opposite direction as fast as his legs would take him. The tension drained out of Noah’s spine, and he shook his head in disgust, turning to Isabel.

“Are you okay?”

Isabel swallowed heavily. The look in her eyes was something that he’d never seen in her—a mixture of admiration, surprise, and fear.

“You’re crazy,” she muttered.

Noah extended a hand. Isabel took it, and he pulled her to her feet.

“I believe I was just doing my duty as your professor. You can’t tell me that Arbitage encourages bullies. Besides, the kid asked me for a lesson. What, am I supposed to say no? Anything in the pursuit of knowledge.” Noah pressed a hand to his chest and deepened his voice, staring off into the distance as if he were giving a speech.

Isabel let out a snort of laughter. She turned, wiping a tear from her face that Noah pretended not to see.

“You’re definitely crazy. Thank you, though. But… why were you tailing me?”

“Tailing you?” Noah blinked. “I wasn’t. I came to read up on some stuff.”

Isabel cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Here? In this exact aisle?”

“The one over, actually. I just wanted to do a little light reading. Catch up on family. The usual.”

Isabel swallowed heavily. “Oh.”

“What’s with that expression?”

Isabel looked in the direction the bully had run off in. “I thought you were joking about not recognizing him. That was Edward Linwick, and he just ran off with the book on the Linwick family.”

“Oh,” Noah said, crossing his arms and chewing his lower lip. “Okay, yeah. ‘Oh’ seems apt here.”


Chapter Thirty-Two



“How can you possibly have such a lackluster reaction to hearing that you just assaulted someone from the Linwick family? You’re not immune to their rules just because you’re part of them! If anything, they’ll enforce them more strictly, won’t they?”

“Technically, I had no idea who it was that I was punching.” Noah held a finger up. “And he quite literally asked me to teach him. He was taught. I don’t see what I did wrong.”

Isabel gave him a flat stare. “You realize there’s no way that anybody is going to believe that, right?”

“I’ll figure something out.” Noah shrugged. “What did you want me to do? Sit around and watch him assault you? It’s literally my job description to protect you from monsters.”

Actually, I’ve got no clue what my job description is, but that seems like a reasonable enough conclusion. Can’t exactly train people to fight monsters if you just toss ‘em out and hope for the best.

“You’re going to argue that Edward was a monster? That might just dig the hole even deeper.”

“I’ll be fine. I’m honestly more bothered by losing that book. Did you happen to see if there was a second?”

“Why would someone make two copies of a lineage? It’s not like this is a Linwick stronghold.” Isabel shook her head and glanced over her shoulder like she was expecting to find an army of Linwick men behind her with torches and pitchforks. “It’s still Arbitage’s property, though. Linwick or not, he’s going to need to return it eventually.”

Noah pursed his lips. “Ah. In that case, do you care to tell me why you were trying to look my family up?”

Isabel averted her gaze. “Because of the exam. A bunch of noble houses came to watch their students do the exam. I overheard that the Linwicks were one of them, so I went to the library to find out who they were.”

“Wait, you’re telling me you just found out Edward was a Linwick a few minutes before I did? You sounded so affronted when I smacked him, like he was some minor celebrity or something.”

“What? I have no idea who he is. I just saw his name and picture in the lineage book. I thought you’d know him because he was in your family.”

“Do you know everyone in your family?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Well, I don’t.”

“Evidently,” Isabel grumbled. “You shouldn’t have stuck your neck out for me like that. There was no reason to.”

Noah crossed his arms and gave Isabel a sharp look. “Are we going to get stuck in a loop here? I’ve already told you, it’s my job.”

Isabel raised her hands in surrender, turning her face to hide the smile that flickered across her lips. “Okay, okay. Thank you.”

“There we go. You’re welcome. Now, I think it might be a good idea to get out of here before anyone shows up looking for us. Just because I don’t think I did anything wrong doesn’t mean others would agree, and I’d much rather deal with them on my terms rather than theirs.”

Noah and Isabel beat a hasty retreat from the library. It was just as deserted outside as it had been before, and there was no sign of Edward when they emerged into the daylight once more.

“Where the heck is everyone anyway?” Noah asked.

“They’re all sucking up to the noble houses, trying to get in,” Isabel replied, a bitter note in her voice.

“Ah. That would explain a lot, actually. Why aren’t you?”

“My family is blacklisted.” Isabel’s eyes were cold, as if challenging Noah to press the question. He took the hint and let the subject drop.

“Do you have somewhere safe you can go?”

“Yeah. I’m not the one they’re going to be mad at,” Isabel said. She paused for a moment. “I hope. You should still be more concerned about yourself.”

“I’m a big boy. I’ll be fine.” Noah gave her a dismissive wave. “Shoo. I’m not meant to be teaching class today, remember? I expect to see you tomorrow at our normal time in the classroom. Don’t be late.”

“You’re the one that’s always late!”

Noah strode away, raising his hand in farewell. As soon as Isabel was out of sight, he grabbed his flying sword and jumped onto it, tearing across the streets for his room. Despite his words, he had absolutely no idea how seriously the Linwicks would take the affront, especially since he no longer had a good way to learn about them.

That left just one option. Hopefully, she was still home.
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“Seriously?” Moxie demanded, crossing her arms and glaring at Noah. “I’m going to complain about harassment at this point. What do you want from me?”

“I’ve never been gladder to see you at home,” Noah said. He glanced over his shoulder, then waved his fingers at her. “Let me in.”

“No.”

“Please?”

“Why would I let you in? How is it that you’ve managed to come to the conclusion that I like you enough to want to speak with you, much less let you into my room?”

“Perhaps I was charmed by your caring and affectionate attitude?”

They stared at each other for a moment. Noah sighed.

“Right, that was a bit of a stretch. I don’t think anyone would ever get drawn in by anything about your attitude. I actually broke the nose of some little Linwick brat, and I’m trying to figure out how big of an oopsie that was.”

Moxie tilted her head to the side and pressed her lips together. “Your first lie was at least a little believable. Try again?”

“No, that was actually the truth.”

Moxie leaned forward slightly. Her eye twitched. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Felt great, to be honest. The kid was a massive prick. He had it coming.”

“Who was it?”

“I think his name was Edward.”

Moxie took a step back. Noah took that as an invitation and stepped into her room, closing the door behind himself. Moxie had done a lot more to decorate her living quarters than he had.

Her bed sheets were mossy green, interwoven with a leafy pattern. A long tapestry hung above her desk, depicting a blue sun shining down on a beautiful forest stream. Her closet door hung askew, and a small pile of her clothes had been pushed into its corner beneath the uniforms on hangers.

Moxie swept past Noah and slammed the closet door shut.

“Get a good enough look yet?”

“No,” Noah replied. “I think your decorations are missing a large pile of papers on the floor to protect against any potential Skinwalkers.”

The corner of Moxie’s lips quirked up for an instant. She caught herself and scowled at Noah.

“Shut up. We agreed not to mention that.”

“I don’t see anyone else here.” Noah pulled her chair out. “Mind if I sit?”

Moxie sighed. “Go ahead.”

He spun it around and lowered himself into it. It had a cushion that was actually surprisingly comfortable.

“So, about my little teaching incident,” Noah said, clearing his throat. “In my defense, he started it.”

Moxie stalked over to her bed and leaned against it, raising an eyebrow at him. “You might as well tell me the story. Half the reason I let you in is because I can’t wait to revel in how screwed you are.”

“He was accosting one of my students. I told him to stop, and he told me to make him. I made him. Pretty simple, really.”

Moxie waited for a moment for Noah to add something, but he didn’t. Her smirk slowly fell away.

“You can’t tell me that’s it. Nothing else?”

“Nope. He went to kick one of my students. I interfered. He challenged me and told me I couldn’t hurt him when he had his Shield up.”

“You’re a Rank 1. Logically, you can’t. Edward is part of the Linwicks' main branch, and he’s considered somewhat competent. He’s got a Rank 2 Shield. You should know this, considering he’s your cousin. But how did you manage to hurt Edward if he had his Shield?”

“It’s that pesky memory loss,” Noah said, tapping his head. “Whoopsie. And I punched him.”

“You what?”

“You know. Punch.” Noah mimed punching the air in front of him. “Like that.”

“I know what a punch is, idiot,” Moxie snapped. “But how did you punch him?”

Noah stared at Moxie. “Do you want a demonstration or something?”

Moxie rubbed the bridge of her nose. “You know what? Go ahead. Try to punch me. I won’t fight back.”

Noah stood up and walked around the chair. Moxie watched him, her expression unreadable but her body motionless. It didn’t take a genius to realize she was trying to make a point, but Noah obliged her.

He jabbed at Moxie’s face. A vine whipped out from one of her pockets, smacking his wrist to the side with just enough force to smart. Noah shook his hand off.

“Ouch. I thought you said you weren’t fighting back?”

“I wasn’t. That’s not even intentional,” Moxie said. “My Shield protects against mundane attacks too. All of them do, to varying degrees. Edward has a Rank 2 Shield, so it should have blocked a mere punch without any problem. It does take a little attention to activate the defensive functions, but unless you sucker-punched him, there’s no way you would have landed the blow.”

Noah rubbed his chin. “Well, I told him I was coming. I can demonstrate exactly what I did if you think that would help.”

“Go ahead.” Moxie cocked an eyebrow.

Noah summoned his Wind Magic, forming a swirling blade above his palm. He reared back and launched his hand forward, releasing the magic an instant before tucking his hand in and transitioning his motion to his other fist.

Moxie’s eyes widened in shock. Her vine shifted an instant too late to block the blow, and she leaned back, narrowly avoiding the strike. She straightened back out, staring at Noah in disbelief. “What did you just do?”

“It’s a feint. Not really that groundbreaking. Why do you look so impressed?”

Moxie shook her head. “No. That’s not just a feint. I can’t describe it, but… gah, I can’t describe it. It was like every single part of you was focused on that spell, and I was too. Your fist just came out of nowhere. You didn’t change your stance at all.”

“You mean I would have hit you if you weren’t ready for it?”

Moxie ground her teeth together and inclined her head slightly. She stepped away from the bed and walked into her bathroom, coming back with a white ceramic pitcher of water and a matching cup. She poured herself a drink and drained it in one go.

“Yes, you would have. What’s up with you, Vermil? I know what you can do. I sparred you after—” Moxie’s face wrinkled in distaste. “You know. I crushed you, and you didn’t show a single sign of any skill. Now you’re getting into fights for your students’ sake.”

“A blow to the head can do wonderful things to a person. You should try it sometime.”

“Did you just come here to make wisecrack remarks, or did you want my help?”

“Sorry,” Noah said. “I swear it’s not normally this bad. Something about you makes me want to be a smartass. And I’m more hoping you could tell me if I need to start preparing for a bunch of angry idiots to attack me for disciplining their child.”

Moxie let out a snort of laughter. “You’re not going to get murdered by your own family. You haven’t betrayed them. They’re definitely going to try to make you pay, though. If I were Edward’s teacher, I’d challenge you to something and try to humiliate you. Nobody saw Edward get beat up other than your student, so it probably won’t be too bad.”

Ah. It’s a good thing I haven’t betrayed them. Heh. Better make sure they never find out about me sharing those runes. Greedy pricks.

“Ah, that’s good to hear,” Noah said, letting out a relieved sigh. “I can handle that. You made it sound like the situation was way worse than it was.”

“I was hoping to be able to participate. It would have been the highlight of my week.”

“What’s stopping you?”

Moxie’s features hardened. “You were helping your student. Like a real teacher, not the pathetic worm I thought I knew. I can’t side against you in this situation, no matter how much I’d love to.”

Noah blinked. Moxie was regarding him with something close to respect. It wasn’t quite there, but it was the least annoyed expression he’d ever seen her direct at him.

“Thanks, I guess. Does this mean we’re friends now?”

“Maybe that hit to the head really did do you a favor,” Moxie said, “but don’t get any ideas. We aren’t friends, Vermil. I don’t like you, even if you made one slightly respectable decision out of a thousand disgusting ones.”

“Fair enough.” Noah shrugged. His hand brushed against the gourd at his side, and he paused for a moment. She raised an eyebrow.

“What is it?”

“I was just trying to remember something.” Noah patted the gourd. “You… didn’t happen to give this to me, did you? I’ve been carrying it around as my good luck charm, but I can’t remember where I got it.”

“If you think for an instant that I would ever give you any sort of gift, especially a healing potion, you are sorely mistaken. Trust me, if I ever were to give you a potion, it would be poisoned.”

Noah stared at Moxie for an instant, then laughed. She just shook her head.

“Now get out of my room. I’ve told you what you wanted to hear, and I might actually die of shame if anyone finds out I’m speaking to you without putting your head through a wall first.”

“Thanks for the help, then. Be seeing you.”

That just about confirms it. I don’t think Moxie was the one who tried to poison me. So… who was?


Chapter Thirty-Three



Noah lay low the rest of the day. He kept his gourd hidden in his bathroom and sat on his bed facing the door, ready to draw on his magic to defend himself at a moment’s notice. Even though he’d stopped seeing visions of monkeys as of the last few days, the added stress didn’t help, and he twitched every time people walked past the door outside.

Surprisingly, nothing ever happened. The day came and went, and now night arrived. Once the sun set, Noah quickly lost patience with sitting around waiting for something to happen and went to sleep.

What’s the worst that could happen? I get assassinated? Psh. If they give me a few weeks, I’ll end up killing myself a dozen times trying to take down the Hellreaver.

The night passed, and Noah was even more surprised to wake up the following morning, his rest completely unbothered by the events of the previous day. He lay in bed for a few moments, then grunted and rolled out.

“Maybe that brat’s teacher didn’t like him all that much more than I did,” Noah said, chuckling to himself as he pulled his coat on.

There were still a few hours until it would officially be time for class. He sat down at his desk and grabbed a notebook, spending the time jotting down all his observations on magic and its uses so far so he could reference them in the future.

After all, it’s not like anyone can actually read anything I write here. I’m probably the only person in the world who speaks English. Even if other people here came from Earth, their memories would have been wiped. I’ve got a perfect cipher.

Noah put his quill away when the sun started to shine aggressively through his window, its position in the sky reminding him that he still had some students to get to. Noah blew on his papers to dry the ink out faster, then pushed his chair back and headed out of his room.

He poked his head out the door cautiously, but nobody was waiting for him in the halls. Noah moved at a brisk pace, leaving the teacher’s housing and cutting across campus toward Building G.

Like the previous day, this area of the campus was deserted. Everyone was probably still trying to suck up to the noble houses and get themselves a spot. Noah suppressed a laugh. He wasn’t sure if it was good or bad timing, but at least it probably meant that the nobles had better things to do than deal with him.

When Noah arrived at his room, Isabel and Todd were already waiting for him.

“Dude, you punched Edward?” Todd asked, his eyes glittering in amusement. “I never realized you were that cold with it. Rock on!”

Okay, that lingo cannot be correct. Is that Vermil’s body automatically translating this world’s lingo into something I would understand? Weird. Todd is now forever going to be a surfer dude in my head, and I doubt he’s ever even seen the ocean.

“He asked for it. Literally,” Noah said. “Now, no wasting time. We’ve got less than two weeks until the exam, and I expect you to both be able to handle a Slasher entirely on your own when that time comes around.”

The fact that both Isabel and Todd just watched Noah instead of making a disbelieving scoff filled him with pride. They were getting more confident in their abilities. There was no doubt in his mind that they’d pass the exam when it came around, so long as they kept improving at their current rate.

They left the classroom and made their way over to Tim. Noah kept an eye out for anyone he didn’t recognize who didn’t look too pleased to see him, but the path was as clear as it had been the previous day.

Tim greeted Noah with a small nod as they arrived. His nose was buried in one of the many books on his desk, and he barely even glanced up from it as the lift rattled to a stop, letting them all off.

“Same as usual, please,” Noah said.

“Sure, sure.” Tim waved his hand dismissively. He poked his head over the top of his book. “I already knew you were coming. You always do. It’s honestly pretty predictable.”

“Highlight of your day, eh?” Noah asked with a chuckle.

Tim let out a loud laugh. “Indeed. Everything is already set up, Master Linwick. I hope you and your students find the trip very informative!”

Noah’s grin flickered. He locked eyes with Tim. There wasn’t a single speck of amusement that he had come to associate the tower operator with in them. He was deadly serious.

The hair on the back of Noah’s neck stood on end.

Tim said I was predictable. I don’t think he was joking. Is someone here?

“Are you getting in?” Isabel asked.

“You first,” Noah replied softly. “And Todd next. You’re both more than strong enough to defend yourselves before I get there.”

Isabel shrugged and climbed into the turret. There was a whump and she vanished, transformed into a streak of blue energy. Todd headed after her. As he was climbing in, Noah tilted his head slightly to the side and flicked his eyes toward the transport.

Tim shook his head so slightly that Noah would have missed it if he hadn’t been paying attention. He desperately wanted to search the room to see if someone was hiding there, but the look in Tim’s eyes gave him pause.

Chances were, Tim was probably safe. There was no reason for anyone to bring him into things, but if they’d tracked Noah’s movements, then they might have known how frequently he used the transport cannon. That meant they knew he’d be showing up in twenty-four or twelve hours, tired from training. It felt a little over the top to track him down with the cannon, though. It wasn’t like they couldn’t have found out where he lived.

Noah didn’t dare bring Tim into things any further, however. If his suspicions were right, then Tim was already putting himself at risk by trying to give any warnings at all. Noah just inclined his head slightly.

“Thank you. See you in twenty-four hours, Tim. Take care of yourself.”

“You too,” Tim replied.

Noah climbed into the tube. Taking any action other than the usual could put Tim at risk. He lay down, pressing his back against the cold metal, and let out a slow breath. Then the world turned blue and he was gone.

The ground greeted Noah hard, and he swore as the transport cannon deposited him right on his butt. He rolled to his feet beside Isabel and Todd, who were watching him expectantly.

Noah glanced around. There was always the chance that someone had been waiting for him in the Scorched Acres rather than sitting around for him to pop back out. He tilted his head to the side, trying to listen and see if he could hear anything, but all that his ears found were the distant howls of the monkeys.

“Is something wrong?” Isabel asked.

Noah didn’t respond immediately. He scanned the trees around them, but he couldn’t spot anything that caught his attention.

I wonder if my Vibration Rune could sense someone breathing. That’s a vibration, right? But it would also mean I’d need to get the feedback somehow, since I’m not physically touching them. I can’t use both Vibration and Wind Magics—I need to combine them for that to work. It’s still worth a shot, though.

Noah concentrated on his Vibration Rune, trying to will it into picking up vibrations around him. Almost instantly, Noah could pick up the thrum of his own breath running through his body—but nobody else’s.

“Come here for a moment,” Noah said, ignoring Isabel’s question. She blinked but walked over without hesitation. Noah put a finger on her shoulder. The ripple of her breath lit up immediately.

The more he focused on them, the more the rippling energy actually appeared before his eyes. It took the form of white wake marks that passed along her body and vanished as soon as they reached her fingers.

Noah lifted his hand, and the lines vanished instantly. It was like he’d thought. His Vibration Rune didn’t have a way to see other people’s vibrations yet. He probably needed to combine it with something.

“What’s going on?” Isabel asked. “You’re acting strange, Professor. Did something happen?”

Well, it’s not like I can just walk with them. If someone was here, they’d just follow us. Oh well. But… if I tell them now, they’re going to be too nervous to practice. Moxie said this wasn’t a problem big enough to get anyone killed, so it’s best to focus on what’s actually important right now.

“Sorry, I was just testing out a new way for myself to apply my magic,” Noah said with an easygoing chuckle. “It didn’t really work. Why don’t we get started on practice?”

Isabel didn’t look too convinced, but Todd nodded energetically before she could say anything. Todd’s hands flared with fire, and he flexed his fingers.

“Yeah! I’ve got some new ideas for how I can fight as well, Teacherman. There’s a monkey right over there. Let’s go.”

Todd pointed into the trees. Noah followed his finger, but he couldn’t see anything. Isabel raised an eyebrow.

“Are you hallucinating? There’s nothing there.”

“Yes, there is,” Todd replied. A large grin stretched across his face. “Wanna bet? One small monkey, sleeping from a tree about a hundred yards away.”

Noah and Isabel exchanged a glance. They both shook their heads negatively.

“I’m not betting against anyone this confident,” Noah said with a chuckle. “Lead the way, then. If you’re that sure, then I want to see it.”

Todd shrugged. He crept off in the direction that he’d indicated. Noah and Isabel followed closely behind him.

He was right. Just like Todd had said, a little under a hundred yards away, a small monkey hung from a tree, sleeping. Todd shot a victorious smirk back at them. Noah gestured at the monster and flicked his fingers.

A beam of fire shot from Todd’s hands, burning straight into the back of the monster’s neck and killing it instantly. It collapsed to the ground with a soft thump.

“How’d you know?” Isabel demanded.

Todd preened, puffing his chest out. “I can’t go around sharing my deepest secrets with you, Isabel. That costs money, you know.”

Isabel glared at Todd. “Come on. Seriously?”

“Fine, fine. I was thinking about how Vermil showed how using our magic creatively was more effective, you know? One of my runes is a Heat Rune. It’s pretty close to Fire, but technically weaker since I can’t actually do things with fire itself, just temperature. I thought it was pretty worthless, but people are warm, right? So are monkeys.”

“You used the Heat Rune to see locations that were hotter or colder than others,” Noah realized. “So you can see things that put off too much or too little heat much farther than your eyes could.”

“Exactly.” Todd rubbed his hands together. “Well, it’s more feel than see, but pretty much. I know how much heat there is and the general area it’s coming from, so I can figure out what I’m ‘looking’ at. Pretty impressive, no?”

“It is,” Noah said enthusiastically. “Brilliant job!”

And great timing, too. Were you reading my mind or something? That means nobody was watching us here, or you would have noticed them.

“You know what else this means?” Todd asked.

“You’ve burned out your compliments,” Isabel warned. “You aren’t getting any more.”

“It means I can start practicing hunting on my own. I’ll know if there are Slashers, so I can avoid them and focus on fighting monsters I can handle alone.”

Noah and Isabel both blinked.

“Are you sure?” Isabel asked nervously. “I mean, it’s one thing if the Professor is here, but…”

“We’ve got two weeks.” Todd’s smile faded. “And it was you who told me we needed to work harder yesterday, Isabel. And that was after you beat me in a sparring match, not the other way around. I’ve got a healing potion. If I stay fairly close, it’s a good way for both of us to train at the same time.”

“It is,” Noah allowed. Isabel spun toward him, but Noah held a hand up. “But let’s save it for later in the day. We should focus on hunting Slashers first, okay? Once we’ve done that, you can do some solo hunting. I’ve got a flying sword, so if things go wrong, you can call out, and I’ll be there in a few seconds.”

Todd and Isabel both reluctantly nodded.

“Great,” Noah said. “So, Todd—you’ve just elected yourself as our tracker. See any Slashers nearby?”

Todd scrunched his nose in annoyance. “I made a mistake by telling you about this, didn’t I?”

“Let’s call it a learning opportunity.” Noah grinned. “Go on, then.”

“This way,” Todd grumbled, raising a hand and pointing to their east. “I feel like a bloodhound.”

“Look like one too,” Isabel said, punching Todd in the arm and snickering as they set off.


Chapter Thirty-Four



Six Slashers met their end that day. Isabel and Todd both did brilliantly, impressing Noah even further. It had only been a few days since they’d started fighting the larger monsters, but both had adapted brilliantly, even without the threat of constant death that had pushed Noah.

He only had to step in twice, and one of the times turned out to be unnecessary, as Isabel had avoided the attack that he’d thought would hit her. Noah was almost completely confident that she and Todd would be able to handle a Slasher if they worked together, even without his supervision.

Even if they had to fight alone, he suspected that they’d still come out on top—but it wasn’t quite something he wanted to test yet. There was still time to practice before the exam, and he wasn’t about to lose a student because he got impatient.

In between every Slasher fight, all three of them spent time training their magic. By the time the sixth Slasher went down, it was already well into the night. Luckily, the energy from killing the Slashers was more than enough to cure their weariness.

“All right,” Noah said. “Great job, both of you. Seriously. Todd, if you want to go out and hunt on your own, I think I’m comfortable with it. We’ve gotten some good training in today. Just don’t go too far, and don’t be afraid to call out if you need help. I’ll stay with Isabel for now.”

Todd pumped his hand in the air. “Yes! Sounds good, Teacherman. See you after I’ve stomped a dozen more of these hairy buggers!”

Isabel watched Todd leave with a nervous frown. Noah put a hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t worry. He’s going to be fine. So are you.”

“I know.” Isabel let out a sigh. “Logically, I know. It doesn’t help, though. What if he slips or something goes wrong?”

“I won’t lie and say that’s not possible. But a bird can never fly if it doesn’t leave the nest. I want to do everything I can to teach both of you properly, but if I babysit you, your growth will be stunted. I am completely confident that both you and Todd can handle the small monkeys—and Todd can actually see the Slashers coming. Even if one gets the jump on him, he’s grown a lot. He’ll hold his own until I get there to help.”

“That doesn’t make me worry less.”

“Then let’s distract you with some training. Getting some extra solo energy will help fill your runes up anyway. There should be some monkeys to hunt in the immediate vicinity.”

Isabel nodded reluctantly and the group set off.
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Half a dozen small monkeys fell to Isabel’s sword over the next few hours. After every fight, Noah pointed out any mistakes she’d made—though there were fewer with every fight, if any at all.

The few that she did make were almost certainly because her attention was still on Todd’s safety, but none were significant enough to do anything more than scare her back into paying attention.

“You’ll have to get used to it, you know,” Noah said as Isabel dispatched the monkey she’d been fighting, flicking her sword to free it of blood and sliding it back into her heart.

“Get used to what?”

“Fighting while you’re worried about someone.”

“I’m not that worried. I just don’t want my classmate to get killed. I forgot about it once he left. It’s hardly my problem.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “Logical answer, if you meant a single word of it.”

Isabel glared at him. “What do you want me to say?”

“You don’t have to say anything, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re going to need to get used to fighting while other people are at risk. That’s how things are, isn’t it? If you get distracted, you’re going to put them at more risk because they’ll have to try to save you.”

“Todd’s just my classmate. I don’t care that much.”

“Right. More words without meaning. They’re wasted on me because I really don’t care. I’m here to help the two of you grow as much as possible. Whatever personal issues you may have are totally between the two of you.”

“We don’t have issues!” Isabel snapped. “We get along just fine.”

“Oh? I thought you were just classmates.”

Isabel glowered at Noah. “Is there a point to this?”

“Yes. I’ve said the point about four times already. Is this how the old mentors always feel when they try to tell their students something completely logical, but everyone thinks they’re talking in riddles? I’m spelling the answer out for you, Isabel. Stop being defensive about something that doesn’t need defending. Not from me.”

Isabel’s shoulders fell. She looked down at her feet. “How am I supposed to just stop caring?”

“I don’t recall saying you needed to stop caring. I said you have to get used to it,” Noah corrected. “The best way for you to protect others is to make sure that you can protect yourself. And, right now, you can’t.”

Isabel let out a huff of air. A few seconds passed before she gave Noah a small nod. “Okay. I see what you’re saying. It doesn’t feel very easy, though.”

If I still had anyone I deeply cared about, I don’t suppose it would be easy for me either. Luckily, everyone I ever loved is long dead and probably distributed between a bunch of different planets with no memory that I ever existed.

“Nobody said it was. Heroes wouldn’t be well-regarded if they were just average Joes. But I’m serious. Just focus on yourself right now. Trust that Todd is capable enough to do the same. Then you can worry about keeping each other safe once you’ve gotten stronger.”

Isabel started to nod, but she paused halfway through and narrowed her eyes. “We’re just classmates. After this year, we probably won’t see each other again. I’m not trying to get stronger to protect him—I just don’t want people I know to die.”

“Right,” Noah replied. “That’s why you two were hanging out when you were skipping my class.”

“It was convenient.”

Noah rolled his eyes and waved for Isabel to follow him. “Sure. Whatever helps you sleep at night. I am far less concerned about the love interests of children than I am about making sure that said children don’t get themselves pancaked by an angry monkey.”

“It’s still kind of weird that you call us kids when you’re no more than a year or two older than we are,” Isabel said, keeping pace with Noah as they headed through the forest in search of another target. “Does it just help establish your spot as a teacher or something? Oh! Did you read a self-help book? That would explain why you suddenly changed so much.”

“Now there’s a thought. Let’s leave it a mystery. I’ve always been a fan of characters with motives that were difficult to discern. They’re so intimidating, yet strangely alluring.”

“More like annoying,” Isabel muttered.

Noah stopped walking, holding a hand up to keep Isabel from passing him. She froze, following his gaze to a furry form hunched over between the trees. A Chucker. Noah’s eyes narrowed, and he held a hand to his lips, grabbing Isabel firmly by the shoulder and pushing her behind a tree.

They were still downwind of the monster, but it was odd that it hadn’t noticed them while they spoke. From what Noah had seen, the Chuckers were some of the most perceptive monkeys in the forest.

He summoned the ash from the trees around the crouching Chucker. Trees creaked in protest as clouds of swirling soot ripped off their branches and solidified into a spike, slamming straight through the Chucker’s back and into the forest ground beneath it. The monster flopped, its limbs bouncing around without direction. It didn’t react in the slightest to the blow. Noah frowned.

“Stay there,” Noah said, advancing on the monkey. He drew up alongside it and nudged the monster in the side with his foot. It didn’t flinch. Noah hooked his foot under the monster’s taut ribcage and flipped it over.

A curse slipped out of Noah’s mouth, and he stepped back despite himself. The Chucker’s face had been completely ripped off. There was just ragged meat and bone, still wet with blood but not soaking.

Noah had died more times than he could count, but the sight still made bile churn in his throat. He grimaced and glanced around the trees to see if anything else was watching them, but all he found was burnt wood and wind.

“What is it?” Isabel poked her head out from behind her hiding spot.

“Something got here before we did,” Noah replied, squatting beside the monster and studying it closer. “I wouldn’t try to get a look unless you want nightmares.”

Whatever had killed the Chucker had managed to avoid hitting any vital organs—or anything other than its face, really. Noah’s brow furrowed. There weren’t any wounds other than its missing face.

What kind of predator rips something’s face off and then leaves it lying around?

“One that kills for sport,” Noah answered his own question. He rose to his feet. “We need to go get Todd. I don’t like unknown variables.”

“Do you think he’s all right?” Isabel asked nervously. She followed Noah’s advice and averted her eyes from the monster, not getting a good look at what had happened to it. “What if he got ambushed?”

“Relax. He wouldn’t have gone down quietly,” Noah replied. “We know the direction he went, and I’ve been keeping track of the sounds of his fights while you were practicing. Let’s go.”

Noah set off at a brisk pace, and Isabel matched it, her face creased with concern. They moved quickly through the forest as Noah retraced his steps. The young professor hadn’t lied to Isabel—he was confident that Todd would have at least made noise if something had surprised him, and he’d been keeping close tabs on the boy.

Sure enough, after another minute of walking, Noah heard Todd’s victory cheer followed by a thump as something crashed to the ground. Isabel heard it as well and let out a relieved sigh.

“Told you,” Noah said with a chuckle.

They stepped through the trees into a clearing, where Todd stood before a dead monkey, a confident smile on his face. The smile slipped away, turning into a baffled stare as he locked eyes with Noah.

It only took Noah an instant to understand why.

Standing beside Todd, a rapidly fading grin on his face, was a man wearing a professor’s jacket with a little metal tag that read “Magus Vermil” at their chest—and he looked identical to Noah.


Chapter Thirty-Five



Noah’s mind spun at a mile per minute. He locked eyes with the other version of him. It was like looking into a three-dimensional mirror. Every single thing about him was the same—except he didn’t have the grimoire or gourd.

For several seconds, nobody said a word. They just stared at each other. Scenarios flashed through Noah’s mind as he desperately tried to figure out what was going on. The memory of a single piece of paper flickered through his mind, and, all of a sudden, everything clicked into place.

Skinwalker. That’s what happened to my body that went missing a few weeks back. I was right.

“What in the hells?” Todd asked, looking from Noah to the fake standing beside him. “What’s going on?”

“Professor?” Isabel asked, pulling her sword from her chest. “I’d like to know the same question.”

Neither Noah nor his copy responded. They were locked in a standoff, each watching the other with trepidation, waiting to see what they would do. For some reason, the copy of Noah looked just as surprised and nervous as he felt.

If I tell them this is a Skinwalker, then I have to explain how it got my body. That means my secret is completely out. I can’t let that happen.

A thought struck Noah. It was so absurd that he nearly burst into laughter on the spot, but the situation was too serious for him to let his guard down. Todd was right next to the Skinwalker, and Noah wasn’t certain how fast it was.

Noah cleared his throat and smiled. “Ah! That’s a little embarrassing.”

Everyone stared at him.

“What are you talking about?” Isabel asked, her voice edged with fear.

“This is actually a special project I’ve been working on,” Noah said through a forced smile. “I’ve got a somewhat unique combination of runes, see. Didn’t you wonder why I was so confident leaving Todd on his own?”

God, I really, really hope that Skinwalkers are intelligent.

He strode toward the Skinwalker confidently, keeping his eyes locked with it, an unspoken warning emanating from him. Noah drew up alongside his clone and threw his arm around its shoulder.

“This is my clone.”

Todd and Isabel stared at them. A slow, uncomfortable grin passed over the Skinwalker’s face, and it gave them a thumbs-up.

“Oops! I didn’t want to tell you and spoil things,” not-Noah said. “I was going to run off before the other me got back so that you wouldn’t suspect anything. My bad.”

“You can’t be serious,” Isabel said. Her sword lowered slightly. “You cloned yourself? Is that even possible?”

“That is so cool,” Todd said, his eyes wide in admiration. “Can you show me how to do that?”

“I’m afraid not,” Noah replied, not letting his vice grip on the Skinwalker lessen. If it made even the slightest aggressive move, he’d rip its body to shreds with his Vibration Rune. Even if it killed him, the secret would be ruined at that point anyway.

“So which one is the real you?” Isabel asked.

“Me,” Noah and not-Noah replied at the exact same time.

Noah’s grip on the Skinwalker tightened, and he let a little magic seep out of his fingers.

“My clone has a poor sense of humor. It’s me.”

“It’s him,” the Skinwalker said.

“That’s… terrifying.” Isabel sheathed her sword and shook her head in disbelief. “You’re actually insane. Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”

“I figured it was easier to avoid questions. Not the most above-ground move by me, so I’m sorry about that,” Noah said. “It’s not something I’d like to advertise.”

“I’ll keep my lips sealed shut,” Todd promised.

“As will I,” Isabel added a moment later. “I can’t believe you managed to make a clone as a mere Rank 1, though. It doesn’t make sense at all.”

“Well, not everything in life is logical. It normally falls to us to figure out why illogical things are the way they are, but I’d prefer if you left this particular one alone,” Noah said. “I really should have been more careful and made sure my clone didn’t get caught. I’ll have to have a conversation with it.”

“All fine with me. Fake-you was a great help with training,” Todd said with a grin. “Granted, he kind of just stood around, but that’s most of what you’ve been doing lately anyway. It’s very reassuring.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Noah said dryly. “There’s only a little while until we get pulled back to Arbitage. Isabel, can you stick with Todd for a moment and fill him in on what we saw a few minutes ago? I’m going to speak with my clone and get it started in finding out what that was.”

Isabel nodded and turned to Todd, who gave her a confused glance. She started to describe the dead Chucker, but Noah didn’t wait to hear all of it. He pulled the Skinwalker away from his students and into the forest a short distance away.

“What the hell are you doing with my body?” Noah hissed. “And don’t even think about trying to kill me and passing yourself off as the real me. I’d imagine you’ve figured out by now that death is nothing more than a mild inconvenience for me.”

“This is impossible,” the Skinwalker wheezed. “How can you exist? I have your body!”

“One of them.” Noah summoned a spike of ash.

“Wait! If you kill me, then your students will wonder what happened,” the Skinwalker said desperately.

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “I could make something up.”

“Nothing that they wouldn’t eventually become suspicious of. You’re clearly trying to hide your ability to form new bodies. They’d eventually figure out I wasn’t a clone and thereby realize that this was actually one of your bodies.”

The magic sputtered at Noah’s fingertips. He let his hand drop slightly. “That is still preferrable to letting a monster walk around in my skin and murder people. How long do you think it would be before someone noticed that there were two of me, and one of them had a taste for human flesh? Same result in the end. Better to bury you here and deal with the problem before it can start. My students would believe that I just sent you off on a mission somewhere.”

“I’ll scream. You can’t kill me before I scream. Then they’ll know.”

Noah stared at the Skinwalker. “Somehow, this entire situation feels very backward.”

“Tell me about it. You shouldn’t be alive. I recognized your students from one of your earlier trips, but I’d assumed they’d come here to train on their own after you got yourself killed. How unlucky could I possibly get to find the one person who comes back to life after they die? I won’t go down without a fight. Even if you kill me, you might die too. That’ll give your secret away.”

Noah lowered his hand and crossed his arms. This was one headache he’d never considered having to deal with. Killing the Skinwalker was tempting, but it did have a point. Isabel and Todd weren’t stupid.

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust them, but he didn’t want anyone to know about his ability. If people figured out he revived at the gourd, every advantage it gave him would be gone. Someone could attempt to damage or trap him, and then it was game over.

On the other hand, leaving the Skinwalker alive to roam around in his body was almost certainly a worse decision. It would kill someone and get him implicated for the murder, or worse.

“We don’t need to eat humans!” the Skinwalker said hurriedly as Noah started to gather magic once more.

Noah tilted his head to the side. “What?”

“We can survive on other things. What if we worked together?” the Skinwalker offered with a weak smile. “I can just eat normal meat.”

“If you don’t need to eat humans, why the hell do you hunt them? Wouldn’t it be easier to go after pigs or something?”

“They taste better.”

Noah gave his own corpse a flat stare. “That’s it?”

“A lot better. You wouldn’t know unless you tried it.”

“Don’t even start. I will kill you.”

A wave of anger passed across the Skinwalker’s features, but it smothered them. “I don’t want to die. If giving up human flesh is what it takes, then I’ll do it.”

“And what’s to stop you from just waltzing off with my body the moment I turn around?” Noah asked, raising an eyebrow. “That puts me right back into the fire—and to be honest, I’ve got so many enemies that you’ll probably end up getting assassinated by someone before you even manage to do something bad. That could be pretty funny, actually.”

“What?” The Skinwalker blinked, then shook its head in a remarkably human motion. “I—Ah, I can change my form. The body is just a way to hunt since it’s easier to get closer to people when they think they know you. I can change my appearance to something else.”

“…and then run off and kill a bunch of people? Not associated with me anymore, sure, but that still results in the deaths of innocents. You aren’t making much of a case for yourself.”

The Skinwalker wrung its hands together. It glanced in either direction, as if contemplating running, but just let out a sigh.

“Damn my luck. First, I get stuck in a burned-up forest with nothing but a bunch of monkeys for ten years. A bunch of delicious humans parade right past me every year, but I can’t go for any of them because they’re swarmed with professors. Then, when I get the perfect body to finally start gathering some runes and getting stronger, it turns out to be someone with the ability to come back from the dead. I could rip your throat out so easily right now, but it just ends⁠—”

“With you dead,” Noah finished. “Bummer.”

“Tell me about it,” the Skinwalker complained. “If you were a powerful mage, it would be one thing. But this just isn’t fair. It doesn’t even matter if I manage to kill you.”

“Life isn’t fair. And I’m afraid I’m only licensed to teach, not to provide therapy.”

“I won’t go down without a fight,” the Skinwalker warned, flexing its fingers.

“It won’t matter,” Noah replied dispassionately. “And if you kill me, I’ll come back and kill you. Death is a currency, and you won’t cost much.”

“Can’t you be a little amiable?” the Skinwalker demanded. “You literally can’t die! Take a risk. The rest of us don’t get that many chances. I don’t want to go into the great beyond.”

“It’s not that bad,” Noah replied instinctively. “Lots of waiting, mostly.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Noah shook his head. “You haven’t given me anything else to work with. I don’t mind gambling with my own life, but not anyone else’s. It won’t be long until I’m pulled back to Arbitage. If you can think of any way to convince me, do it quickly. Otherwise, I won’t be leaving while you still have my body.”


Chapter Thirty-Six



The Skinwalker swallowed. Its eyes darted around, searching the sky for a solution that wasn’t there. Noah tapped his hand on his thigh, watching the sun in the sky above them. He and Isabel had been hunting and practicing for several hours, so it wouldn’t be long until they were pulled back to Arbitage—and he still needed to warn his students that there might be people waiting for them on the other end.

“Time’s running out,” Noah said. “For what it’s worth—and I feel very odd saying this to a bloodthirsty cannibal—I’m sorry. You almost seem amicable.”

“I’m not a cannibal. I’m not human.”

“I… Okay, fair. Still a monster, though.”

“Are you any better? You’re slaughtering these monkeys in droves.”

“They did it to me first.”

The Skinwalker went silent for a moment. “Okay, that’s a fair point too. But I don’t want to die. It’s not fair.”

“Maybe you’ll get a better role in the next life.”

Ash gathered at Noah’s fingertips. The Skinwalker’s eyes widened.

“I’ll swear on my runes!”

It was Noah’s turn to look confused. “What?”

“My runes. I’ll swear on them that I won’t betray you. That’s enough, right?”

“Why would I trust a promise?”

“Not a promise,” the Skinwalker snapped. “If I break it, my runes will all shatter. Just because I’m a monster doesn’t mean I don’t need them, you know. Humans always think they’re so great, but literally everyone can combine runes. You’re just too arrogant to give a shit about what other races do.”

What the hell is swearing on one’s runes? Nobody told me about that. Then again, I barely know anything yet.

“You’re saying if you make a promise bound by your runes, you’ll be held to it?” Noah asked.

“Are you an idiot? It’s a Rune Oath. Of course it’s binding.”

“Then we’ll test it,” Noah said. “I swear on my runes that if you do not do exactly as I tell you to in the next minute, I will kill you.”

A cold spike jabbed into Noah’s back. It turned into an electric current that ran through his body and tingled at his fingertips.

“Would you look at that?” Noah said. It had certainly done something, and judging by how confused the Skinwalker had been when he didn’t recognize the Rune Oath, it was probably real. “It worked. Swear an oath, then, and make sure it covers everything. If it doesn’t, I’m not giving you a second chance.”

The Skinwalker ground its teeth. “On my runes, I swear to the original owner of this body that I will refrain from killing any humans that do not attack me first. We will work together until we reach an agreement to break this oath. During this time, I will attempt to further both of our interests. In exchange, he will aid me in gathering runes. I will also keep the secret of his revivals. Is that acceptable?”

Noah considered the monster’s oath, running through it in his head to see if it had left any loopholes. It hadn’t exactly promised subservience, but he couldn’t blame it for that. A life lived for another was no life at all. As far as Noah could tell, the offer was fair. If it wasn’t going to indiscriminately kill people, could he really judge that it was deserving of death?

“Yes,” Noah said.

The tension vanished from the Skinwalker’s shoulders, and it let out a relieved sigh.

“So long as you keep to your word in good faith, I’ll treat you the same,” Noah said. “Perhaps we can help each other. It’ll be quite useful to be able to ply someone with questions.”

The Skinwalker shook its head. “I am so unlucky.”

“Better that than dead.”

“Agreed,” it said quickly. “I guess we’re partners, then. I never thought I’d be working with a human.”

“Nor I with a Skinwalker. Then again, the world’s been doing a good job of keeping me on my toes as of late,” Noah said. “For now, stay in the Scorched Acres. I’ll be returning tomorrow, should everything go to plan. We will speak further then, and I’ll bring you some new clothes so you can get out of mine. I want those back, actually. They were expensive.”

The Skinwalker scowled. “Can’t I pick out my own? If I’m going to act like a human, I’d like to at least choose my appearance.”

“I’m bringing you a plain shirt and pants. You can figure the rest out later,” Noah declared. “Don’t break that oath—and if I find out there’s a loophole of any sort that you haven’t told me about…”

“You’re killing me. I get it,” the Skinwalker finished. “You’d better have some good runes for me.”

“You have no idea,” Noah replied, turning his back on his body and heading back to meet up with Isabel and Todd. He and the Skinwalker had been talking quietly, so hopefully his students hadn’t overheard anything that they shouldn’t have.

Fortunately, Todd and Isabel were both locked in a tense discussion when Noah came back to the clearing. Todd noticed Noah’s approach first and glanced up, nodding to him.

“Do you think the monster was a monkey?”

“Or a human?” Isabel asked.

Probably a Skinwalker.

“Something that hunts for sport,” Noah replied. “I don’t know what it was, and I don’t think we’ll be around to find out today. There isn’t too much time left before we’ll get pulled back to Arbitage.”

Isabel tilted her head to the side. “Why do you sound worried about that?”

“Because I have reason to suspect that we may have people waiting for us when we get back. The little incident that Isabel and I had with Edward may be about to catch up with me.”

“What? Are you sure?” Isabel asked. “How do you know? Why didn’t you say?”

“Just take my word for it. And I didn’t want you to be worried about things like this instead of training,” Noah said. “Either way, neither of you should get involved in it. I spoke with someone, and I’m pretty sure it won’t actually be dangerous, but I don’t want you getting involved any further. It’s always possible I’m overreacting. But if I’m not and there’s someone there, let me do the talking, okay?”

Isabel and Todd gave Noah nervous looks, but after a few moments, they both nodded their understanding.

“If you’re sure,” Todd said. “But if they try to fight, we can help.”

“Absolutely not. I can handle myself. What are the rules for attacking a professor? Do you really think you’d be able to get away with that, especially when the professor is part of a rich family?”

“So are you,” Isabel pointed out.

Noah raised an eyebrow. “Barely.”

Isabel sighed. “Okay. I just hate that you’re only involved in this because of me. It doesn’t feel right that you’re the one that has to deal with the consequences of my actions.”

“As far as I recall, it wasn’t your fist that connected with his face.” Noah chuckled. “We’ve discussed this enough. My clone is out looking for whatever monster might have done that to the monkey, so don’t worry about that either. Once we get back to Arbitage, just return to whatever you were doing as quickly as you can and stay away from any more nobles. Once the exam is done, they’ll get out of our hair.”

“If you’re sure,” Todd said. He squinted up through the treetops at the rising sun. “Are you sure that we’re about to get pulled back, though?”

Noah nodded. “Yeah. It should be any second now.”
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Two hours of sitting around awkwardly later, Noah felt his body fall apart into blue particles. His sigh of relief was lost in the wind as the TAINT—Noah still shuddered every time he thought of the transport cannon’s actual name—yanked him through space back toward the tower.

Well, they can’t blame me for being off about the time. Part of learning is finding out that your teacher is awful at figuring out what time of day it is.

Noah moved his hands to protect his head a moment before they thumped against metal as he arrived in the tube. He slid out of the turret and rolled to his feet, drawing on his magic, but the only other person in the tower was Tim.

Isabel and Todd arrived in rapid succession after Noah, and Isabel barely managed to scramble away before Todd landed on top of her. They clambered to their feet and glanced around nervously.

Huh. Maybe I read Tim wrong?

“Welcome back, Master Linwick,” Tim said, stressing the last word of the sentence.

Definitely didn’t read him wrong.

“Another fantastic trip. Thank you, Tim.” Noah tapped his chin with a finger. “You know, I was wondering something. The TAINT can send people anywhere within a certain range of campus, right?”

Tim frowned but nodded. “Yes, it can.”

“My two students here didn’t believe me when I said that.” Noah put a hand on Isabel and Todd’s shoulders. “They don’t think the campus counts as part of that area. Do you think you could give them a demonstration and send them somewhere within the campus borders? Like, I don’t know, maybe the dining hall?”

“What?” Todd asked. “Why would⁠—”

Isabel elbowed him in the side. Todd sputtered and glared at her.

Tim blinked. A flicker of a smile passed over his wrinkled features. “Yes, I think I could do that. Would you like to join them?”

“No, I believe I may have some business to take care of,” Noah replied. “Just the two of them.”

“Are you sure?” Isabel asked.

“No backing out of it now. Shouldn’t have argued so much.”

The turret shuddered as Tim rotated it. It thudded to a halt in its new direction, and Tim gave them a thumbs-up. “All ready and targeted at the dining hall. At your leisure. I’ve got it set for an hour and a half.”

Isabel gave one last look at Noah as he stepped onto the lift in the center of the room. Noah raised a hand, then nodded to Tim. The platform shuddered, and chains clanked as it lowered, taking him down to the stairwell below.

Those too were empty, and Noah was starting to second-guess himself again when he stepped to the ground and looked up.

A middle-aged man with a sharp beard and neatly kept hair stood before him, a cold glint in his gray eyes. His uniform had four golden bands running along its shoulders. Beside him stood Edward, boasting a grin so smug that Noah nearly gave him a second teaching experience on the spot.

To his surprise, the two of them weren’t alone. Moxie leaned against a building just beside them, watching through half-lidded eyes with a lazy grin.


Chapter Thirty-Seven



“Vermil Linwick,” the middle-aged man said, his voice as coarse as sandpaper. “I hear you have had an altercation with my apprentice.”

“I’m afraid I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. An altercation implies there were two equal parties. What happened was that Edward requested a lesson and I provided it.”

“A lesson that involved striking my apprentice in the face?”

“He specifically requested it. I merely obliged.”

“Don’t play games with me, Vermil,” the man spat. “You aren’t even part of the main branch. You’ve let your ego run unchecked for far too long if you think you can hit Edward and bluff your way out of it.”

“See, this is a problem,” Noah said. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours. You appear to have forgotten to wear your nametag.”

“You don’t know who Magus Allen is?” Edward asked. “You really must be hiding under a rock to ignore the rest of the world. Did getting surpassed by everyone else in the family hurt that bad?”

“About as much as your nose did, I’d presume.”

“I see what you were talking about, Edward,” Allen said, adjusting the cuffs on his sleeves. “Vermil has sprouted an ego that far eclipses the dirt foundations of his position.”

Noah’s smile fell away. “I’m afraid I’ve lost my patience with your apprentice, Magus Allen. He was actively insulting one of my students. Normally, I’d leave such arguments to them for resolution, but he went to strike my student when she was not fighting back. I find that unacceptable, so I intervened.”

Allen’s scowl flattened. His gaze shifted down to Edward, whose smug smile froze solid.

“He’s lying, Professor. We were just talking.”

“And my fist just happened to be in the space where your nose was. I had no idea you’d walk into it, especially with a Shield. It’s depressing, really.”

“Vermil!” Allen snapped. “Control your tongue. And Edward, we will speak of this. Extensively. For the time being, Vermil has still brought affront to you and, through you, me. It was not your place to discipline my disciple, Vermil.”

Noah rolled his shoulders. “I didn’t realize you were going to stop him from hitting Isabel. Or were you going to bow and ask her forgiveness had I not intervened? The way I see it, I’ve saved you the humiliation of having to apologize to a girl beneath your station.”

Allen’s eyes narrowed. He studied Noah closely for several moments. Edward gaped at him.

“Professor, you can’t possibly mean to just forget this. He punched me in the nose! It broke!”

Allen pressed his lips together so tightly that they turned white. “I am now left with a sour taste in my mouth, but the family rules are very clear. An affront to Edward’s honor cannot be ignored. It was not your place to intervene.”

Noah curled his lip in distaste. “Let’s get on with it then. What do you want?”

“A duel!” Edward exclaimed.

Noah kept his face identical as he called on his magic, drawing on all the energy his Vibration Rune had to offer. The moment Allen made a threatening move toward him, he prepared to unleash the entirety of the spell into the man’s body.

He doubted that would stop the professor, but he didn’t expect it to. All it had to do was distract the man for long enough for Noah to run him through with his flying sword.

“A duel is not appropriate for this level of insult,” Allen said with a scowl. “The incident was not witnessed by anyone other than the two of you and Vermil’s student. Bring her here.”

“No.”

“I’m sorry?” Allen asked.

“I believe I said no. I will not be involving her in this. She did nothing to require her presence.”

“She’s the reason I got punched,” Edward said.

“No, you’re the reason you got punched,” Noah corrected. “I will not be getting her.”

“You refuse a direct order from a superior?” Allen’s words grew colder. “Are you certain?”

Noah shrugged in response. He adjusted his stance, watching Allen closely for any signs of aggression.

“From my understanding, this student of yours has no standing in any noble house. What’s gotten into you, Vermil? Your stay as a teacher here is already tenuous at best. If the house withdraws its support for you⁠—”

“I’m afraid that this is becoming a conflict of interests,” Noah interrupted. “As a teacher at Arbitage, it is my duty to ensure my students can learn unobstructed. Bringing my relationship with the Linwicks into this will interfere with my duties. As I am currently an acting teacher, I must choose those duties first.”

Allen’s eyes narrowed. “You place great importance on your apprentices. Very well. If you wish to act a fool, I will oblige you. As this argument started between our apprentices, why don’t we let it end with them as well? During the exam in the coming weeks, they will both attempt to defeat as many Slashers as possible. The winner is the one that kills the most on their own.”

“How does that solve anything?” Noah asked.

“Those with strength are in the right. If your student wins, Edward will admit that he was mistaken and drop this issue. If he is victorious, then she will apologize to him.”

Noah pursed his lips. “No.”

“I’m sorry?” Allen asked, his eyes bulging.

“My student is already in the right and stands to gain nothing from this. If we win, you give us a Greater Rune from your collection.”

“Why would I possibly agree to such a deal? This argument is not worth a Greater Rune,” Allen spat.

“Ah. You’re that confident Edward will lose, then?”

“What? Professor, I’m not going to lose to gutter scum! She probably doesn’t even have anything other than Lesser Runes.”

“I’ll give you a Greater Rune from my own collection if we lose,” Noah offered.

“I already have all of yours. You took them from the family,” Allen said.

“It’s been a while. I’ve learned some new ones.”

Allen studied Noah’s face for several moments. Edward glared at Noah from beside the older professor.

“Very well,” Allen said, shaking his head. “I agree to your terms.”

“Lovely. It was wonderful catching up with you,” Noah said. “If you don’t mind, I’ve got a lot to accomplish. Are we done here?”

Allen put a firm hand on Edward’s shoulder and gave Noah a curt nod. “We’re done.”

They strode off. Noah watched them leave, then let out a slow sigh and closed his eyes. Only once they were out of sight did he allow himself to release the energy he’d gathered from the Vibration Rune.

When he opened his eyes again, Noah jumped. Moxie was standing in front of him.

“God, woman. Make a little noise when you sneak up on me.”

“Scared, Vermil?”

“I nearly blasted you into a bunch of quivering little bits.”

Moxie snorted. “Right. Because you walk around channeling your runes—” Moxie trailed off, noticing Noah’s expression. “You were channeling your runes?”

Noah shrugged. “It looked like he might have been planning to challenge me to a duel.”

“And you thought you could defeat a Rank 4 professor? Did you not see the stripes on his jacket?” Moxie asked, aghast.

“Sure I saw them, and no, I didn’t think I could defeat him normally. That’s why I was going to attack the moment he started the duel.”

“Your magic wouldn’t have broken his Shield.”

Noah patted the hilt of his flying sword. “I know, but this might have.”

“You were going to stab him?”

“…Yes?”

Moxie burst into laughter. “That’s a good one. Something’s seriously wrong with you, Vermil. There’s no way you were always this funny. You might have been tolerable before if you were.”

“Was that a compliment I just heard? Or are my ears simply failing me?”

“Don’t get too ahead of yourself,” Moxie said. She turned on her heel. “Well, thanks for the show. I didn’t expect you to actually go and try to make a fool of both yourself and your students, though. That’ll be fun to watch.”

“We’ll see,” Noah replied, smiling softly as Moxie strutted away.

Did you really just come all the way here to watch me and Allen meet? You could have at least brought some popcorn to share.

I really wish I got my hands on that damn book before the snot-nosed brat took it. Maybe I’ll steal it off him during the exam.

Noah chuckled to himself and took off, heading for his rooms. He had some more thoughts on magic to work through before the day was over, and he needed to make sure to get a good night of rest before he went back to the Scorched Acres the following day to meet his new Skinwalker ally.


Chapter Thirty-Eight



Noah returned to his room without any further incidents. He locked the door behind him and slipped out of his coat, tossing it into his closet before sliding into his desk and grabbing his notes.

The rest of the day flew by as he scratched away, jotting down his observations and plans for the future. Once everything boiled down, Noah had two main goals directly related to his runes.

First, he wanted to replace the rest of the Lesser wind runes with Greater ones. He was confident that Isabel would be able to outperform Edward during the exam, but it wouldn’t be right to take the rune that she earned herself. Thus, he needed to find a way to get his hands on a Greater Wind Rune on his own.

Second, once he got his runes replaced, he needed to fill them completely and finally get around to combining them. He had no idea if his current plan of having two Ash, two Wind, and three Vibration Runes would actually allow him to combine them into something functional, but Sunder made it so that he didn’t have to worry about an invalid combination at all. At worst, it would just be a waste of time as he got energy for a new rune.

He could deal with that once he actually got the right runes set up, since he still needed to replace one more Wind Rune and upgrade the other two. Noah jotted down some ideas for how the ratios might affect the combinations, but in the end, he was just guessing.

I’d love to get an example of a combination someone else has done. That would help a lot. Until then, I’ll just focus on filling up my current runes. Something tells me the Hellreaver has a lot of energy if it’s got a Master Rune. I want to replace my Wind Runes before I kill it, so I don’t waste any energy on a useless rune.

Noah remained at his desk through the rest of the day, but he got a little more accomplished. He found himself zoning off, sometimes for several hours at a time. Even after several weeks of being alive again, it was easy for him to just drift off whenever he wasn’t actually doing something.

The night came, and Noah went to bed when he realized that no more light was coming through his dirty window—he still needed to clean it but didn’t quite care enough to get around to doing it.

No more than a few hours into it, Noah jerked awake in his bed in a cold sweat. His chest felt tight, like steel bands were constricting around it. A massive eye stared down at him from the ceiling, burning with malice.

He’d recognize it anywhere at this point—the Hellreaver.

It’s just a vision. Ignore it, and it’ll go away.

A second passed. Two. The bands around his chest tightened. Noah hissed in pain, calling on his runes instinctively as he tried to push back against the invisible force. To his surprise, it seemed to work. The vision of the eye above him started to fade, and the bands lessened. Noah gritted his teeth and pushed back as hard as he could.

There was one final squeeze, and then the vision flashed with fury and vanished. Noah sat upright, gasping for air. It took him several moments to gather himself again.

That wasn’t a vision. The Hellreaver realized I’m alive. Shit. This isn’t good. Can it just do that whenever?

How does it even have access to my mind? Did all that soul damage somehow form a link between us, or is it all the monkeys I’ve killed? Damn. Doesn’t matter. There’s nothing I can even do about it now. The exam is too soon. I’ll just have to manage.

The Hellreaver didn’t try anything again that night, but Noah slept poorly. None of the other visions had actually affected him, and this time around, didn’t even have severe soul damage.

The Hellreaver is screwing with me.

When the sun rose the following morning, Noah was already out the door. Instead of setting a course for Tim, Noah stopped by the markets to buy the cheapest set of clothes he could find. They resembled his normal outfit, but with considerably less flair and quality, and had been clearly made for training rather than teaching. He managed to get a deal for a set that only cost a single silver, which he happily took before turning and walking in the opposite direction until he was in the large, open gardens near Building T.

He stepped onto his flying sword and took to the skies, nearly performing a surprise trimming on a tree that rudely decided to place itself between him and the open air. Noah jerked out of the way moments before he cut through it, and then he was off.

Gusts of wind whipped past Noah’s ears, and he squinted to protect his eyes as he rose higher. Before long, he could see Arbitage sprawling beneath him. He wasn’t the only person flying around on a sword, but he was certainly the fastest.

Several dozen other people also flew around the campus beneath Noah, but they were all moving at much more controlled speeds. Noah suspected that moving at a reasonable pace was probably far more ideal when you had to worry about small things like surviving the landing or mowing down bystanders.

Luckily, there weren’t any bystanders this high up—and Noah didn’t care all that much about the first point. His cheeks flapped aggressively, and he shot through a cloud, weaving as the mist poured into his throat and he choked.

Okay, too high. A little lower.

Noah dipped to fly just below the clouds. The sword steadied itself, and he held a hand up, blocking the wind from his eyes as he scouted the ground. Arbitage sprawled behind him, quickly shrinking in the distance.

Beyond a large field stood the Scorched Acres. Blackened trees poked up like grasping fingers, covering the horizon before him. The sword beneath his feet wobbled as Noah lost concentration for a moment.

He dropped, then slammed to a halt as he reestablished control. Noah’s stomach lurched, and he grimaced, turning his focus to flying.

It didn’t take long until he was above the Scorched Acres. Unfortunately, that was the easy part. Tim always sent Noah to the exact same spot whenever he used the TAINT, and Noah wasn’t exactly sure where that was.

As such, it took him a little over three hours of zigzagging above the forest before he spotted a familiar clearing. He shot toward it, only smashing through a few jagged branches before burying his sword in the ground and rolling to a stop against a tree with a grunt of pain.

Noah lay on the dry dirt for a few moments, catching his breath, before he sat up with a groan. He tested his ribs to make sure he hadn’t broken anything, then stood up and tugged his blade free of the earth.

He wiped it off with the back of a sleeve, then tucked it into his belt and set off in search of the Skinwalker.

A Slasher found him first. The monster screeched, lunging at Noah from behind a tree—and caught a spike of ash through the eye. Noah was so used to killing the monsters that he barely noticed the energy entering his body from defeating them.

“Hello?” Noah called as he stepped over the Slasher’s corpse and continued on his way. “Where are you?”

The trees behind Noah rustled, and his body stepped out from within them, brushing some leaves out of his hair.

Noah grimaced. There was something about seeing his own corpse strolling around on its own that was just wrong. He tossed the set of clothes that he’d bought at the Skinwalker.

“There. All yours.”

“Truly generous. You have blessed me with a kingly gift,” the Skinwalker said, catching the bundle with one hand.

“Stop being a smartass. Didn’t you want to buy your own clothes? I’m not wasting a bunch of money on something you aren’t even going to use.”

And I’m not selling my collection yet. I want more. Am I a hoarder? I might be. I just really want to sell everything at once and get a bunch of money. I’ve never gotten a huge paycheck before. It’ll be nice to go on a huge shopping spree rather than constantly penny count things out.

The Skinwalker paused, tilting its head to the side and studying Noah, who shuddered at his—its—gaze.

“Please do that body changing thing. Anything would be better than watching you puppet my corpse around.”

“I am not puppeting anything,” the Skinwalker replied with an indignant scoff. “I spent weeks consuming your body and memorizing every single detail so that I could recreate it perfectly.”

“That… Actually, that is better. I’m not sure why.” Noah frowned. “But seriously, new appearance. Please. Before I have to make some bullshit up for somebody else.”

I can’t shake the feeling that you’re more than just a normal Skinwalker. What happened to being barely able to hold a conversation and fairly stupid? I wonder if there are Greater Skinwalkers.

The Skinwalker let out a dramatic sigh. It stripped out of Noah’s clothes and changed into the new ones. Noah had to admit—the Skinwalker really did get every single part of his body correct.

“What kind of body do you want me to take on?”

“As long as it’s within reason, I really don’t care,” Noah said. “It’s your body. And do you have a name? If we’re going to be working together, I’d rather think of you as more than just a Skinwalker.”

The Skinwalker blinked. Its face was unreadable as they stood, watching each other.

“What?” Noah asked.

“Nothing,” the Skinwalker replied. “I do not have a name. We are solitary by nature. Typically, I would take on the name of the person I had consumed. When someone dies, the most repeated memories are burned into their bodies and we consume them. Names are one of those memories.”

“Yeah, just like language,” Noah said with a knowing nod. “And really strong trauma or feelings.”

The Skinwalker stared at Noah. “How do you know that?”

“I reckon I’ve gone through more bodies than you have,” Noah replied, dismissing the subject with a wave of his hand. “They’re just all mine.”

Technically mine. Sorry, Vermil. You should have been less of a prick.

“You regain your own memories? How would that even work?”

“Let’s not address it,” Noah said. He wasn’t about to explain every bit of how he’d arrived in this world. “You still need a name. Do you want to make one, or should I?”

The Skinwalker considered his question for a second. “I like trees.”

“Okay,” Noah said, drawing the word out.

“I would like to be called Tree.”

“That’s… not a very human name,” Noah hedged. “What about a specific tree? That could be a bit easier to make unique.”

“Leaves. Leaves are more unique, and they are part of trees.”

Noah cleared his throat. “What about Lee? Like the first half of Leaves.”

The Skinwalker nodded. “Lee. That will work. I’m going to change my body now. If any monsters come, I’d appreciate it if you kept them away. We aren’t very strong while we’re shifting forms.”

Noah nodded, and the Skinwalker hunched over, pressing its hands to its face. A series of loud cracks rang out within its body, and its back bulged, bubbling and churning. Noah suppressed a gag. Lee’s hair straightened and extended down past his shoulders.

There was a sharp snap, followed by a relieved sigh. Lee stood back up and arched back with a yawn.

One thing was certain. Lee hadn’t been lying. The Skinwalker hadn’t changed its appearance just a little. It had changed everything.


Chapter Thirty-Nine



Lee’s face was softer, the hard lines of Noah’s chin turned curved. Lee’s formerly dark eyes were now a light blue. His—or her, Noah wasn’t sure anymore—lips had filled out, and her eyebrows had thinned.

“What do you think?” Lee asked, lifting the ratty shirt and peering down into it. “Huh. That’s fun.”

Noah rubbed his forehead. “You’ve somehow made things even more confusing for me. I didn’t think I’d be asking this, but do Skinwalkers have gender? If you can just change shape at will…”

“We merge. Two Skinwalkers rip off half their bodies and squish ‘em together to form a new one. Then they reform their bodies. I’ve heard it’s not a particularly enjoyable process. I don’t know if Skinwalkers have actual genders, but I can’t say I was a huge fan of your body. This one seems nicer.”

That’s… odd. I could have sworn Skinwalkers needed the body of the person to transform into them, but Lee’s just changing shape at will.

“I am going to choose not to take that as an insult,” Noah decided. “And suit yourself. If you’re done, we need to discuss a few things.”

“Do I get to buy clothes after?”

“You need money to buy clothes.”

Lee stared at Noah with wide, hopeful eyes. He grimaced. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“The eye thing.”

“I’m just looking at you.”

“You look like a puppy begging for a scrap. I’m basically broke, you know.”

Lee scrunched her nose in distaste, letting her features return to normal. “Figures. What if we kill someone and take their money?”

Noah’s eyes narrowed, and Lee held her hands up. “Hey, it was just a suggestion. Don’t act as if you haven’t done worse.”

Noah sighed and shook his head. He paused as a thought struck him.

Does she have memories of Vermil? That could be incredibly useful. Skinwalkers get memories from their bodies, right?

“Say, do you happen to have any useful memories?” Noah asked casually. “Ones that would help you blend in.”

Lee gave him a disappointed shake of her head. “No. Skinwalkers get those from the remnants of the soul that’s left in the body, and you didn’t leave anything behind. Just a sack of meat.”

Lovely. I should have guessed.

“So, about killing people for money. If you’ve done worse…”

“I won’t argue semantics. We can try to get you some more appropriate clothes after I fill you in. We need a cover story as to what you’re doing with me.”

“You’re a teacher, aren’t you?”

Noah nodded. “Yes. Why?”

“I could be a teacher as well. I’ve never tried it before, but I just know I’d be fantastic.”

“I’m not sure I have the authority to hire new teachers, but maybe I could get away with saying I hired outside help—but what would you even teach? I was going to get to this later, but it’s a good point to bring it up—what runes do you have, and can you teach anything to my students about them?”

Lee shook her head. Her hair whipped around and slapped her in the face. She narrowed her eyes. “Made that too heavy. One second.”

Her hair rippled, and although Noah couldn’t see any obvious difference in it, Lee nodded in satisfaction. “I don’t know if humans can use the runes I have. I don’t use magic in the way that you do, though I’m capable of learning some of it.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Lee rubbed her chin. “It’s been a while since this was explained to me, but before I set off on my own, one of my donators—those are parents, in human terms—said that not all human runes work for me. I’d imagine it works in the other direction as well.”

Noah leaned against a tree and let out a slow whistle. “I never even thought about that. So you’ve got runes unique to Skinwalkers? Or just monsters in general?”

“No idea. I don’t know that I’d group myself with other monsters, nor would they group themselves with me. Speaking of which, why are we the ones that get labeled monsters? Humans aren’t that great. You kill stuff too.”

“Because we’re speaking in the human language right now, and every society is going to label their enemies as evil,” Noah replied. “You can come up with a different name if you want to, but let’s stay on topic for now. Can you say exactly what runes you have?”

“Six Shift Runes and one Shadow Rune.”

“Shift Runes?”

“They’re the basis of what Skinwalkers use to change shapes.”

“I see. And if someone were to ask you what you taught, what would you answer? You wouldn’t be able to say you had the Shift Runes.”

“This,” Lee replied, taking a step toward Noah. Her lips split into a charming smile, and she batted her eyes at him. Then she blurred forward, her hand snaking for Noah’s neck.

Her distraction hadn’t actually caught Noah off guard, but her speed did. Despite being ready for her, Lee’s foot whipped out and knocked Noah’s legs out from beneath him. She slammed him to the ground, pressing her arm against his neck hard enough to restrict his breathing.

Noah summoned his Vibration Rune, but Lee rolled off him as soon as they hit the dirt. She slipped back to her feet and held a hand out. Noah paused for a moment before taking it and letting Lee pull him back to his feet.

“What the hell was that? I barely saw you.”

And why the hell didn’t the other Skinwalker I fought move this fast? They’re like completely different monsters.

“I’m not human,” Lee said with a smirk. “I’m much faster than you are. Stronger too. That makes me pretty good at physical combat. It’s very effective at killing mages who think their magic makes them immortal. So I’ve heard, at least. I never actually got a chance to test my skills out because I ran into the only mage that can’t die no matter how hard I stab him.”

“Lucky me.” Noah brushed the dirt out of his hair and gave Lee a once-over before nodding. “Okay, yeah. I think people will buy that, especially if you give them a demonstration. I could use some lessons myself, to be honest.”

Lee’s grin turned predatory. “I’d be more than happy to demonstrate. I wouldn’t even have to be too careful, right? You can’t die.”

“I can die, just not permanently,” Noah corrected. “And I certainly don’t enjoy the experience. No using me as a punching bag.”

“Not even a little?”

“Only as much as is needed to help me improve my hand-to-hand combat skills. If I judge that you’re a good teacher, I’ll pay you some of the money I earn. You can use that to buy what you want. How’s that sound?”

Lee rubbed her chin, then shrugged. “Deal. It’s still punching you, so it’ll be fun. What about your students?”

“If I judge you capable of working with others without putting them at risk, then yes, them as well. If not…” Noah trailed off, leaving the statement open ended. Lee nodded her understanding.

“Can we go to Arbitage now, then?”

“Not quite yet. There’s one more thing. In about a week and a half, there’s going to be an exam. A bunch of professors are going to come to the Scorched Acres with their students and hunt Slashers.”

“Yeah, I know what it is. Always made me hungry.”

“Well, I have an inkling that someone might try to interfere with my students—particularly Isabel, the girl. I want you to remain here and keep yourself hidden until the test. Watch over Isabel and stop anyone who tries to interfere with her—but don’t help her pass. Can you do that?”

“You mean I have to sit around for another two weeks doing nothing?”

“Not two weeks. It’s less. And you’ve been doing nothing for a while, haven’t you? Here—I’ll take you shopping after the exam as a reward. No promises on buying things beyond my budget, but keep it reasonable, and we can get you some human things. Deal?”

Lee scrunched her nose in annoyance, then gave a curt nod. “Deal. If the professors catch me during the exam, I expect you to back me up. I don’t want to get killed for nothing.”

“I will,” Noah promised. “You’ll see me and my students several more times before the exam. Try not to show yourself unless something is important. I want to keep the surprises to a minimum in the near future.”

“I’ll stick to the shadows. I’m good at that,” Lee promised. “See you in two weeks.”

“Less,” Noah corrected, drawing his flying sword and tossing it to the ground. Lee just rolled her eyes and stepped into the shade beneath a large tree.

Noah couldn’t help but notice that she was very adept at coming off as human. If he didn’t know better, he would have assumed Lee was just any other woman he ran into on the streets—and a charismatic one at that.

Is that because they’re adapted to blend in with human society?

Noah shuddered. If people had noticed that there was a Skinwalker problem, just how many of them could be lurking about that nobody had discovered yet? He didn’t want to think too deeply about that. Some things were better left unanswered.

The flying sword shifted as he turned his attention to it, sending Wind Magic into the blade. He lifted off the ground and took off, heading back in the direction of Arbitage.

There was still a lot to do before the exam, and he didn’t have time to waste sitting around here when he could be sitting around somewhere on campus instead.


Chapter Forty



The rest of the time leading up to the exam flitted by, but not in the way Noah had expected. Every single night, the vision of the Hellreaver’s eye ripped Noah from his sleep. He wasn’t one of the people who felt they needed a lot of sleep, but it was starting to get to him. Sometimes, when he looked into the vision of the eye, he could actually feel the Hellreaver’s amusement radiating out of it.

By the time he got the vision pushed away and could breathe properly again, his heart was thudding and adrenaline was coursing through his veins. It was starting to escalate into far more than just an annoyance. The hatred Noah had for the monster grew with every passing night, but there was nothing he could do about it—yet.

Unfortunately, the Hellreaver wasn’t content with simply striking at night, and Noah found out exactly how petty the monster could be while he trained with his students in the Scorched Acres.

The first vision struck Noah during the day while he was demonstrating some ways to dodge Slasher attacks. The eye ripped out of the darkness in the forest with such force that Noah nearly yelped in surprise. His momentary hesitation nearly got him cut in half, but he managed to throw himself to the side and shatter the vision.

Noah dispatched the Slasher immediately with a spike of ash, then spent the next several minutes telling Isabel and Todd that there was nothing to worry about and that he’d just tripped on a protruding root.

Neither of his students had seen the eye, nor did they seem to be affected by it in any way. That confirmed the Hellreaver was targeting Noah specifically. And, throughout the rest of their training, it continued to periodically try to catch Noah off guard whenever he was demonstrating anything.

It made everything considerably harder, and Noah nearly got killed a multitude of times, only managing to survive by using his honed instincts against Slashers.

Luckily, unlike him, his students were making fantastic progress. Every time they met, both of them would have improved by leaps and bounds. They’d gotten used to the Slashers’ moves, just like Noah had, although it had taken them considerably longer. He didn’t blame them. Death was a very good motivator.

Noah also spent some gold on buying a collection of considerably less expensive clothes that he could go through while he was training. They still had nameplates in them, and were considerably less comfortable than the expensive ones, but they worked. He wasn’t sure how the thought hadn’t struck him before, but buying some plain suits was less than half the price of a proper outfit and worked just as well while he was in the forest.

Several days before the exam, both Todd and Isabel were capable of handling Slashers entirely on their own—and Noah was so weary and worn down by the Hellreaver that he was a step away from stalking over to it that very day to kill the monster or die trying. Most likely, the latter.

Even with the Hellreaver’s constant interference, Noah was pleased with both of his students. Part of him had been worried that Isabel’s performance was going to suffer because of the threat of losing to Edward, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. If anything, she threw herself at the Slashers with even more gusto, pushing herself to reach her limits.

Todd kept pace with her, his superior range giving him a large advantage against the Slashers. Even though he couldn’t kill the monsters in a single blow, he was ending many of the fights before they even started.

And, most important of all, Noah no longer had to step in at all. In the end, the most important thing was that they survived the exam, and Noah was now certain that they’d have absolutely no difficulties doing so.

He’d yet to see a single other professor or student practicing in the Scorched Acres, which confused him to no end, but he wasn’t about to question it. Noah had come to enjoy their relative privacy within the blackened trees and had no desire to share it with anyone else.

While Noah replaced one more of his Lesser Wind Runes with a Greater Vibration Rune as well.

All the monsters they’d killed had filled all his Wind and Ash Runes, and his lone Vibration Rune was rapidly growing close to full as well. Replacing one of the Lesser Wind Runes didn’t do much to reduce his strength, but it made sure that he didn’t waste any power from killing monsters—and he wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if he filled all his runes.

Nobody had said that they’d combine the moment they were all full, but Noah wasn’t willing to risk it, even with the powers of Sunder. He hadn’t tried touching it since his first attempt, but the last thing he wanted was to find out he still couldn’t use its powers and end up with a worthless combination. Thus, he focused on practicing his magic and terrorizing the monkeys in the forest. If they had any sort of local legends, Noah suspected his face now belonged to the bogeyman that the monkeys used as a threat against misbehaving children.

Before long, the day of the exam was upon them. He slept poorly that night as well, the visions of the Hellreaver’s eye ripping him awake twice. When the morning finally came, he was grateful.

But, to Noah’s surprise, before he could leave his room, there was a sharp knock at his door. He glanced over his shoulder at it, still midway through pulling his coat on, and frowned.

Noah tugged at his pants, adjusted his belt, and awkwardly shuffled over to the door while throwing the rest of his outfit on. By the time he reached it, he’d managed to weasel his way into everything and was trying to tame the unruly mess that was his hair.

“Who is it?” Noah asked, shifting a few papers into the doorway with his foot as he grabbed the door handle.

Hey, the paper trap worked once already. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

“How many people actually speak with you?” Moxie’s voice came from the other side.

Noah blinked. He unlocked the door and pulled it open, nudging the papers away. Moxie raised an eyebrow, following the motion.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Noah asked, throwing a glance out the window to make sure he hadn’t somehow slept too late. The sun had yet to even rise over the campus, and it was still dark out.

Moxie stepped past Noah, practically shoving him out of the way as she entered his room. Noah went to call on his Ash Magic, then realized he didn’t actually have any Ash to work with and summoned Vibration instead.

“What are you doing here?” Noah asked, closing the door with his foot. If Moxie was about to attack him, he would prefer not to have any witnesses. It would make things a lot more difficult to explain.

Moxie leaned against Noah’s bed and let her eyes roam over the room. Her scowl deepened.

“What magic is it that you’ve got readied, Vermil?”

“Why do you ask?” Noah countered. “It would be hypocritical of me to complain about you showing up at my room, but I don’t recall quizzing you on what you were doing in your spare time.”

Moxie grunted. “Sure. Just on everything else.”

“If I recall correctly, we had a deal. Also, while you're here, how'd you know that Allen and Edward would show up at the transport cannon?”

“I keep tabs on Allen for my own reasons. When I found out he was going after you, I thought I'd have some fun and tag along. And we did have a deal,” Moxie agreed. “Yet one of the many things I’ve never seen you do since about a month ago. Before then, you would have just tried to demand what you wanted. Granted, even you weren’t stupid enough to try to demand things from me after the first time you tried that shit, but this is something else.”

“I’m sorry, I’m afraid I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,” Noah said, giving her an awkward smile and rubbing the back of his head—taking absolute care to make sure not a speck of his actual thoughts came through the carefully crafted mask on his face.

“Cut the crap, Vermil. I’ll list it out if you’re going to make me. After years of stagnation, your magic grows strong enough for you to break a Rank 2 Shield. You’re speaking to others with respect and some actual intelligence, rather than being a greasy slimeball. You started showing up to your classes. Your students actually respect you, and you’re putting your own comfort at risk to protect them.”

“I told you that I had a head injury. Those can change a man, you know. Completely twist his personality.”

“Change, sure. But you aren’t changed,” Moxie said, narrowing her eyes. “You aren’t Vermil at all.”

Noah burst into laughter. “Oh, man. If I’m not Vermil, then who am I?”

“You know what?” Moxie rose to her feet. Noah’s laughter stopped, and he readied himself to dive out of the way of a spell. Moxie caught the change in his posture and cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t care.”

“I’m sorry?” Noah asked. “You can’t just accuse⁠—”

Moxie blurred. She slammed into Noah, pinning him against the wall. He instantly released the Vibration Magic into her, but a bright green sheen flared around her body, and his magic dissipated into it.

“And so decisive. You actually tried to use that spell on me. Vermil never would have had the balls to do that. Vermil also would have remembered that I’m a Rank 3. I beat that into him.”

“I—”

“Stop. I’m not an idiot. I’ll be honest, I doubt many others would notice your change—Vermil did a great job of alienating just about everyone, but I had the misfortune to be the instructor that was charged with showing him the ropes around Arbitage.”

Noah gave her a wide-eyed, dumb look. A blade of wind swirled around his hand, and Moxie shifted her stance. Then he sent a violent pulse of Vibration magic into the floor beneath her feet and flicked the Wind Magic, sending it over the woman’s shoulder. The ground bucked and her grip on Noah lessened for an instant while she tried to catch her balance.

That was all he needed. Noah shifted his weight and drove his fist into Moxie’s stomach. He thrust his shoulder into her collarbone and slammed her to the ground. The air burst from her lungs in a grunt and Noah pressed his knee against her chest.

A vine whipped past Noah, coiling around his neck in a split second and he froze. They stared at each other.

“Mutual loss,” Noah grunted.

“Catching me by surprise doesn’t break my Shield. You can’t hurt me with your magic, but one squeeze, and I have you begging for your life. That’s your loss, not mine.”

Noah cocked an eyebrow. Moxie’s eyes flicked to the side, where his sword floated in the air, pointed in her direction, held by the Wind he’d thrown past her.

“I didn’t know if your vines wouldn’t reflexively tighten if I killed you,” Noah said through clenched teeth. “I don’t think you were ready for the sword. I’d call that a tie.”

“You were going to stab me?”

“Why do you all sound so surprised at that? How is that any worse than using magic?”

“It’s so—oh, never mind,” Moxie snapped. To Noah’s surprise, the vine uncoiled from around his neck and slithered back into her clothes. “I told you. I don’t care what you did to Vermil.”

“Attacking me is an odd way to make your point.”

Moxie pressed her lips together and turned her hands palm-up. “If I had seriously attacked you, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. That was just to force your hand.”

“Well, you forced it. Care to share why?”

Moxie shifted uncomfortably. “Get off me. Then we’ll talk.”

“No, I don’t think so. Even if your Shield can block magic, I’ve seen those break. I don’t trust you, but you can’t dodge my sword and deal with my magic at the same time. If you’re standing, that isn’t the case. Thus, I’m not moving.”

Moxie’s eyes narrowed in anger. Then she sighed.

“Fine. I⁠—”

Vines erupted from behind Moxie, launching her up and into Noah’s chest. She grabbed onto him, locking her arms around his before he could react. The vines swarmed around them, opening behind her like a blooming flower before slithering away.

Moxie released Noah and took a step back, raising her hands.

“Happy? If I were trying to kill you, you would have been dead.”

Noah rubbed his arms and studied her for a moment. Then he flicked his hand, allowing his flying sword to lower back to the ground.

I don’t have any good ways to fight her. She’s right. Despite everything I told Todd and Isabel, that Shield is really annoying. Is there really that much of a difference between Rank 1 and Rank 3?

“Happy isn’t the right word, but I’ll settle. What do you want?”

Moxie dropped her hands and sat back on Noah’s bed as if nothing had happened, running a hand through her hair. “Can you just confirm it? For my own sanity?”

“Confirm what?”

Moxie looked up at him. “Just… stop. We both know you’re lying, and it’s not going anywhere. You’ve all but said it already, and I’ve told you that I don’t care about what happened to Vermil.”

“Then why do you need me to confirm anything?”

“Just… please.”

Noah drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. He wasn’t sure what Moxie’s angle was, but he’d never seen her look that sincere—although he hadn’t exactly known her for very long.

“How about you tell me why you came here?” Noah said, crossing his arms and leaning against a wall.

Moxie grimaced. “Because I looked into your students yesterday, after you spoke with Edward and Allen. Maybe I’m just sappy, but you showed so much faith in them that I almost believed that you could actually win that bet.”

“Almost, huh? How kind of you.”

“Don’t get hung up on words,” Moxie said irritably. “I was wondering what students would have been unlucky enough to get assigned to you—or Vermil, rather. So, as I said, I looked into it.”

“And?”

“Isabel has no last name.”

Noah stared at Moxie. She’d said that as if it were supposed to mean something to him.

“…Okay,” Noah replied with barely any change in his tone.

“You have no idea what that means.”

“Let’s pretend I don’t.”

“Her family was blacklisted by the noble houses. All of them. And when I tried to find out why, there was absolutely no evidence. That means someone covered it up. Do you realize how serious that is? Only a very, very powerful person would have the pull to do that. Isabel was assigned to you because she’s meant to fail.”

“I don’t care,” Noah replied flatly. “Is that all you came here to tell me? I’m going to teach my students no matter who they are.”

“I came here to warn you that there’s no way Isabel will be allowed to pass this exam, idiot,” Moxie snapped. “Are you too stupid to realize that the moment it looks like she might succeed, she’ll be sabotaged?”

Noah snorted. “Right. You think I didn’t think of that already?”

“What?” Moxie asked, blinking.

“We’re dealing with a bunch of powerful assholes. Of course they’re going to get pissy if things don’t go their way. I’ve already taken steps to ensure Isabel’s exam isn’t tampered with.”

Moxie stared at Noah. “You knew about her background?”

Well, I mostly got worried because I thought Edward was an asshole. I didn’t realize that blacklisted thing was this big of a deal. All’s well that ends well, though.

Noah just shrugged.

“And you really think you can stop what they’ve got prepared?”

“How much would they prepare? She’s a Rank 1.”

“So are you,” Moxie pointed out.

“Good. They’ll underestimate us. Is that all you came here to tell me?”

Moxie inclined her head.

“Then thank you,” Noah said. Moxie glanced up at him in surprise. “I might have had an idea already, but I appreciate you caring enough to warn me. Especially when you hate me.”

“I don’t hate you,” Moxie said, pushing away from the bed. “You aren’t Vermil. Come on. The constant questions about completely obvious things, the complete lack of knowledge on topics that even a child would have known—there is absolutely no doubt in my mind that you aren’t Vermil. Just let me hear you confirm it. If you really aren’t him, I have no reason to hate you. Maybe I can even help you.”

Noah studied her face closely for several seconds. Even though it had been thousands of years ago, he’d always prided himself on his ability to tell when a parent or student was trying to bullshit him. He was certain of two things. First, Moxie was sincere. And second, she really hated Vermil.

“Let me tell you something,” Noah said. “Picture a ship for me.”

Moxie frowned. “What?”

“Just play along.”

“Fine. I’m thinking of a ship.”

“Now imagine that ship goes out on an adventure. Its crew fights some pirates. There’s a storm. The navigator is drunk, and they sail into a rock. Piece by piece, they have to repair parts of that ship and replace old, damaged wood with new planks.”

“Okay?” Moxie asked, squinting at him. “I don’t see how this matters in the slightest.”

“Over the course of many years, this keeps happening,” Noah continued, ignoring Moxie’s complaint. “The sails are torn and swapped out. The wheel falls apart, and so on—until, one day, every single part of that ship has been replaced. And, finally, that ship sails back into port. Is it still the same ship?”

“Of course it—” Moxie’s sentence died before it could pass through her lips. Her brow furrowed, and she tilted her head to the side. “I’m not sure. It’s got the same name.”

“So it does. But is it the same ship?”

Moxie studied Noah. A smile slowly started to stretch across her lips. “No. I don’t think it is.”

“That’s something many people debate. But I think I have to agree with you,” Noah said. “It shares the same name, but it has been changed—utterly and thoroughly.”

Moxie didn’t respond for several moments. “I’ve got some questions about the ship. Just to make sure I actually understand the lesson you’re sharing here. I think my student would enjoy it.”

“Go ahead,” Noah said with a wry smile.

“What if the old parts of the ship were all saved? Sure, they were damaged, but couldn’t they be put together and remade into that very same ship that originally left the port?”

“That’s an interesting question,” Noah allowed. “I think that it would be the same ship, yes. However, finding those pieces would be quite impossible. They were all destroyed, after all.”

Moxie let a small smile pass over her features. “That’s a very interesting story, Vermil. Thank you for sharing it with me. I’ve never seen you in such a light, but I’m glad for your students. You aren’t the ship you once were.”

“I have decided to always seek the light of self-improvement. It’s been an arduous journey, but I do my best.”

Moxie smirked. “Maybe it’s time that you finally repaired that reputation of yours. Especially since it belongs to the old ship, not the new one. If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to hear more of your newfound wisdom—you aren’t the man I once knew.”

“I might be willing to exchange information. It won’t be cheap, though.”

“I guessed as much, but I’m much more willing to give a deal to you than⁠—”

A knock on the door interrupted Moxie. Noah frowned. Nobody ever swung by his room, and now there were two people in less than an hour. He grabbed his sword and held it behind his back, walking up to the door and opening it before Moxie could speak.

Richard’s bored gaze met Noah’s eyes. The healer looked every bit as disgruntled and annoyed to see him as he had the first time Noah had arrived at Arbitage.

“I’m here to collect you for today’s exam,” Richard drawled. He opened his mouth to say something else, then trailed off as he looked past Noah and into his room, where Moxie stood beside his bed, her clothes badly ruffled from their fight.

“I’m over here,” Noah said curtly.

Richard choked, then cleared his throat, disbelief clouding his eyes. “I—Uh, right. Report to the transport cannon within the hour.”

“Sounds good,” Noah said. “Anything else?”

Richard tore his eyes away from Moxie and swallowed. “No.”

Noah shut the door in his face.

“Whoops,” Noah said, turning back to Moxie. “I don’t suppose he knows how to keep his mouth shut?”

Moxie let out a groan. “He’s the biggest loudmouth on campus.”

“Ah, lovely. Well, at least I won’t be fixing my reputation too much.”


Chapter Forty-One



When Noah and Moxie arrived at the base of the transport cannon, a dozen other teachers and three times that many students had already congregated in the area. Noah quickly spotted Isabel and Todd standing to the side of the group and approached them.

Todd raised a hand in greeting. Then he saw Moxie beside Noah and his eyes widened. He elbowed Isabel, and she whipped her head around to look in their direction.

“Oh crap. Are we in trouble?” Todd asked.

Isabel returned the elbow, and he hopped away with a yelp, batting Isabel’s hand away.

“You two ready?” Noah asked with a grin, ignoring Todd’s rhetorical question.

They both nodded.

“We didn’t practice yesterday or the day before so that we could rest a little bit before the fight. Both of us are good to go,” Isabel said with a smile that wasn’t as confident as her words.

“Don’t stress things too hard. Just do what you’ve been doing. This is going to be a piece of cake.”

“What does cake have to do with it?” Todd asked.

“I—Uh, never mind. Old saying. You youngsters wouldn’t get it. It’ll be easy is what I meant.”

Todd crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Come on. You’re literally a year older than me at most. Maybe two. I’ll accept kids, but youngsters is a bit much.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “You’ll live, Todd. And I’ll stop treating you like a kid once you stop acting like one.”

Isabel chuckled, and Todd shot her a mocking glare. She shook her head and gave Noah an appreciative smile.

“I’m not worried about passing the test. That’ll be easy.”

“Easy?” Moxie asked, speaking up for the first time. Isabel and Todd sent nervous glances at her.

“Don’t intimidate my students, Moxie.”

“I’m not intimidating them, but shouldn’t you be making sure they don’t get overconfident? Defeating a Slasher isn’t a simple task. This is the culmination of everything they’ve learned thus far. There’s a reason it’s one of the most difficult tests in the second year.”

Noah just shrugged. “I’ve seen what they’re capable of. A Slasher isn’t going to be a problem.”

Moxie stepped closer to Noah and lowered her voice. “If you’re planning to kill the Slashers for them, you really shouldn’t have challenged Allen to anything. He’s going to be watching you like a hawk to make sure you don’t interfere.”

“Cheat? I’d never do something like that.”

Isabel and Todd exchanged an embarrassed glance. Moxie shook her head in befuddlement.

“You actually think you’re going to win the challenge against Edward?”

“I don’t know. I’m going to try.” Isabel set her jaw. “Why do you care, Magus Moxie?”

The female professor opened her mouth. Then she closed it and shook her head. “Never mind. I’m going to go find my own students. Best of luck, Vermil. I’ll see you once we’re in the Scorched Acres.”

She strode away, pushing through the crowd and vanishing amid the sea of professorial uniforms. Todd watched her leave, then sent a sly glance in Noah’s direction.

“Teacherman, is she⁠—”

Todd sputtered as Isabel elbowed him. He glared at her and rubbed his side.

“Save your energy for the test,” Noah said with a chuckle. “I have complete faith in both of you. Just focus on doing your best. Don’t let anything else enter your mind during the exam. This is just you versus the Slashers. Take revenge for everything they’ve done.”

“They haven’t really done anything other than get killed,” Todd said. He laughed, dodging another one of Isabel’s elbows.

Ah, right. That was just me. I forgot. Doesn’t matter in the end. They’re going to do great.

Noah couldn’t help but notice that of all the students, the ones that were wearing Shields were the most confident. There weren’t many of them, and he couldn’t see the entire crowd, but it looked like a little under a quarter of the kids in attendance had them.

The rest of the hour passed quickly for Noah, but judging by the way Isabel and Todd were shifting around uncomfortably, it was probably agonizing for them. Professors and students continued to pile into the group, all chattering with varying degrees of worry.

“Attention!” a sharp voice called out. A lanky man floated into the air, standing on a flying sword that was clearly far more cooperative than Noah’s, considering he had yet to fly into a wall. The man wore a half-cloak that ended just above his waist. It had six stitched golden bands running along its back.

The talking came to an abrupt halt, and everyone looked up at him. After waiting for a few moments, the man spoke again.

“For those of you that do not know me, I am Tenfort, and I will be here as an added measure to ensure our students don’t encounter any monsters beyond their ability to handle. All professors will obviously be expected to help should something slip past me, but your main focus should be ensuring that your students are properly evaluated. Please begin making your way up the stairs, but do not leave the area once you arrive in the Scorched Acres until the test officially begins.”

Tenfort flew back into the crowd as it shifted. Everyone slowly started moving toward the transport cannon and climbing the stairs, one group at a time. It wasn’t exactly slow, but Noah couldn’t help but wonder why they hadn’t just had people enter the cannon when they arrived rather than waiting the entire hour.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t in charge of the event. As such, he and all the others had to be content with waiting around. It took a little over half an hour for everyone to funnel through the cannon.

And then, finally, they were all standing in the Scorched Acres. Tim had evidently changed the location they’d been sent to, as instead of arriving in a densely packed forest, they’d materialized in a large, open clearing that had clearly been prepared a long time ago.

A large stone pedestal sat in the center of the clearing, and Tenfort had taken residence up on top of it. His eyes were glazed over when Noah and the others arrived, but after a few minutes and once everyone had arrived, he shook his head and turned his attention toward the growing crowd.

“As always, professors will be responsible for their own exams. I have ensured that there is nothing more dangerous than a Slasher within a reasonable range, but it is possible that other monsters could wander in. It is the responsibility of the professors to ensure that these threats are dealt with, should they arrive. With that said, the exam will now begin. Everyone will be pulled back to Arbitage in exactly three hours.”

Several students and their teachers immediately sprinted into the forest, moving before Tenfort had said his last word. Before Noah could even say anything, he spotted Allen and Edward approaching them.

“Ready to lose?” Edward asked with a sneer. He had a large gourd slung over his back, and something inside it sloshed around with every step he took.

“Your pupil is a snot-nosed brat,” Noah informed Allen. “That reflects poorly on his teacher.”

Allen’s eyes narrowed, and he turned his nose up. “You would do well to know your place, Vermil. I trust it is acceptable that we keep an eye on each other to ensure that no, ah, below-the-table activities occur? It’s just that… given your history… we wouldn’t want any accusations of cheating.”

Noah bared his teeth in a flat smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I was about to suggest the same. The two of us can stay together and try to keep up with our students. If they get ahead of us, they can bring back any Slashers they kill to prove they handled it.”

“You think they’re going to move that quickly?” Allen asked with a scoff. “You’re all talk, Vermil.”

Noah turned his back on Allen and gave Todd and Isabel an encouraging smile. “Get to it, kids. No changes to anything we’ve been practicing. And make sure to stick close for the first fight. It’ll be more entertaining for me that way.”

The group set off into the forest, moving at a brisk pace. They passed several other groups watching as students squared off against Slashers to varying degrees of success. Noah winced as he watched a boy fail to read a Slasher’s attack and dodge in the wrong direction.

He flashed with golden energy as a wall of magic formed between him and the monster. Its claws scraped against the Shield, and he scrambled back before climbing to his feet. Noah repressed his frown.

If that had been Isabel or Todd, they would have died. Those Shields are really useful, especially when you know you’re about to get hit or assaulted with magic. The school should really be providing them for everyone.

“Problem, Vermil?” Allen asked. “Regretting your bold words?”

“No, I was just a little bored,” Noah replied. “I wonder how much your student is going to use that Shield of his as a crutch. Can he even fight without it?”

“He has no need to fight without it. He is a valued member of the Linwick family. Unlike you.”

Noah didn’t grace Allen with a response. A howl echoed through the trees in front of him, and a second one answered it. Todd and Isabel quickly glanced at each other, then lowered into fighting stances. Isabel drew her sword, and Todd’s arms erupted in flame.

Edward looked back at Allen, who gave the boy a nod. Water poured out of Edward’s gourd and swirled around his body like a snake. A second later, a Slasher burst out of the trees, its nostrils flared and its eyes fixed on Todd, the closest person to it.

Todd stepped forward, readying a beam of flame, but Edward sprinted in front of him. He slashed his hand downward, and the water followed the motion, carving a bloody furrow through the Slasher’s chest. It roared in pain, hurt but not severely injured.

“That was mine!” Todd exclaimed.

“Should have been faster,” Edward replied. The Slasher swung a hand at Edward, who didn’t even bother dodging it. It slammed against his cloak, which glittered with golden light and stopped the blow in its tracks.

With a yell, Edward thrust his hand forward. The water carved into the Slasher’s dense fur once more. And, once again, he failed to achieve a fatal blow. If anything, he’d just made the Slasher even angrier. It lunged at Edward, but it was like watching a truck drive into a reinforced pole. As long as Edward expected his attacks, the Shield was able to block them.

At least to a degree. From what I understand of Shields blocking physical attacks, they have to actually use a physical manner to block a physical attack, like Moxie’s vines. So the thread must be magically reinforcing itself before he gets hit. Great for body shots, but useless for head shots.

As if it had heard his thoughts, the Slasher whipped its hand at Edward’s head. This time, the boy flinched backward. It wasn’t enough. One of the claws nearly carved into his neck before threads spun free of his extravagant robes, catching the claw and yanking it to the side.

“Very impressive,” Noah said.

“As I said,” Allen said with a smug smile. “He is a valued member of the Linwick⁠—”

“Not him. The Shield.”

Allen glowered at Noah, but before he could respond, a tree shattered into fragments as a Slasher charged through it. It skidded to a stop across from them and bared its teeth, letting out a furious howl. Noah smiled.

“Todd, this one’s all you. Edward’s a little preoccupied tickling his opponent to death right now, so please make your fight a little more elegant.”

“With pleasure,” Todd replied, cracking his knuckles.


Chapter Forty-Two



Todd placed his hands together, cupping a marble of flame between them. He stretched them apart, and the flame swirled, condensing into a spinning red ball. It streaked away, catching the Slasher in the eye as it roared.

The Slasher’s roar turned into a scream of pain. Instead of staggering away or processing the pain, it charged. Todd stood his ground, watching the monster with careful eyes. It reared back with both hands and lunged.

Noah’s chest clenched despite all the training they’d gone through. Todd dove forward, sliding under the monkey’s arms and springing to his feet behind it, sending a beam straight into the back of the monster’s neck.

The magic seared deep into the monkey’s fur, burning a hole out on the other side, beneath its chin. Surprise flickered in the dim eyes of the Slasher, but it wasn’t down yet. It spun, lashing at Todd with one claw.

Todd dropped to the ground, letting the attack pass over him, then fired one last bolt of fire into its other eye. The magic carved through the rest of its brain, and the Slasher staggered before pitching to the ground and lying still.

“Yes!” Noah crowed, pumping a hand in the air. “That’s how you do it!”

Edward nearly missed his own Slasher’s attack as it leapt at him and brought both of its hands down toward his head. Allen barked out a warning, and Edward reacted just in time, barely managing to summon his Shield to protect him before the Slasher crushed him.

“Keep it up,” Noah told Todd. “No reason to stop now. Congratulations on passing, though. We’ll have a pizza party when we get back.”

“Hold on!” Allen barked. “If they leave together, they could cheat. One stays with us or another professor.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. There weren’t any other professors in the immediate area, and Allen knew it.

“Go, Todd. Isabel, you can wait for the next Slasher that shows up. Allen seems to think you’re going to need help fighting these.”

Todd gave Noah a sharp nod and jogged off into the forest. Noah turned back to Allen and crossed his arms. A crash shook the forest as Edward narrowly avoided getting crushed.

“We aren’t going to wait around for much longer,” Noah said. “Can he wrap things up?”

“Enough of the commentary,” Allen snarled. “Edward, enough playing around. Kill the Slasher.”

Edward gritted his teeth, and Noah repressed a smile. He couldn’t even be bothered to repress his amusement. He didn’t want the kid dead, of course. It was wrong to wish for the failure of others. He was still a teacher, after all. It’d be for the best if everyone succeeded and⁠—

Ah, screw that. I didn’t spend thousands of years dead to pretend like I cared about bullies. I hope you fail, you little brat. That’d teach you to talk shit.

To Noah’s mild disappointment, he didn’t get his wish. Edward’s Shield blocked yet another attack and he unleashed his water, carving the Slasher in half. He doubled over, breathing heavily and catching his breath.

“Wow,” Noah said, his tone as dry as Scorched Acres. “Very impressive. Talking about Edward this time, by the way. Not the Shield.”

“Can I get the next one?” Isabel asked, shifting from foot to foot.

“Sure you can. It looks like Eddy needs some time to catch his breath.”

“My name isn’t Eddy,” Edward snarled, pushing himself upright. “And I am perfectly fine.”

“You’re wheezing like my grandma, except I think she’d have whooped your ass six ways to Sunday and still have looked to be in better shape,” Noah said curtly. “Don’t get yourself killed to prove a point. How many Slashers could she possibly kill while you recover?”

Edward glanced at Allen, who gave a curt nod.

“We’ll stay here while he rests,” Allen said.

“Sure. Isabel and I will go find a monkey, then.”

“No. As stated, you need to remain with me so that I can confirm if she actually defeats the monsters on her own.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “And how long does Edward need to rest?”

“As long as it takes until he recovers,” Allen replied, the smugness in his tone palpable. “You may leave, of course, but I will consider any kills that Isabel makes during this time moot.”

Noah resisted the urge to grind his teeth. He refused to give Allen the pleasure. There was no doubt in his mind that the man was petty enough to have Edward sit around for the rest of the exam. After all, one was more than zero.

And, while Noah was more than confident to let Isabel hunt on her own, he wasn’t about to leave her with Allen and Edward. If they planned to try anything, they’d have to do it while he was watching.

"What about a Rune Oath?" Noah asked. "They could⁠—”

"Absolutely not," Allen said through a snort. "I would not tie myself to them and risk my runes."

What is he talking about? I can’t really press on it without giving away too much, though. I'll need a different angle. 

As he tried to figure out how to circumvent Allen’s terms, the holler of a Slasher came from the forest. Todd burst through the tree line, a huge grin on his face as he sprinted over to stand beside Noah.

“I thought you might have difficulty finding another monster, so I got one for Isabel.”

Isabel’s eyes lit up. She readied her sword and took a step toward the darkness beyond the trees. An instant later, a Slasher lumbered out. Its eyes fixed on Isabel as it snarled. All of a sudden, however, it froze.

A blueish-white sheen crawled over the Slasher’s skin as a layer of frost enveloped the monster. It tumbled forward, thudding into the ground and rocking back and forth, chilled solid.

“I cannot allow Slashers to attack my student while he is resting.” Allen covered a yawn. “Since he is not actively fighting them, it is my duty as his professor to ensure that he does not have to be under undue duress.”

“You’re a cheating⁠—”

Noah clapped a hand over Todd’s mouth before he could finish speaking. Todd glared at him, but Noah shook his head slightly. Todd let out a hiss as Noah released him.

“Go find another one,” the young professor said, a cold note beneath his words. Allen wasn’t even trying to hide what he was doing. And, thanks to his encounter with Moxie that morning, he was more than aware he stood no chance against a Rank 4 mage. Not when playing fair at least, and maybe not even while cheating.

Todd nodded and darted off again.

“Edward was in no danger from that Slasher. It was focused on Isabel,” Noah said.

“I can’t know that for sure. It’s a monster. Its actions are unpredictable.”

Edward smirked at Noah from behind Allen.

All right. If you’re going to be like this, then two can play at this game. As far as I’ve been able to tell, other mages don’t know when you’re about to use magic. It’s more of a body posture thing. So, if you want your apprentice safe…

Noah drew deeply on his Vibration Rune. He sent the magic into the ground, not taking his eyes off Allen.

“Are you really going to—” Noah started, then released the magic. The ground bucked beneath them, the hard dirt splitting apart like cracked ice. He stumbled and cried out, tripping over his own feet and landing face first on the ground. Noah scrambled back upright while Edward and Allen both looked around, tensed and searching for what had caused the disturbance.

“We have to get out of here!” Noah said, grabbing Isabel by the arm. “It’s the Hellreaver. It’s massive. That’s the only thing that could make the ground shake this badly. If things crack, it must be close.”

“Impossible. The Hellreaver⁠—”

Edward didn’t wait for Allen to finish his sentence. He bolted to his feet and sprinted in the direction they’d come. Noah had to fight to keep the laugh from escaping his lips.

“You’d better follow your apprentice,” Noah drawled.

Allen snarled and ran after Edward. Noah and Isabel followed after him. As they ran, Noah leaned in to whisper to Isabel.

“Edward is probably going to try to fight the next Slasher you see. Let him do his crap, then just steal the kill. The exam doesn’t say anything about how you had to kill the Slashers, just that you have to kill them.”

Isabel’s eyes widened, but she nodded in understanding. They caught up with Edward a minute later when Allen grabbed him by the shoulder and physically restrained his ward.

“There’s no Hellreaver,” Allen snapped. “Stop running.”

“What was that, then?” Edward asked. “It was massive!”

“It was my fellow teacher’s inability to control his own magic. There was nobody else in the area.”

Whoops, he figured that out fast. Was I that obvious? Oh well, it worked once.

“Edward looks to be in fine shape to me, especially if he was able to run like that,” Noah said, walking up beside them with Isabel. “And I’m sure that his runes aren’t so weak that he’s already used them all up. I think we can resume looking for a Slasher now, yes? Otherwise, I’d have to assume you’re intentionally interfering with the exam.”

Allen squared his jaw. “Yes. We may.”

It wasn’t hard. Before long, they spotted another Slasher resting against a tree, its eyes closed. They were downwind of it, so it was unlikely that it had smelled them either. Edward’s eyes lit up, and he summoned his water.

Isabel didn’t even wait for Edward to attack. She launched herself forward. Edward saw her sprint past him and narrowed his eyes, thrusting his hand forward and sending the stream of deadly water shooting straight at her back.

Noah lunged, but he wasn’t anywhere close enough to stop the magic. He opened his mouth to call out a warning, knowing it would arrive too late.

A blur shot from the trees, moving faster than Noah’s eyes could track. Isabel shifted to the side and stumbled, driving her sword into the tree above the Slasher instead of the monster’s head. The stream of water arced past her, passing through where she’d been standing and punching a hole into the ground just before the Slasher.

Noah’s heart slammed in his chest. No part of him had expected anyone to actually try to attack Isabel directly. Interfering with the exam was one thing. But cold-blooded murder… Fury bubbled in his chest, but he bound it down.

He hadn’t seen what had saved Isabel, but he knew who it had been. Noah gave a nod to the trees, hoping that Lee would see it. He owed the Skinwalker a lot of new clothes.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Noah snarled, stalking toward Edward. Allen shifted, placing himself between him and the boy.

“He missed. Your student jumped in front of his attack.”

“If Edward’s so incompetent that he can’t even aim in the direction of the monster, then he’s no mage,” Noah ground out, his hands trembling from the force of will it took to restrain himself.

“He is a second-year student and already at your rank. He will be a greater mage than you ever were.”

Noah spat on the ground. “I suppose I can’t expect anything more than this from a pathetic excuse of a worm in human flesh.”

“Watch your words,” Allen warned. “Teacher or not, you are intentionally being inflammatory. I will not permit any more of this. Apologize to him.”

“You want to see an apology?” Noah asked. The trees behind him cracked as he ripped the ash away from them and formed a swirling ball above his hand. Allen lowered his stance, something like satisfaction burning in his eyes.

Then Noah punched him. A loud crack echoed through the woods as Noah’s fist connected with the man’s chin, snapping his head back. Allen staggered backward and braced himself against a tree, holding his jaw and staring at Noah with disbelief in his eyes.

“I wasn’t talking about Edward,” Noah said, cracking his neck. There was a roar from behind them, but it sputtered and stopped a moment later. Everyone turned to see Isabel pull her blade from the Slasher’s throat and flick the blood from it.

Noah grinned. “Ah. Would you look at that? That’s 1 kill to 1 kill.”

Allen rubbed his chin, still staring at Noah like he’d suddenly started chanting in a foreign language. “I—You⁠—”

“You okay there?” Noah asked. “I’m really sorry about that. There was a fly. A really big one. Your chin just happened to jump in the way of my fist as I went to squish it. Can’t blame me for that, can you?”

Allen swallowed his rage and rolled his neck. “Come, Edward. We have more Slashers to kill. Are you prepared?”

“Of course I am.” Edward watched Noah with a mixture of awe and hatred. Noah smirked.

“Good job on passing, Isabel. That was an easy kill, though. Looks like we’re about to find some more, so let’s get going.”

Isabel grinned and nodded.


Chapter Forty-Three



They found the next Slasher just a minute later. Edward readied his water to cut it down, but Isabel drove her shoulder into his back as she sprinted past him, knocking him sprawling to the ground. By the time Edward got back to his feet, Isabel had already dodged the Slasher’s initial attack and separated its head from its neck.

“Ooh, bummer,” Noah said with false sympathy. “It’s too bad your Shield doesn’t block people from bumping into you on accident. If only you were able to do things without it, maybe you’d have been a little more aware of your surroundings.”

“Keep moving,” Allen snarled, no longer even bothering to hide his fury.

“By the way, that’s 2:1,” Noah said cheerfully. “What runes do you have in your book? Just wondering.”

Allen didn’t even bother responding.

Todd found them shortly thereafter, breathing heavily. He held up four ears, two in each hand, as he skidded to a stop before them.

“Got two more Slashers,” he said proudly. “And another one is on my tail. Isabel?”

“I’ve got this,” Edward snarled, shoving past Todd.

Todd caught Isabel’s eye and jerked his head to their left. Something blurred between the trees. Isabel frowned in confusion, then understanding hit her, and she turned, backing up as if to let Edward fight the Slasher without interruption.

“Where is it?” Edward demanded, squinting through the trees.

Isabel turned and ran toward the direction of the blur. A Slasher roared, ripping its claws through the air to cut her from head to toe. Isabel skipped to the side, avoiding the attack, and drove her sword through its throat.

“That’s 3:1,” Noah said.

“Where’s the Slasher that was chasing you?” Edward asked, looking from Isabel to Todd in befuddlement and anger.

“Sorry. I must have gotten it mixed up with something else.” Todd smiled sheepishly. “Whoopsie.”

Edward snarled and stomped the ground. He stormed into the forest without waiting for anyone to say anything else, and they all ran to keep up with him.

Over the course of the remainder of the exam, they ran into seven Slashers that weren’t already fighting other teams. Evidently, Allen’s willingness to steal kills was limited to only Isabel and Todd because he never sent Edward after them.

The first of the Slashers went down to a well-placed beam of condensed fire right between its eyes, crumpling moments before Edward’s water got to it.

The second and third died to Allen, who killed the monsters before Isabel or Todd could reach them, claiming that they were about to unfairly fight Edward. Noah had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but he was beyond caring.

The fourth Edward actually managed to kill, but only because it had already been badly injured—probably by another student who had failed the exam.

As for the fifth, sixth, and seventh, all went to Isabel. She killed one while Edward was fighting the other Slasher, and stole the other two right out from under his nose by executing them in the middle of their fight with Edward.

“The rules don’t say anything about how you get the kill,” Noah pointed out when Allen confronted him. “And it’s not like you or I helped them fight. Are you really implying that Edward would stoop so low as to help Isabel? Of course not. Thus, she earned those entirely on her own merit.”

Allen had nothing to say to that, and so all he could do was seethe in fury. And, just like that, the three hours of the exam came to an end. The transport cannon grabbed all of them, and they fell into particles, pulled back to Arbitage.

As Noah’s body flew through the blue ether, a rogue thought struck him.

I really hope they somehow stagger our arrivals, because there’s no way they can get everyone out of that tower in time to make room for us. It’ll end up looking like an overstuffed can of tuna.

Luckily, Noah’s fears were unfounded. Instead of returning within the tower, he found himself reforming on the ground outside it. Other professors and students popped out all around him, many of them falling as they arrived.

It looked to have kept the general groups together because Isabel and Todd were right beside Noah—unfortunately, that meant that Allen and Edward appeared next to them as well.

“Congratulations to all of you who passed.” Tenfort’s voice echoed above them as the proctor took to the air on his flying sword. “There were only a few reported incidents this time around and only four severe injuries. None were due to monsters that did not belong in the exam. Instructors, please ensure that you report the results of the exam before the week is over. Students, for those of you who passed, keep up the hard work. This exam was the hardest one you’ve had so far, but don’t get lax. Things don’t get any easier.”

Tenfort didn’t even bother addressing the students who had failed. He did a loop over their heads and shot off, heading toward the center of campus. Noah watched him leave, then lowered his gaze as the crowd parted and Moxie walked toward them, trailed by Emily. Moxie frowned, slowing as she drew closer.

“Well, that’s that.” Noah crossed his arms. “I believe we had a deal, Magus Allen.”

Allen ground his teeth so hard that Noah could hear it. Edward’s face was so red that it resembled an overripe tomato. Making enemies of them probably wasn’t the smartest move he could have made, but Noah was beyond caring. They’d started the fight.

“You cheated,” Edward said.

Noah cocked an eyebrow. “Cheated? How so, Edward? Please tell me what tactic I used that you and your teacher didn’t. Of course, I can’t blame you for suspecting my quality of character. I do have quite the reputation. It does shock me that you think your esteemed teacher would stoop to my level, though. In what part of this exam did he do that, exactly? Where did he debase himself to become just as bad as myself?”

Allen’s hand fell on Edward’s shoulder, tightening until his Shield squirmed. He pierced Noah with a deadly glare, his lips pressed into a line so thin that they turned white. Noah gave him a winning smile.

“Wipe that smile from your face, Vermil. Edward is mistaken. You did not cheat, though your methods are certainly questionable. You may have been able to find loopholes that allowed your student to win this particular challenge, but⁠—”

“Isabel.”

“What?”

“My student has a name. She’s standing right there,” Noah said, nodding to Isabel. “Use her name.”

“Isabel, then. I will admit that she clawed her way to an irrelevant victory in this, but it will carry no farther. You can only manipulate the odds in your favor for so long. When it comes time to advance to the next rank, all this effort will be wasted.”

Noah shrugged. “We’ll see about that. The future isn’t my concern. Getting Isabel what she’s been promised, on the other hand, is. I believe you owe her a rune from your grimoire.”

Allen’s eyes bored into Noah. Slowly, he reached down to his side and pulled out a metal trimmed, leatherbound book. Moving as if he were trapped underwater, Allen forced himself to hand the grimoire out to Isabel.

Noah gave Isabel an encouraging nod. She took it from him nervously.

“Just tear the page you want from the book,” Allen ground out. “I will not stand here for hours while you learn it. They are all replicas anyway. You have five minutes.”

Isabel didn’t need to be told twice. She popped the book open and flicked through it, her eyes darting along the pages. After a few minutes of searching, she found what she was looking for and pulled the page out of the binding, tearing it carefully along the edge. She closed the book and handed it back to Allen, who nearly slapped it out of her hand as he grabbed it.

He slammed the book back into its holster and spun on his heel. “Come, Edward. We have training to catch up on.”

Edward scurried after Allen, sending one last dirty glance back at them before they disappeared into the crowd. Isabel folded the page she’d taken up and placed it in her pocket with a trembling hand.

Todd slapped her on the back, a huge grin on his face. “Yes! Did you see the looks on those stuck-up pricks’ faces? Ha! I’ll never forget that.”

“You did well. Both of you,” Noah said. “Isabel, before you do any partying, I’d suggest learning that rune and replacing one of the ones you don’t need. We’ll celebrate this next class. Until then, dismissed.”

Isabel finally let a smile creep across her features. Her shoulders slumped in relief, and she nodded, letting Todd pull her into a victorious hug. As Todd pulled her away, Isabel sent a grateful smile at Noah that spoke more than words ever could.

Warmth swirled in Noah’s chest.

That’s what I do this for. That’s the look that every single student should have when they put in the work and get the results of their effort.

“I don’t believe it,” Moxie said, finally speaking up from the sidelines. “You actually did it?”

“I didn’t do anything. It was all Isabel and Todd,” Noah replied with a shrug. “Maybe the Linwick family should put a little more focus on training their students instead of pampering them.”

Moxie shook her head in disbelief. “You’re so full of it. Allen is pompous, but he’s no slouch. He wouldn’t let Edward skip lessons or get a subpar education in any field.”

“Tell me something. When you’ve got an exam, how do you prepare your students for it?”

“By training them. What’s that supposed to mean?” Moxie asked.

“And how do you train someone to fight monsters?”

“By having them practice magic and spar against me.” Moxie gave Noah a baffled look. “Where’s this leading?”

“Wrong.” Noah crossed his arms. “If you’re teaching your students to fight monsters, you train them by having them fight monsters. And that’s exactly what we’ve been doing for the past few weeks.”

Moxie’s eye twitched. “You’ve been bringing your students to the Scorched Acres? We’re not training to be soldiers, Vermil. This is Arbitage. But… I didn’t see either of them with a Shield. Even with a Shield, it wouldn’t have been safe, and I find it unlikely that they can form their own Shields yet.”

“If we had the funds, I’d love to outfit them with Shields,” Noah said. “After they learned how to fight without them, of course. If you want to be good at something, you do it yourself. Shield looks like a fantastic tool, don’t get me wrong, but if your entire fighting style revolves around an item rather than your actual abilities, I think you’re a pretty poor fighter.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Moxie’s student finally spoke up. “You made them fight Slashers without a Shield? What if they got hit? They could have gotten killed on the spot. It’s stupid to fight without a Shield.”

“Death is an excellent motivator. I never said I was a safe teacher,” Noah said with a cold smile. “I’m just an effective one. And, as it turns out, when you lead by example, people learn. I know every single movement the Slashers make like the back of my hand. I understand them perfectly. When they can’t surprise me, what is there to fear?”

Moxie stared at Noah. “How many Slashers have you killed? The sheer amount of them you’d have to go through to understand them that well…”

“Lost count. Hundreds. Maybe more,” Noah replied with a shrug. “It’s literally the only thing I’ve done for the past month.”

“Every single day?”

“Every other day. I alternated between teaching and hunting, but I spent a good amount of time hunting them before I ever started teaching.”

“How’d you have time to live like that? If you’re telling the truth, then you’d have had to spend nearly all of your waking moments in the Scorched Acres.”

Noah just arced an eyebrow. Moxie let out a huff of air.

“You’re insane.”

“Do you know what the difference between an idiot and an innovator is?” Noah asked.

Moxie shook her head.

“An innovator succeeds. Teaching is all about the pursuit of finding the best way to instruct your students. And, for this exam, my methods worked. I’d call that a successful plan. Congratulations on passing your exam, though.”

Moxie’s student blinked. “I never said that I passed.”

“Moxie’s your teacher. I figured you did. I’ve got some things to handle, though. Planning a celebration for my students and all that. There’s got to be a pizza place somewhere around here. Every good campus has one.”

“I’m going to ask what in the world you’re talking about, but I’ve got a question,” Moxie said. “Allen looked furious. More than I would have expected him to, honestly. What happened?”

Noah rubbed his chin. “I punched him. On accident, mind you.”

Moxie’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding. That wasn’t the wisest move.”

“He had it coming. I’m not the best at holding back. Honestly, I’m a bit surprised he didn’t go at me for that. I half-expected to get into a brawl.”

“Vermil. Allen is a Rank 4 magus. If he just attacked you, it wouldn’t matter what you had done, Arbitage would come down on him. Your punch shouldn’t be much worse than a bug bite for him. You’d better expect him to be bringing that up with the Linwick family, though. You’re going to pay for that. The only reason he didn’t react more is because he’s biding his time.”

“That does make a little more sense. I was wondering why he just took it. Well, he had it coming. Bastard was trying to cheat.” Noah went to leave, then paused. “Say, Moxie, to whom should I report the results of this exam? I haven’t seen any administrators around recently.”

Moxie grimaced. “Yeah. They’re a bit hard to get a hold of. You should be able to report it in Building A.”

“You’re the best,” Noah said with a wide grin.

Moxie just shook her head. “Just get out of here.”

Noah raised a hand in farewell and headed away from the dispersing crowd.

“Are you going to hold a celebration too?” Noah heard Moxie’s student ask. He suppressed a laugh. He could practically feel Moxie’s glare burning into the back of his neck as he stepped onto the main road and made for the main square of Arbitage. Hopefully, pizza both existed and wasn’t too expensive. He wasn’t exactly swimming in money.


Chapter Forty-Four



Noah’s trip to Building A was so fast that it was hardly even worth remembering. After locating it on a map, Noah determined that Building A was actually a small hut with a piece of paper, a quill, and ink next to a message box.

Several other professors that Noah recognized from the exam were gathered around it. Noah peeked over one of their shoulders to see what they were writing. It was plainer than he’d expected—just the names of their students, together with either “pass” or “fail” written down.

Well, easy is good. It’s still hard to think completely straight right now. I need a full night of sleep, damn it. I hate the Hellreaver so much.

When Noah’s turn in line came, he quickly jotted down both Isabel and Todd’s successes, then deposited the paper in the box. Then he was on his way.

As it turned out, there actually was a pizza restaurant. Noah wasn’t sure if that made sense or not. On one hand, every campus he’d ever taught on had pizza somewhere in the vicinity. It was either on the campus itself or on the street corner right next to it. On the other hand, it was pizza in an entirely different world. Granted, they just called it “tomato pie,” but it was the same thing.

Does this mean that pizza is a common denominator? Wherever there are humans, they’ll invent pizza regardless of the level of technology or the presence of magic? I wish I could have done my thesis on this.

Noah was pleased to discover that the pizza wasn’t out of his budget. He ordered two of them, for 2 silver each, and asked the chef to make them on the morning of the following day. Beyond pleased with himself, Noah headed home with a smug grin plastered across his face.

Now that the exam was over, pathways opened up before him into the future. Each one tempted him in its own way, splitting his attention. He still needed to figure out what to do about the Linwick family, but he also needed to find a way to replace his Lesser Wind Runes so he could start combining them.

Then there was his Master Rune. He wasn’t sure if he could handle it yet, but he wanted to get a handle on it before he actually combined anything. And none of that had even gotten to the Hellreaver, though that would have to wait until he confirmed his control over Sunder.

Noah ran his hands through his hair and let out an excited huff. It had been too long since he’d had literally anything to look forward to, and now there were so many things on his plate that he was fairly certain he was going to start forgetting them.

Still lost in thought, Noah turned the corner in the hall leading up to his room and nearly ran straight into Moxie. He ground to a halt just in time, stumbling over his own feet.

“Smooth,” Moxie said.

“I wasn’t expecting someone to try to bowl me over the moment I got back to my room. What are you doing here?”

Moxie raised an eyebrow. “You really think I’m going to leave our conversation from this morning off at that? You agreed to trade some answers, so here I am.”

Noah scrunched his nose and stepped past Moxie, sliding his key into the lock and opening his door. “Impatient, aren’t you? Shouldn’t you be planning your student’s party or something?”

“I already did that,” Moxie said, striding past Noah and claiming his chair before he could even enter the room. “I told her we’d be attending your party.”

Noah shook his head, stepping in after her and closing the door behind them. “Lazy.”

“Innovative,” Moxie corrected with a snicker.

Noah headed over to his bed and pulled his coat off. He tossed it into the corner of his closet and sat down, stretching his arms over his head and yawning.

“Okay, fine. We’ll play ball. Question for question. You want to go first? I need to think about what I’m going to ask about.”

Moxie blinked, as if she hadn’t expected Noah to agree to her request so quickly. She frowned and rubbed her chin. Several times, she opened her mouth and then closed it again, reconsidering.

“You don’t have to be so careful with your first question,” Noah said. “If I don’t like it, I just won’t answer.”

“Fine. Why’d you choose to… remake yourself?”

“I told you. Self-improvement. My turn. Do you know a way I could get information about the Linwick family other than from the book in the library? That brat Edward took the book and now I can’t research them at all.”

“Hold on, that hardly answered my question.”

“You should have been more specific.” Noah grinned. “You can try again after you answer mine.”

Moxie huffed in annoyance. “He’s got some time before he has to return it, so if you’re in a rush, you’ll have to get another copy. There should be another one of those books in all of the Bastions, as well as any city that the Linwicks have influence over, which is quite a few. You could send for one of those pretty easily.”

“How?”

“Nope.” Moxie matched Noah’s grin. “My turn. How did this change of captain happen?”

Noah chewed his lower lip. He wasn’t willing to share the story of how he arrived in this world, and he certainly wasn’t going to share the secret of Sunder. Even though he was starting to trust Moxie, if word of the Master Rune’s abilities got out, he’d never live a free man again. It had to be kept secret until he was much, much stronger. Not to mention that he couldn’t think of an allegory that was vague enough to give as an answer that wouldn’t incriminate him if Moxie did turn out to not be an ally.

“Sorry,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “I don’t feel like answering that one. Suffice it to say that the old captain learned the error of his ways, and the new one is set on self-improvement. I’ll let you ask a different question if you want.”

Moxie pursed her lips and tapped a finger against her thigh. “Why do you know so little about everything?”

Noah thought for a while before he answered to try to find a way to safely answer her question. “Self-improvement is a difficult journey. I needed to go back to the things that the old captain once knew and find out if I truly knew them or not.”

“Haven’t you tried seeing a healer? That sounds pretty bad.”

“Sure have. Thankfully, he couldn’t find anything wrong with me, and that’s because there’s nothing to fix. I won’t count that as a question against you out of the kindness of my heart.”

Moxie studied Noah for a few moments. He could practically hear the gears turning inside her head. Moxie’s eyes widened and she leaned forward. “Healers can’t detect damage to the soul. That’s what you are. A soul that consumed Vermil’s soul and stole his body?”

Noah’s heart skipped a beat. Moxie was quick. She’d gathered a very close rendition of what had actually happened within just a few seconds.

“I’m not sure we’re on the same page. I’m talking about self-improvement here, not murder. It’s a state of mind.”

Moxie scrunched her nose in annoyance.

“My turn,” Noah said. “You’ve gotten enough from that question. Let’s see—can you show me how to get that book on the Linwicks?”

“I can get the damn thing for you.”

“Deal.”

“Hardly a deal,” Moxie grumbled. “But fine. What sparked this sudden bout of self-improvement? Did you just decide to change one day?”

“I had a very convincing drink that made me rethink the errors of my ways. Forever.”

Moxie’s brow creased in confusion. Then her eyes widened and immediately shot to the gourd at Noah’s waist. “Poison. You asked about the healing potion earlier. That’s why, isn’t it? Someone poisoned you.”

Damn, you’re good at connecting dots. That’s fine, though. I was already certain it wasn’t Moxie that tried to poison me, so having someone else who’s actually on my side will be helpful.

Noah nodded. “Yeah. Someone poisoned my potion. It made for a very strong attitude change.”

“Oh, shit,” Moxie muttered. “I joked that I would have poisoned it. Did you think I was actually the one that tried to kill you?”

“I don’t think you get how this game is supposed to work. That’s two questions in a row,” Noah said with a playful chuckle. “And, actually, our talk convinced me that you didn’t. The offhand manner in which you mentioned poisoning the potion made it very clear that you were making a joke, which means it wasn’t likely you actually did it. But I want to know who did.”

Moxie leaned back and rubbed her chin. “I can imagine. I know what your question is, but I don’t think I can answer it. I have no idea who gave that to you. There are a lot of people who don’t like you. It’s too bad you didn’t decide to set sail earlier and get that captain changed out a few years ago.”

“Not just the captain. I am trying to improve every part of myself. But, in the spirit of challenging things I once knew—who were you to me? We clearly had history.”

“I was the professor that was hired right before you were. I showed you the ropes around Arbitage. It… didn’t go well. You were a creep, and the Linwicks only sent you here to get you out of their hair and keep you away from too much attention.”

“Just how powerful are the Linwicks?” Noah asked with a worried frown.

“Nope. My turn. If you’re so set on this journey of improving yourself, why have you taken on the tasks that Vermil once did?”

“Because I’m a teacher. I couldn’t leave students floundering. Improving yourself doesn’t mean abandoning your past decisions. I still have to make up for what was done, even if I’m not the same ship.”

Moxie nodded slowly.

“Back to the Linwicks question, then,” Noah suggested.

“They’re powerful. Not the strongest noble family in the Arbalest Empire, but they’re up there in the top ten. Not a group that anyone would willingly want to cross.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have pissed Allen off that much, but I refuse to let that prick push Isabel or Todd around. I can’t imagine the entire family being all pricks… right?

“I see,” Noah said. “What’s your next question?”

Moxie shifted in her chair, thinking for a few moments before she spoke again. “Were you serious about how you trained? You’ve been fighting Slashers nonstop without a Shield?”

“Yes. It was dangerous, but once I figured out how they fight, it became very good practice—not to mention that all the energy my runes get for killing them is very helpful.”

Moxie shook her head. “It’s just very strange. Taking so much risk when most people could just save up for a while and buy a Shield… You’re crazy. What if you mess up and die? You’re acting more like a soldier than a professor. If Isabel or Todd had noble backing, their families would be out for blood.”

Noah shrugged. “Then I suppose it’s a good thing they aren’t. They needed an option, and this is the only one I could think of that would let them catch up to Edward and where I presume all the other students are.”

“Somehow, it’s working, but shouldn’t you cut it off while you’re ahead? You’re going to get yourself—or worse, your students—killed.”

“Don’t worry about that. I meant it when I said there was absolutely no way a Slasher could ever kill me. If you’d fought them as many times as I have, you’d know it as well. How do you train your student? Do you just spar with her and help her kill monsters?”

“Pretty much,” Moxie admitted. “That’s what everyone does. Some sparring, some tips while they train on their own, and then beat monsters until they’re weak and let her finish them off. Add that in with normal training, and it’s much safer and more reliable, even if it isn’t as fast. These kids—most of them, at least—are nobles. They’ve got their whole future ahead of them. They don’t want to have to risk their lives when they have no reason to. Time isn’t exactly an issue.”

“That seems like it wouldn’t teach them much in the way of fighting monsters practically. What if your student gets hit? I understand prioritizing safety, but it almost seems like you’re taking it too safe.”

“That’s what a Shield is for.”

“And if she gets surprised? Using the Shield like a crutch will inevitably fail one day. Better to be able to fight without it and have the Shield as a backup, no?”

Moxie’s gaze fell downward. She fell silent, staring at her hands.

“My turn,” Noah said after giving her a little time to process his words. “Just how rare are Greater Wind Runes? I need one.”

Moxie frowned, still clearly not fully done digesting Noah’s warning. “Greater Runes are very expensive. Easily a few hundred gold, depending on how commonly the rune is used in combinations. Wind is one of the most popular because of its ability to fly, so you’d probably be looking at around 500 gold or more.”

“Shit. That’s a lot. What about finding it from a monster?”

“You’d have to go somewhere with monsters that use Wind Runes. There’s a list of that somewhere. I could help you find it. I need a Wind Rune myself for the combination I’m currently working on.”

Noah’s eyes lit up. “That would be great.”

“But not for free,” Moxie said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “I want something in return.”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “What?”

“I want to shadow your class with Emily. You took two students that hadn’t done any work since the start of this year—ones that had absolutely no prospects and no right to even stand on the same footing as Edward—and crushed him completely. That means you’re either lying to me or I’m doing my job wrong. Also, I already let you sit in on one of my classes, so it’s fair trade.”

Noah rubbed his chin. “That’s fine with me. I don’t mind adding the two of you to the roster for a little while.”

“So I’ll find you that book on the Linwicks as well as a location to look for a Greater Wind Rune and a method to get it. In return, you let us tag along for a while. Deal?”

“Deal.” Noah extended his hand, and Moxie clasped it.


Chapter Forty-Five



Moxie left shortly after their conversation to dredge up the information she’d promised Noah, who realized that the day was finally still for the first time since he’d woken up. He stood in the center of his room, suddenly unsure of what to do.

He couldn’t hunt the Hellreaver until he upgraded his Wind Runes, nor could he read up on the Linwicks. But the longer he left the Hellreaver alive, the more likely it was that he would end up getting killed at a bad time. The sleep deprivation was also starting to get to him. Luckily, there wasn’t any class today as the exam had just finished, but he refused to sit around and do nothing.

Noah walked to stand by the window and rubbed his chin in thought. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, but when he finally snapped out of his trance, the sun had shifted significantly through the sky. Noah cursed under his breath.

“I have to stop doing that,” he said, shaking his head and turning from the window. “No point wasting more time. I’m not actually going to defeat the Hellreaver the next time I go for it, so I might as well give it another run. Evil bastard. Maybe I’ll actually manage to get a good blow in this time. Besides, I need to visit the forest anyway to collect Lee. Might as well do two things at once.”

Noah swapped into his cheap clothes and grabbed his flying sword before heading out of his room. A short walk later, he’d swung by Tim and gotten himself launched off to the Scorched Acres for the second time that day, but this time with a one-hour timer on it.

As soon as Noah’s feet landed in the burnt forest, he tossed his sword down and stepped onto it. He threaded Wind Magic into the blade, which roared forth. Noah pulled back, having gotten somewhat used to its erratic movement, and hurtled into the treetops.

He flew in a circle to orient himself, then set off in the direction that he recalled the Hellreaver was last. Arbitage shrank behind Noah as he skimmed over the treetops, his eyes sweeping them for any signs of fire.

It took a little longer than he’d expected considering the Hellreaver was surrounded by a literal giant circle of fire, but the identical forest stretching beneath him didn’t help his orientation.

After thirty minutes of flying zigzags, Noah’s eyes finally caught on the smoldering orange that he was searching for. He abruptly turned toward it and shot above the trees, only descending once he was just a short distance away from it.

Noah hopped off his sword a moment before it slammed into the ground and landed in a roll. He rose back to his feet, yanking the blade from the packed dirt with a single motion, and stepped up to the roaring ring of fire.

The heat buffeted his face and made his entire body tingle uncomfortably, as if he’d stepped out into the path of the sun itself. He raised a hand to try to ward off some of the heat and glanced around.

There weren’t any other monkeys in the area. With their fur, Noah couldn’t blame them. They probably would have gotten heatstroke in a minute at most. At least that meant he probably wasn’t going to get ambushed.

I’m not sure if I want to sacrifice another perfectly good pair of clothes to the fire, though—even if they’re the cheap ones. Especially when I know I’m unlikely to win this particular fight. I just need to learn more about how the Hellreaver fights.

Noah tried to squint through the gaps in the fire, but he couldn’t see any more than he could the previous time. He resisted the urge to heave a sigh. There was only one option that he could think of, and he didn’t like it.

Reluctantly, Noah stripped out of all his clothes. He wrapped them around his gourd and placed everything on a tree branch, grimacing as he felt the fire immediately start to give his pale skin a sunburn.

At least I’m not cold.

Noah buried his flying sword in the trunk of the tree and swallowed heavily. The last time he’d jumped through the fire, his uniform had taken the brunt of the flame and kept it from singeing him too badly.

Is a crappy set of clothes really worth torching myself over?

Noah stood there in all his glory for exactly three seconds before he came to a decision.

Yes, it absolutely is. Money is money.

Gritting his teeth, Noah took two steps back before sprinting at one of the gaps in the fire as fast as he could. He squeezed his eyes shut and dove forward, curling into a ball to try to minimize the area of his body that the fire touched.

Hot licks of agony caressed his skin, and Noah hissed in pain as he hit the ground and instantly put pressure on the burns. He rolled to his feet, suppressing the powerful urge to curse or cry out in pain.

His back, arms, and knees felt like they’d been charbroiled. The burn wasn’t severe, but it wasn’t light either. Luckily, his face and… other frontal bits had been spared. Noah shook himself off, taking a slow breath and forcing himself to push the pain to the side.

It was considerably easier to ignore the agony when he was well aware it was going to end very shortly. He’d gotten lucky, as he was downwind of the giant ape, and his toasty arrival had somehow failed to wake it from its slumber. Noah wasted no time in calling on the Ash surrounding them, ripping it from the cracked trees with a loud crack.

The magic swirled around his hands in a cloud of dark smoke and shot forth, forming into a dozen jagged spikes just as the Ape’s eyes snapped open at the sound. It lurched to its feet and batted the spikes away with its hand, shattering them.

Noah’s eyes widened. The Hellreaver had smashed his magic aside like it was nothing. The monster roared and reared back. Noah watched it closely, half-expecting it to feint the punch again.

It didn’t. Its fist whipped forward, and Noah launched himself to the side, hitting the ground in a painful roll and scrambling to his feet. The Hellreaver didn’t wait for him to ready himself.

By the time Noah was standing, a wave of fire was rolling out of the enormous monkey’s mouth and toward him. Noah thrust his hands upward, ripping the ash from the environment and forming an angled wall before him.

He ducked behind it an instant before the flame hit with a roar, washing on either side and over the wall. Its heat licked at Noah, and he gritted his teeth. As soon as the flames sputtered out, Noah darted out and flicked two wind blades toward the Hellreaver’s throat.

The monkey raised its arms, letting them absorb the spells in its dense fur, then beat its chest and let out a furious howl. It launched itself toward Noah, stretching out to cut off his path. Noah gathered all the wind energy he could handle and set it off beneath his feet.

He shot into the air, flailing as he tried to keep his balance. Flying was considerably easier when he had something beneath him, even if it felt like it was actively trying to buck him off.

Noah gave up on righting himself and called on the ash around him once more. His makeshift shield transformed into a needle-sharp pole and Noah whipped it for the Hellreaver. In an incredible show of dexterity, the monster sucked its stomach in and twisted to the side, letting the spell hurtle past it.

The Hellreaver let its gut bounce down and let out a hoot that almost sounded like a laugh. Noah swore, releasing a burst of energy from his last remaining Wind Rune to stop himself from splattering on the ground.

He landed with a grunt and rolled across the packed dirt, cutting himself on several sharp rocks. Noah staggered to his feet and sent a pulse of Vibration into the ground, trying to knock the huge monster off its feet.

The Hellreaver didn’t even flinch. It didn’t even look like it had noticed the magic at all. Noah called on the ash around him, forming another angled wall before him as the Hellreaver drew in a deep breath.

An instant too late, he realized he hadn’t seen the fire coming yet. Noah threw himself to the side, not a second too late. The monster’s fist crashed through his defenses, smashing them to dust.

Noah’s victory was short lived. By the time he got his feet out from beneath him again, the Hellreaver’s fist was hurtling toward his body once more. Noah tried to call on his Wind Magic, but it was completely spent.

“God damn⁠—”

The fist crunched into his body. Noah’s soul ripped free as his corpse pinwheeled across the clearing and collapsed near the edge of the flaming ring. The Hellreaver reached down, grabbing his body and popping the entire thing into its mouth.

“—it.” Noah finished.

The Hellreaver chewed once before swallowing. It huffed in approval and lumbered back to its resting spot. Yawning, it plopped back down and scratched its stomach before closing its eyes and falling back asleep.

“That’s 2:0,” Noah muttered, glaring daggers at the uncaring monster. “But I lasted a lot longer this time around. Next time, I’m going to give you something to remember me by. Send more visions, will you? I don’t care how tired I am. I’m going to kill you.”

A familiar band of energy formed around Noah’s throat, and he didn’t bother resisting as it yanked him out of the circle of fire and back into his body, just outside the flaming circle—where he promptly fell out of the tree he’d set up in.

Noah’s hand shot up, even despite his blaring headache, and he grabbed onto the branch to keep himself from faceplanting. He groaned and forced himself to unravel his clothes through squinted eyes.

Sweat trickled down Noah’s back as he shuffled into his clothes, flinching at every flicker of light that bit at his vision. He eventually managed to get into all of them and tugged his sword out of the tree, strapping the gourd to his waist, before trudging away to find somewhere shadier to rest.

Noah was so focused on doing everything he could to avoid thinking about his headache that he nearly bowled straight into Lee when the Skinwalker suddenly appeared before him. Or rather, he would have, had Lee not stepped to the side.

“What are you doing?” Lee asked.

Noah flinched at the noise. He straightened and peered at Lee. “Oh, crap. Forgot. Should have spoken to you before doing stuff.”

Lee glanced over Noah’s shoulder in the direction of the Hellreaver.

“You just tried to kill the Hellreaver,” Lee said. Noah couldn’t tell if she sounded more impressed or baffled. “How’d that go for you?”

“Poorly.”

“I could have guessed that myself,” Lee said dryly. She poked at Noah’s shirt beneath his coat. “You’ve put this on inside-out.”

“It’s a new fashion.”

“Sure,” Lee said with a smirk. “You all here? You don’t look that great.”

“I’m fine,” Noah replied with a grimace. He hadn’t expected the Skinwalker to find him that quickly. “How’d you find me? I thought we’d meet at the normal spot.”

“Took me a bit since you zipped off right after arriving,” Lee replied with a scowl. “I wish you’d waited for me to show up. I’d have loved to see you fighting the Hellreaver. I bet that would have been fun.”

Need to be more careful. I got lucky that Lee wasn’t here when I revived. Idiot. Think more. Just so hard to string thoughts together with the exhaustion. If I don’t take care of the Hellreaver soon, it’s going to blow my cover one way or another.

“I’m sure you’d have liked that,” Noah said with a forced chuckle. “You did good with the exam.”

Lee grinned. “I did, didn’t I? I even shifted back to your form to get Todd to work with me. I’ve got no idea who that kid and the old guy were, but pissing them off was hilarious. Can we do that more?”

“No promises.” Noah grimaced, then shook his head. “Probably, though. I owe you clothes.”

Lee’s grin stretched even wider. “Yes! Do I get to pick?”

“Within re- rea- ah, normal stuff. Yes.” Noah rubbed his temple, trying to push the headache away. “Not today, though. I’m about to go back to Arbitage.”

“Seriously?” Lee asked. “You really came here just to get your ass handed to you by the Hellreaver?”

Noah cleared his throat.

“Do you like it or something?”

“What? No.”

“Could have fooled me,” Lee muttered. “Fine. Do I have to wait out here until you get back?”

Noah shrugged. “No. Can you just walk into Arbitage?”

Lee nodded. “Can’t see why not. I wouldn’t know what to do, though. I’ve never been in a big city.”

“School, not a city. You can just come to my room,” Noah said through a frown. “Don’t get too caught up with anyone, though. Just go straight there. Building T. It’s got my name—No—ah, Vermil. Magus Vermil.”

Noah couldn’t tell why, but the headache felt more violent than it normally did. He shook his head, pushing the pain back. It would only be for a few more hours, and it was a poor idea to show weakness in front of a predator—even one he was allied with.

“I can do that.” Lee rubbed her hands together. “Okay. I’ll find you in your room once you disappear.”

“We can shop tomorrow,” Noah said. Then he leaned back against a tree. “I’m just going to relax now.”

“Whatever you want,” Lee replied with a dismissive wave. “I’ve got a long run ahead of me. Be seeing you.”

Then she was gone, a blur vanishing through the trees. Noah grimaced and leaned his head against the rough bark, waiting until the transport cannon called him back.


Chapter Forty-Six



Noah barely even realized he’d been pulled back to Arbitage until he felt metal thump against his back. He groaned and slid out of the turret, staggering to his feet. Tim sent him a worried glance.

“You good there?”

“Been better. Got bonked pretty good. I’ll live.”

“If you’re sure.” Tim gave Noah a concerned frown.

Noah stumbled onto the lift and gave Tim a curt nod before it rattled away, lowering him to the ground. He didn’t remember much of his walk back home, but somehow he made it. After several failed tries to shove an uncooperative key into its keyhole, Noah finally got his door open and lurched inside.

He locked the door behind him and flopped face first onto his bed, letting a pained groan into his pillow.

Seconds ticked by, agonizingly slow. At some point, they stretched into minutes and the minutes into hours. Noah kept his head in the darkness of his pillow, waiting the pain out. It finally started to lessen deep into the night, only completely fading away a while after that. Noah wasn’t exactly sure how long it had been. His sense of time was already bad, and it was worse when he couldn’t even think.

Noah shifted and wiped his eyes with a grimace. He blinked carefully, making sure the headache had actually completely vanished before he dared to swing his legs over the edge of the bed and sit upright.

I could have sworn that headache was worse than the other ones. What was that all about?

Noah plunged into his mindspace, and darkness swallowed his room. Runes flickered to life around him, and the Sunder Rune rumbled above his head. Noah ignored it and cast his gaze out to the edges of his vision.

A large chunk of white burned in the darkness, far larger than any of the other soul wounds he’d taken. Noah’s eyes widened, and he approached it warily. Much of the soul damage he’d taken previously had healed over, though he still had damage from the deaths to the Hellreaver—but this was new. It wasn’t as bad as it had been when he’d started seeing hallucinations of the normal monkeys everywhere, but it was far from great.

Why did I take so much damage? What happened differently? I don’t get it.

Noah ran through the fight in his mind, trying to see if something out of place had happened that set it apart from the first time he’d fought the Hellreaver. The only thing that came to mind was that, the first time around, his body had been burned to cinders and there was nothing left, while the second, the Hellreaver had eaten him.

Even as the words mentally rose to his head, Noah cursed. “That bastard stole energy from my soul by eating me, didn’t it? If monsters get energy from kills too, it wouldn’t make sense for them not to get energy from me when I died. I’ve never lost any progress in my runes, which means it’s got to come from my soul.”

That’s… an uncomfortable realization, actually. Does that mean I’m basically stealing monsters’ souls to get stronger?

Eh. I’m over it. Shouldn’t have tried to kill me. Still, I want my damn soul back, Hellreaver. And I also need to make sure you don’t get any more snacks the next time we fight.

Noah let himself slip back into the real world, to his room, where Lee was sitting in his chair, rocking back on two of its legs and balancing precariously. She raised a hand.

“Hello.”

Noah blinked. He rubbed his eyes, then bolted to his feet when Lee was still there. “What? How did you get in here?”

“Through the door. Under it, more accurately.”

Noah looked at the door. It was still locked, and the key was in his pocket. The gap at the bottom of the door couldn’t be more than half an inch tall.

“You fit through that?”

Lee held a hand up. Her fingers flattened and extended, turning paper thin and flopping around. She raised an eyebrow, and her hand returned to normal. Noah’s eyes narrowed.

“Can all Skinwalkers do that?”

Lee shrugged. “No clue. I can, though. Does it matter?”

“Yes,” Noah replied testily. “It does. And I don’t believe you. You knew other things about Skinwalkers in general. You know, I didn’t really think much of it, but if Skinwalkers could just shift their forms into anything they wanted, there’s really no need to mimic people’s bodies. They wouldn’t even be called Skinwalkers, they’d be Shapeshifters. Skinwalker implies you need the body, even if you have to consume it to replicate it.”

And, now that I can think a little more properly, how did you avoid getting tested by anyone checking for Skinwalkers on the way into the city?

Lee’s expression flattened. “My Shift Runes are all of the Greater quality. It’s very uncommon for Skinwalkers to have multiple Greater Runes. Having six of them lets me essentially hold any shape I want for an indefinite period of time. Eating the body helps me learn every single part of it perfectly, but it isn’t strictly needed with the strength of my runes. Most Skinwalkers would lose control of their bodies within a few minutes if they tried to do this.”

“Why didn’t you just say that?”

“Because you aren’t the only one with secrets to keep. I don’t know if Shift Runes are something humans can use, but do you realize what would happen to me if anyone found out I had them? I’d be hunted until I was dead. More Greater Runes means more chances to steal it from me when I die.”

Noah grimaced. Getting hunted down by a bunch of bloodthirsty animals was something he could relate to far more than he wanted. “That’s understandable. We’ve got our secrets. As long as you avoid killing anyone, then I don’t care.”

I’m still not convinced you’re even giving me half the story, but as long as you follow your word, I don’t care for the time being. I need allies, and it’s not like I’m being particularly upfront with my own secrets either.

“That was the deal, wasn’t it? No humans.”

“Or anything noticeable,” Noah said, looking down the bridge of his nose at Lee. She scoffed and nodded.

“I’m not an amateur.”

“Did you ever leave the Scorched Acres?”

“Well, no.”

“Then yes, you are an amateur.”

Lee rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Whatever. Not all of us are able to get ourselves killed over and over without any recourse. So, when do I get my new clothes?”

“Do you see how the sun isn’t out yet? Nobody is awake yet. The stores are closed.”

“Seriously?” Lee picked at her baggy shirt in distaste. “It’s perfectly good out. Nice and dark. Not too hot. Why would anyone choose to be outside in the hot sunlight voluntarily?”

“Because things like you are roaming around at night.”

Lee snickered. “Good answer. What do we do, then? I’m already bored. There wasn’t anything interesting in your room.”

“How long have you been in here? Were you watching me sleep?” Noah asked.

“No. I was watching you roll around with your head in a pillow. I don’t think you were doing much sleeping.”

Noah nearly laughed, but he stopped himself. The one thing he didn’t need to do was encourage Lee to be even more sarcastic.

“How old are you, Lee? You seem like a teenager.”

“I’ve been living in the Scorched Acres for about sixteen years, and it took me about four years to properly form a body. So… twenty, I guess.”

“Just a little older than Todd and Isabel, huh? Interesting. Good timing. Maybe you should be a student rather than a teacher.”

“As if you could teach me anything about runes. I don’t use them like humans do, remember? I’ll have a lot more fun beating you up.”

Noah grunted. His sleep was well and truly ruined, so he rose from his bed and grabbed a jacket, slinging it over his shoulders and adjusting the nametag above his breast so that it was squared. He headed over to his bathroom, and Lee followed behind him.

“Do you know anything about Master Runes?” Noah asked as he stood in front of the mirror, trying to untangle his long hair. Lee peered curiously over his shoulder. She grabbed the top of her head and stretched it out until it was twice as long, then stuck her tongue out.

Noah shuddered, and Lee let her head snap back to its normal shape. “This is the best thing in your room. It’s like a perfectly still lake. I love it.”

“It’s a mirror,” Noah said wearily. “Master Runes?”

“Right. You mean the Hellreaver’s?” Lee’s eyes rotated around in her head, and she lengthened her legs until she was taller than Noah. “You look short from up here.”

“No, you’re just tall. Are you sure you’re twenty?”

Lee shrank back down and faked a yawn. “I don’t know much about the Hellreaver. Anything with a brain stays away from it. It’s always got that ring of fire following it around, though I’ve seen it disappear before.”

“The monkey?”

“No. The ring.”

Noah rubbed his chin. “It takes the ring of fire down? Why? I noticed it left gaps in the fire big enough to jump through, but I didn’t think it was intentional.”

Lee shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe as an invitation for things stupid enough to try to fight it, so you can deliver it a piping hot meal in its bed? I’ve seen it happen pretty often, though. Always from a safe distance, mind you. I don’t have a death wish.”

…That’s exactly what I’ve been doing, isn’t it? Is the Hellreaver literally using this link to my soul to do the equivalent of placing a delivery order on a takeout meal?

“And other monsters stay away from it as well? Was it mages, then?”

Lee shrugged once more. “Maybe? I don’t think so, though. I’ve never seen anyone near it when the fire ring went down. Then again, I’m not sticking around for it all the time. It’s not a very comfortable area.”

Noah finished messing with his hair and stepped back with a small frown. “The stupid thing is almost always sleeping, from what I’ve seen. If it’s not fighting, why is it taking down the ring? Maybe because it ran out of energy in the rune? But if it’s got the ring running while it’s asleep, that doesn’t seem right.”

“Probably its passive effect. That would let it happen when it’s not paying attention.”

Noah paused. “Passive?”

“Yeah. One of the main differences between normal Lesser and Greater Runes and Master Runes,” Lee corrected. “At least, kind of. Everyone wants one for themselves at some point, and they’re one of the few runes that work on literally everything. Kill a monster with a Master Rune and it’s yours. That’s how it works. It’s a much easier dream than getting a bunch of really powerful normally combined runes, since there are a lot of Master Runes sitting around that are more weird than powerful, while getting strong combined runes is almost impossible for the average person. They’re also completely unique, though they range in power a lot. Unique doesn’t always mean useful. Some Master Runes are borderline worthless, while others are obscenely strong.”

“And?” Noah gestured for Lee to continue.

“Well, Master Runes aren’t just fancy runes. That’s why they’ve got ‘Master’ in the name. They also always exist. You can’t get rid of them. Killing something with a Master Rune just passes it to you.”

“I see,” Noah said, rubbing his chin. “That’s certainly impressive.”

“I haven’t gotten to the coolest bit yet. Master Runes the pinnacle of whatever concept they are, but they’re so perfectly focused on a single aspect that their powers usually wrap back around and they get an inverse effect. When I asked my donators, they said that the inverse effect was called a passive.”

Noah drummed his fingers on the sink. The back of his neck prickled as one more piece slipped into the ever-growing puzzle. “That’s it!”

Lee flinched at the sudden sound. Noah spun toward her, his eyes lighting up. She took a step back.

“What?”

“That’s what I was missing. The Hellreaver’s Master Rune has something to do with fire. Fire going out seems like a logical passive.”

“That’s… what I just said,” Lee said slowly. “You repeated what I said, but more excited.”

Yes, because you solved the biggest question I’ve had since arriving in this world. Sunder means to split apart. The opposite of Sunder is to bind. That’s why I keep coming back to life. I’m bound to the gourd that killed Vermil.

Noah couldn’t resist the urge to laugh. He doubled over, his body heaving as he laughed even harder, all while Lee watched him with an increasingly concerned expression.


Chapter Forty-Seven



It was nearly a minute before Noah finally got control of himself again. Lee had backed all the way out of the bathroom and had her back pressed against the wall. The hair on her body stuck up unnaturally, like she was a hedgehog.

Noah wiped the hysterical mirth from his eyes and shook his head, straightening up and letting out a slow sigh, barely pushing down the urge to start laughing again.

The demon didn’t somehow bind me to this body. I’m not cursed, and the power doesn’t even belong to someone else anymore. It’s all my Master Rune.

“Sorry about that. You just gave me the answer to something I’ve been thinking about for a long time. I grew up in a place with very little information about runes.” Noah looked into the mirror and grimaced. His small fit had made his eyes completely red. “Oh well.”

Lee watched him through narrow eyes.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that? I was just laughing.”

“It was… unsettling,” Lee replied. “You didn’t smell right.”

“Smell? You were sniffing me while I was laughing? And you have the audacity to be judgmental?”

“Most humans are prey. You already smelled off,” Lee said, pressing her lips together as she searched for the right words. “A mixture of confidence and vulnerability. It didn’t make sense.”

Noah shook his head. “Never mind. I already promised not to poke too deeply into your passings as long as you keep your end of the deal up. You might want to get control of your hair, though. You look like a pencil.”

Lee flicked her head to the side, and her hair, which had still been standing straight up, pointed at the ceiling, flopped down around her shoulders. She fluffed it out. “Hair is always difficult to make properly.”

“Noted. Maybe we’ll get you a hat,” Noah said. He headed over to his desk and grabbed his notes, arranging them before him as he sat down. Noah picked up his quill and quickly started to write, filling in the gaps he’d left behind.

“What’s that?” Lee asked.

“Notes.”

“You write in code? You didn’t strike me as the type.”

Noah paused to dip his quill in the ink well. He glanced up at Lee. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Lee didn’t respond. Noah shook his head and went back to writing. He’d never quite gotten used to rushing his work after coming out of the afterlife, so he was still writing by the time the sun started to rise.

“How much longer are you going to do that?” Lee asked with a groan. “Come on. I’m bored.”

Noah set his quill back in its spot and blew on the papers before laying them out on his desk to let them properly dry. He stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “I’m done. We’re going to need to make a stop before we go shopping.”

“Oh?”

“There’s someone I need to introduce you to. Before I start passing you off as a teacher, I’m going to need to make sure that doesn’t somehow get me into trouble. If we want things to work safely, I’ll need to share your secret with her. Otherwise, I don’t think I can pull this off.”

Lee pursed her lips, then nodded.

Noah pushed back from the chair and rose to his feet. Lee trailed after him as he headed out the door, only pausing to lock it behind them. They made their way down the hall and up to Moxie’s room, where Noah rapped on the door several times.

It was silent. He peered out the window in the hallway. The sun was already rising. Well, he could see a little bit of its orange hue just poking over the horizon.

That counts as rising, right?

There was a loud thump from within Moxie’s room. Noah turned back to her door as it creaked open, revealing a very messy-haired and more than mildly displeased Moxie.

“What?” Moxie asked irritably. “Did something happen?”

“Something like that,” Noah replied. “If you’re going to be shadowing my classes, this is going to affect you as well. I need some rules clarified. Did I show up too early?”

Moxie squinted past Noah. “It can’t even be a few hours into the morning. The sun is probably still asleep itself.”

“So… too early?”

Moxie sighed. She stepped back and opened the door. “Come in.”

Noah stepped inside and Lee followed him. Moxie wandered over to her bed and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, covering a yawn. She turned back toward them and froze as her eyes landed on Lee.

“Who is that?”

“The rules I need clarified.”

“That is a child.”

“I am not!” Lee snapped. “What’s wrong with how I look? I liked this appearance.”

“Wrong? There’s nothing wrong,” Moxie snapped. “Seriously, Vermil? What, did you decide that your reputation was getting repaired too quickly?”

“Hold on.” Noah raised his hands in the air. “You know me better than that. This is a bloodthirsty killer.”

Lee glared at Noah. “That’s just cold.”

Noah shrugged. “Sorry. Not the best description, but this is the person I mentioned. I’m not about to be the idiot that gets into a really poor situation because I didn’t explain everything beforehand and then has to balance fighting off some bigger threat with keeping his allies from killing each other.”

Moxie and Lee stared at him.

“That was very, very specific,” Moxie said.

“I used to read a lot,” Noah said. He pushed Moxie’s door shut with his heel. “Moxie, this is Lee. She’s a Skinwalker.”

Moxie snorted. “Vermil, if you woke me up this early in the morning purely to play the worst prank I’ve ever seen on me, I will drive my foot so far up your ass that it never sees the light of day again.”

“Lee, can you expedite this for me?”

Lee scrunched her nose in annoyance. She hunched over and groaned, her body bubbling and twisting. It ballooned outward, gaining mass and transforming into a perfect copy of Noah. Lee straightened back up.

“Hello.”

“Shit,” Moxie breathed, reaching for a metal band on her dresser as her eyes widened. She pressed it onto her wrist and it snapped shut. A green hue washed over her bedclothes. “Vermil. Why do you have a Skinwalker in my room? And why are you friendly with it?”

“Because she’s working with me. She swore a Rune Oath.”

“A Skinwalker? You got a Skinwalker to agree to a Rune Oath? First—how? Second? Why? You’re insane.”

“That,” Lee replied, her lips stretching into a cold smile, “is not your concern.”

“Yes,” Noah said, flicking Lee in the back of the head, “it is. Don’t do that coy shit with Moxie, please. I’m doing enough for both of us. We need her help. And Moxie, what do you mean by why? It’s just an oath she can’t break, isn’t it?”

“A Rune Oath takes something from both parties,” Moxie said, pressing her lips together. “You’re literally binding your runes and souls together. If someone kills the Skinwalker now, your runes will take damage. Nothing permanent, but more than enough to be a step beyond an inconvenience. Take too many Rune Oaths, you’ll pull your own soul apart. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Skinwalkers don’t tend to live long in human societies. The same obviously goes in the other direction, though.”

Ah. Damn. Well, that explains why people don’t just go around swearing Rune Oaths willy-nilly. Runes are part of my soul, not my body, so she shouldn’t be negatively affected by my deaths since the runes are still perfectly fine.

Lee let her shoulders slump and sighed. “Every day, I regret this even more. First, you make me sit around for two weeks. Then you won’t even let me have fun. Are you even going to take me shopping?”

Moxie’s hands slowly lowered. She looked from Noah to Lee. Then she tilted her head. Noah recognized that look—he was starting to get used to it. It was the one Moxie made right before she figured out something he wasn’t quite about to tell her.

“This was your backup plan for the exam?”

“Worked like a charm.”

Moxie ran a hand through her hair. It looked like she couldn’t tell if she was supposed to be surprised, impressed, or disappointed. In the end, she managed a little bit of all three.

“Okay. Right. You’re sure you swore a Rune Oath?”

Lee and Noah nodded.

“No more eating humans for me,” Lee promised. “Only large animals that won’t be noticed when they go missing.”

Moxie cocked an eyebrow. Noah cleared his throat.

“It’s a work in progress. She’s on our side, though.”

Moxie considered Noah for a moment, then gave him a small nod. “If you say so. I can see why you woke me up so early, though. You need to find a way to hide her?”

“No. I’m going to have Lee help teach my class.”

Moxie turned without a word, walking over to a shelf and pulling down a crystal bottle full of a dark liquid. She grabbed a glass and poured herself a cup, then tipped it back and drank the whole thing in one shot. A shudder ran down her back, and she opened her eyes again, all traces of sleepiness gone.

“Can it count as day drinking if the sun isn’t up yet?” Noah asked.

“This isn’t alcohol.” Moxie wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Though I’m kind of wishing it was. It’s a potion to help me wake up. I’m not dealing with this half asleep. Now, say that again. You want the Skinwalker to teach your students?”

“She’s very talented at physical combat. That’s just as important to fighting as magic is.”

Moxie frowned. “Why?”

“What do you mean, why? Dodging attacks seems pretty damn important to me. And I’d like to point out that just about every victory I’ve had over other mages has involved my fist and their noses meeting in a very wet, messy kiss.”

Moxie stepped into her closet and pulled the door closed behind her.

“You might have a point there. There are a few mages that consider physical prowess an important part of growing their control over their runes, but most of us tend to gravitate toward just getting more powerful runes to work with. A punch isn’t going to do you much good when someone can bring a mountain down on top of you.”

“Depends on how hard I can punch.” Noah kept a straight face for a moment, then laughed. “I’ll be honest, a lot of what I’ve seen from other mages has been arrogance and air of superiority. Maybe when I’m strong enough to kill things with a glance, it won’t matter how fast I can do a hundred crunches, but especially for students that aren’t using Shields, it’s vital that they learn how to fight without getting hit.”

And I’d like to get a bit better at it as well. Either that or I start carrying a bomb around to blow myself up and keep any monkeys from eating me after I die.

“Interesting,” Moxie said. “But you’ve got a point. Somehow, you’ve shocked me enough that I forgot you’re teaching them to fight naked. Fine. What exactly do you need my help with?”

“Mostly Arbitage itself. Am I going to get in trouble for introducing someone that isn’t an official teacher to the students?”

Moxie rubbed her neck. “If your students were part of noble families, probably. But… as it stands, for an issue to arise, someone in your class would need to file a complaint, and I don’t think that’s going to happen. Arbitage doesn’t care what happens to Todd or Isabel either. You should be good to go.”

“That’s simultaneously depressing and great news,” Noah said. “Great. One more question. How invested are you in working with me?”

“Working is a bit of a stretch. A temporary partnership—” Moxie started, then sighed and shook her head. “Never mind. I’m too curious at this point. What do you want?”

“I promised Lee I’d take her shopping for clothes. She’s been looking forward to that. Unfortunately, I find myself unaware of where to go for that kind of thing. Care to save us some time?”

“I want to see everything. I’ve only heard stories,” Lee said. “You call them Skinwalkers, but you also walk around wearing other animal’s skins. Let’s start with that.”

“Yeah, I know some places that are probably unfortunate enough to be open already.” Moxie poured herself another shot of her potion and downed it. She put the bottle back on the shelf before snorting and muttering to herself under her breath. “Shopping with a Skinwalker. Who would have thought.”


Chapter Forty-Eight



As it turned out, finding a pair of new clothes for Lee was far easier than Noah had expected. The walk over to the store took a little over ten minutes, which was considerably longer than the three seconds it took Lee to point at the first thing she saw—a plain looking set of tanned leather armor.

“That one.”

“What?” Noah asked.

“I want that.”

“You realize I can only afford a single thing, right? I’m not getting you a whole wardrobe.”

“Just that is fine,” Lee said.

Noah shrugged and caught the shopkeeper’s attention. He wasn’t particularly worried if it would fit Lee. She could always just change sizes until it did. The armor was cheaper than his own uniform, coming in at only 5 silver. In total, it took under a minute between walking into the store and walking out.

“Well,” Moxie said. “That was fast.”

“I’m not sure what I expected,” Noah agreed. “I want to know why armor is cheaper than our uniforms, though. What’s up with that?”

“Because the material in the uniform is expensive. Most people don’t need to buy more than a few sets and rarely need to replace them. Maybe because they actually remember to use their Shields.”

“There’s no forgetting involved,” Noah grumbled as they headed back down the road and away from the shopping district. Noah waited to speak again until they were a good distance away from any passersby. “I’m going to start thinking about what we’re going to cover after the party today. Lee, I don’t know if you want to hang around or roam, but make sure you don’t get waylaid anywhere. You don’t want anyone to figure out who you are.”

Lee gave him a thumbs-up. “That would require me to stand still long enough to get scanned. I saw some nice trees. I bet they’re comfortable to lie in. I’m going over there.”

“Shouldn’t I show you where we’re going to be first?”

Lee shook her head. “I know what you smell like. I’ll find you.”

She flitted off before Noah could respond, darting down the road and hopping a fence. Noah and Moxie watched her leave.

“She’s not just any Skinwalker,” Moxie said. “She transformed into you so easily—that isn’t normal. She’s something more.”

About that…

“I’ve gathered that much. I’m going to give her the benefit of the doubt right now, especially since she’s bound by the Rune Oath. I think she really does just want to relax.”

“I suppose it’s possible. I’ve never heard of a Skinwalker this intelligent. Normally, they just pretend to be the person whose body they’ve taken and keep at it until they get killed. She seems just as intelligent as we are.”

“Every day, I learn new things. Once you get used to constantly being in a state of learning, finding things that are out of place doesn’t bother you as much.” Noah said. “I trust her to follow her word.”

“Then that’ll have to be enough. What are your plans after this class? The next exam isn’t in the Scorched Acres.”

“Is there a list of these exams somewhere?” Noah asked. “I never found one of those. Must have gotten misplaced.”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “I’m sure. I’ll make a copy of mine. The next exam is in four months. It’s the team survival test.”

They reached Building G. Moxie’s nose wrinkled in distaste, but she followed Noah into its dark corridors.

“That’s self-explanatory. I take it they’ve just got to camp out for a few days?”

“Yep. They haven’t decided where it’ll take place, but it’s usually an area that has a high monster population. If you interfere with anything your students do, it’ll count as a failure. Nothing new there.”

“So I’ll have to make sure they know how to get food, water, and shelter in addition to defending themselves. That shouldn’t be too much of a task. How long does the test last?”

“Three days,” Moxie replied.

They reached the door to Room 100 and Noah pushed it open with a creak. He stepped inside, sniffling slightly as a little dust entered his nose. Moxie cast a critical gaze around the room.

“You don’t look like you approve of my accommodations.”

“Your room is disgusting.”

Noah walked over to the podium and leaned on it. “Blame the school, not me. I didn’t choose it.”

Vines curled out from Moxie’s feet and slithered across the ground. They gathered the piled desks from the corner of the room and arranged them back in their proper positions, separating the mostly undamaged desks from the unusable.

Moxie extended a hand, and the wood from the useless desks peeled away. Vines carried it over to the remaining desks. The planks of wood merged into the desks, filling in cracks and repairing missing legs.

Within seconds, Moxie had repaired all the desks that could be salvaged and left only a small pile of metal scraps. A vine swept the scraps into the back of the room and then rearranged the desks once more.

“There,” Moxie said with a critical scowl. “At least it looks a little more presentable now.”

“Thank you,” Noah said. “I was honestly wondering what to do with those desks, but we’ve spent little time in the classroom as of the last few weeks, so it wasn’t high on my priority list.”

“Don’t get too sappy. I refuse to subject Emily to low quality instruction, and the environment is vital to learning.”

“I’ll agree with you on that,” Noah said. He took a step back and studied the hole in the ceiling. The light was filtering through in such a way that it just barely alighted on his chalkboard—or half of it, at least.

Noah grabbed his one piece of chalk and drew Vermil’s name on the board. Moxie tilted her head to the side. “What are you doing?”

“Writing my name.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve got a new student. That’s what you’re supposed to do when you have a new student."

"She knows how to use your name, Vermil."

"She’ll forget if she spends any amount of time around Todd.” Noah chuckled to himself and set the chalk back down. “You know, I didn’t really think this through. Class isn’t for a few hours, and the pizz—ah, tomato pies—won’t be done until then either.”

“I’m glad you realized that after waking me up.”

“Rising early is a good way to get the blood flowing. Maybe I should have asked Lee to spar with me before class,” Noah said, rubbing his chin. “That would have saved some time. I don’t suppose you managed to get your hands on that book on the Linwicks yet?”

“Not even I work that quickly.”

“Well, damn.”

They stood there in silence for a few moments. Moxie sighed and reached into her back pocket, pulling out a deck of cards. “I had the foresight to bring this, as I was concerned your class would be boring.”

Noah’s eyes lit up. “Cards! It’s been so long. What game? Ah, it doesn’t matter. You’re going to have to teach me either way.”

Moxie just shook her head as she directed a vine to position two of the desks across from each other and sat down.
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Several hours and multiple lost games later, Noah set out to collect his pies from the chef. He’d managed to win one of the many rounds he’d played against Moxie, which bothered her to no end. The game they’d played hadn’t been too different from poker, although all the cards had been different.

He picked them up and headed straight back to the classroom, knowing that he’d end up getting distracted for far too long if he let anything catch his attention. As he walked, the side of his neck prickled.

Noah glanced to the side. In the shadow of a large tree, he spotted Lee. Her eyes widened as they made eye contact, and she frowned, jogging to catch up with him.

“Did you smell me?”

“My nose isn’t anywhere near good enough to smell you from far away,” Noah replied. “And if I could smell you from all the way down the road, we’d have a very serious issue.”

“Then how did you know I was there?”

Noah shrugged. “I didn’t know you were there, but it felt right to look in that direction. Maybe you were staring too hard at me or something and my subconscious somehow picked up on it.”

Maybe I’ve gotten better at noticing when things are watching me after all the fights in the Scorched Acres? It’s like evolution, but it’s only me. Neat. I want to test that further in the future. Maybe I should challenge Lee to a game of hide and seek after this.

They made it back to the classroom and Noah set the two large pies down on the counter. They’d come on metal platters that he’d had to assure the chef he’d return when everything was done. The pies smelled divine, and he had to remind himself several times that the party wasn’t for him.

“You look like you haven’t eaten anything in months. Please don’t start drooling,” Moxie said.

“You know, I haven’t done much eating now that I think about it,” Noah admitted, tearing his gaze away from the food. “I’ve just been living off the energy from killing the monkeys in the Scorched Acres on most days.”

Moxie’s eye twitched. “What?”

“…Is that bad?”

“How many of them are you killing?” Moxie demanded. “I’ve heard people who focus on drawing energy from the environment and into their runes can sustain themselves, but they sit still and don’t move for days on end. You’re surviving just from rune energy?”

“I’ve killed a lot of monkeys. And it’s not just killing them. I’ve gone to the mess hall a few times. Once. Maybe. I can’t really remember much of the experience. It wasn’t great.”

“That’s why only students use it,” Moxie said, shaking her head.

“Can you go back to that drawing energy from the environment part?” Noah asked. “You mean like meditating?”

Moxie eyed him. “No. It’s not meditation. That’s clearing your mind, and drawing energy in is a very dedicated task. I don’t know if I’m the person to talk to about it. I don’t bother; there are much easier and more effective ways to grow in strength.”

“I’ve done it,” Lee added. “It’s boring. Eating things is much more fun.”

Noah didn’t get a chance to press any further on the topic. Footsteps echoed down the halls. They all fell silent as Isabel and Todd entered the room. Their eyes widened as they spotted Moxie beside Noah and took in the refurbished room.

Todd opened his mouth, then sent a pointed glance at Moxie and closed it.

“There’s nothing to be concerned about.” Noah pointed at the pizza behind him. “Help yourselves, please. Moxie, is Emily coming?”

“I’ll have to go collect her. It shouldn’t take long,” Moxie replied. “I’ll be back soon. Save me a slice.”

She slipped past the students and headed into the hall. Once the sound of her footsteps had faded, Isabel raised an eyebrow at Noah.

“What?” Noah demanded. “Don’t give me that look.”

“She’s scary,” Todd said, walking up and claiming a slice of pizza. “Thanks for the food, Teacherman. And for the… well, you know.”

“Everything so far,” Isabel finished. “Well, most of everything. Wait, not that either. The last month. Especially the last month.”

Noah laughed and shook his head. “Just eat, would you? You both earned this. After today, we’re hitting the road running again. Our goal isn’t for you to just pass these exams. You’re going to smash them.”


Chapter Forty-Nine



Noah was glad that the pizzas had turned out to be larger than he’d expected. Moxie returned with Emily a little over ten minutes after the other professor had set out. In that time, they’d only manage to go through a little over half of one of the massive pizzas.

It had tasted every bit as good as Noah had hoped, but he’d been struck with the very unfortunate realization that he’d forgotten food tended to go best when you had something to drink together with it.

So, when Moxie walked into the room beside Emily carrying several waterskins, his eyes lit up in delight.

“You brought drinks!”

Moxie just sighed and shook her head, tossing two of them to Todd and Isabel. She handed the last one to Noah.

“Thanks,” Noah said. He nodded to Emily. “Congratulations on passing your exam. Nice to formally meet you. Help yourself to some food.”

The next thirty minutes went by without much of anything other than eating. Between the five of them, they had eaten everything other than a bit less than a quarter of the last pizza. It was the first memorable meal that Noah could recall having in a very, very long time.

“Are we going to do this after every exam we pass?” Todd asked, slumping back in his chair. He wiped some tomato sauce from his mouth and grinned. “I don’t think I’m going to fail a single one if you do.”

“I think I can agree to that,” Noah replied. “Let’s focus on getting there first, shall we?”

“Deal,” Todd said. He glanced at Moxie out of the corner of his eye and straightened up slightly. “Uh… not that I’ve got a problem with it or anything, but why is Magus Moxie here?”

“Why does she get the honorific when I’m just ‘Teacherman’?” Noah complained. “And Moxie is going to be shadowing my class with Emily for a little while.”

Emily’s eyes widened, and she shot a look at her teacher. “What?”

“He’s got some interesting methods,” Moxie said with a shrug. “I think a little variation would do you well. I might have overlooked some things.”

“He makes his students fight monsters without Shields!” Emily exclaimed. “I don’t want to get killed.”

Todd and Isabel exchanged a smug glance.

“We’re done with monkeys for the time being, actually,” Noah said with a reassuring smile. “That was mostly just for this exam. Now that it’s over, we’re going to be moving on.”

Emily let out a relieved sigh. “Oh. That’s good.”

Moxie looked considerably less convinced. “When you say that, do you mean you’re done with the Shieldless training? Or do you mean it’s getting worse?”

“Worse. Definitely worse,” Noah said, his grin turning predatory. He clapped Todd on the shoulder. “My students here are determined to shoot for the top, you see. That’s the only way they get pizza parties. It’s a good motivator, right?”

“Why do you keep calling it pizza?” Moxie asked. “I’ve never heard that word before.”

“Come on,” Noah muttered, the wind falling from his sails. “That was supposed to be a cool moment. You were supposed to be impressed.”

“I’ll be impressed when I see results.”

“What are we going to be doing?” Isabel asked. “Are we going to be training in a different area now?”

“At some point, yes. But there’s something more important that we’re going to start with,” Noah said. “And it’s something that I need to work on just as much as you do. We’re going to be splitting our classes in half from here on out. Every other one will be taught by a different professor.”

Everyone turned toward Moxie, but she shook her head. “Not me.”

“It’s me!”

Lee sprung up from behind the desk she’d been napping at. Isabel, Todd, and Emily all flinched, nearly jumping out of their desks.

“The shade here is so nice. Very comfortable.”

Todd looked from Noah to Lee. Then he exchanged a knowing look with Isabel. They both just leaned back in their chairs, content to see what was going on. Emily looked considerably less convinced.

“I don’t mean to cause any offense… but is this a joke?” Emily asked, looking at Moxie in befuddlement. “I get wanting to see what Vermil is doing, but that can’t possibly be a professor. She’s not even in a uniform.”

“Sure I am,” Lee replied. “I’m wearing armor. That is a uniform.”

“No, it isn’t. Uniforms are things a lot of people wear. Do you see anyone else wearing armor?”

Lee pursed her lips. “Just because they aren’t here doesn’t mean there aren’t people who wear armor. Lots of soldiers wear it.”

“We’re mages, not soldiers! We haven’t joined the army. Magus Moxie, come on. Tell me if you’re playing a joke or not.”

“I’m afraid not,” Moxie said. “I’m sure that Vermil plans to demonstrate just how effective his friend is.”

“Of course I do.” Noah crossed his arms. “It does strike me that it would have been wiser to introduce her at any time other than right after we ate, but it’s too late for that. This is Lee, and she’s going to be instructing all of us in hand-to-hand combat.”

Emily glanced over her shoulder at Isabel and Todd.

“You’re just taking this at face value?”

“Do you still have the Slasher claw?” Todd asked Noah.

He blinked, then nodded. “Somewhere in my room, yes. Why?”

“Because as long as you’ve got that, I’ve decided not to question anything you do until it’s done.”

Isabel nodded. “Same here.”

“Don’t worry,” Lee said cheerfully. “This is going to be a lot of fun.”

“Do you want any pizza before we get started?” Noah asked.

Lee shook her head. “No. I prefer meat. Eating grass doesn’t really suit me. Can we start now?”

“Depends. Moxie, do you think you can keep your food down? I’d like you to spar with Lee.”

Moxie’s eyes narrowed. “Why me?”

“Because you’ve decided to shadow my class, of course. It would be rude of me not to make sure your student didn’t completely believe the validity of my claims, and I doubt she’d think much of any demonstration I was to make on my own. Also, you’re a lot more impressive of a fighter than I am.”

Moxie heaved a sigh and rose from her table. “Lovely. Let’s get on with it, then.”

“Outside, please,” Noah said quickly. “I don’t want my classroom destroyed right after you fixed it.”

Noah snagged the last pieces of pizza as they headed out, stuffing them into his mouth. If nobody else wanted them, he wasn’t about to let good food go to waste.

A few minutes later, Noah and the students stood in a semicircle, watching Lee and Moxie as they squared off in the grass.

“What are the rules?” Moxie asked.

“Physical attacks only. No magic,” Lee said. “And we go until one of us loses their footing or otherwise falls. It obviously favors me, but it’s a demonstration and not a real fight. How’s that sound?”

“Works for me,” Moxie said, rolling her neck and lowering into a fighting stance. She’d clearly had some training already.

“And no injuries,” Noah added, sending a sharp glance at Lee. “I don’t want to have to waste a healing potion on this.”

“Noted,” Lee said. “Feel free to attack whenever you’d like. I’ll let you make the first move.”

Moxie shifted her weight from foot to foot, bouncing softly on the balls of her feet. Lee just stood, stiff as a board, watching her. Moxie shifted forward, thrusting her leg to sweep Lee’s feet out from under her.

Lee blurred. Moxie slammed into the ground, grunting as the air was knocked from her lungs.

“I win,” Lee said.

“I didn’t even see her move,” Todd said with an impressed whistle. “That’s got to be magic. Did she cheat?”

“Maybe the lesson is ‘don’t follow the rules,’” Isabel mused.

“What is he teaching you?” Emily demanded. “That isn’t a good lesson!”

“Yes, it is,” Noah replied. “But it wasn’t the one I was trying to get across. Lee, help Moxie up, would you?”

Lee extended a hand down to Moxie, who accepted it and let the Skinwalker help her up. She brushed some grass off her back and shook her head.

“I have to agree with the students. I was under the impression you were going to be teaching us something, but speed like that can’t be taught.”

“Come at me again,” Lee said, ignoring Moxie’s observation. “I’ll move slower this time.”

Moxie rolled her shoulders. This time, she didn’t wait for Lee to give her an okay and lunged forward. Lee stepped around Moxie, dodging the attack easily. The female professor twisted, whipping her leg toward Lee’s chest in a spinning kick.

Lee arched backward and let the kick whistle past her nose. She sprung back to her feet and took a step toward Moxie, who immediately hopped back defensively; however, Lee didn’t even try to attack. She just closed the distance, forcing Moxie to jump back again.

Moxie tried to sweep Lee’s legs out from under her again, but Lee jumped forward and grabbed onto the young woman’s shoulders. She lifted herself up into a handstand on the professor, then violently spun her legs.

The force of the move spun Moxie in a circle, and Lee pushed her away, dropping to the ground behind Moxie and hooking her foot out. The female professor’s leg caught on it, and she tripped, hitting the ground in a roll.

She staggered upright, but the round was already over.

“How can you move like that?” Todd asked in awe. “You’re so…”

“Smooth,” Isabel finished. “And bouncy.”

“Because I’m cheating!” Lee exclaimed before doubling over in laughter.

“You were using magic?” Moxie asked, lowering her fighting stance and frowning.

“Nope. At least, not in the way you’re thinking.”

“So how are you doing that?” Todd asked. “There aren’t that many ways to use magic. Either you cast it actively, or you⁠—”

“Imbue something.” Emily’s eyes widened. “You imbued yourself?

“Point to the silver hair!” Lee exclaimed. “Yes. I’ve been imbuing my own body ever since I was young. It’s taken a good portion of my magical reserves, which does make it so I’ve got less to work with when casting magic, but I think the results speak for themselves.”

“That’s a common technique at higher ranks, but doing it as a Rank 1 is almost unheard of,” Moxie said, crossing her arms. “I’ve done it myself and find it very effective—though not as effective as yours seem to be—but is it really viable for Rank 1 students? I was Rank 2 before I dared attempt it. Also, imbuements draw energy from their original runes. They're much more effective when you've got higher-rank runes with bigger capacities. Is it wise to restrict them now?”

Lee waggled a hand from side to side. “With how many monsters they kill, their max rune capacity will be filled back up in no time, and I think the drawback is more than worth it. There’s more to fighting than just magic. What do you think is the most important trait for a warrior to have?”

I didn’t think we’d actually start the lesson today. Whoops. I hope nobody throws up. No point in wasting good time, though. Good job, Lee!

“Strength?” Todd guessed.

“Wrong,” Lee replied without missing a beat. “Bad answer. Do better.”

Aaaand ruined. Damn it, Lee. Noah shot Lee a sharp glare.

“Uh… I’m sure you can do better,” Lee corrected, clearing her throat. “Anyone else?”

It was Emily and Isabel’s turn to look at each other. Neither of them said anything.

“Intelligence,” Noah offered.

“That’s a very good one too, but not the one I wanted you to say, so also wrong. The answer is flexibility. Having control of your body is what lets you make sure you avoid enemy attacks and land your own. It doesn’t matter how hard you can swing a hammer when you can never land a blow.”

“What about the intelligence part? If you outsmart someone, they lose the fight before it starts,” Emily said.

“I am going to ignore that sentence,” Lee said with a frown. “Mostly because I’m not actually a very good teacher. I’m sure Vermil or Moxie could give you a good, well thought out answer that explained things better. I’m just good at hitting things, so that’s what we’re going to do.”

“We’re going to start now?” Isabel asked.

Lee nodded. “Yep! It’s going to be fun. For the next hour, we’re all going to get started with the routine that you’re going to begin doing every day.”

“What is it? A special technique?” Todd asked.

“Stretching,” Lee replied with an evil grin. “I hope you have high pain tolerance.”


Chapter Fifty



Noah quickly discovered that although he did have an unsurprisingly high pain tolerance, he wasn’t flexible in the slightest. He was about as stiff as a board in the desert. Todd and Moxie weren’t in much better spots. Isabel and Emily were considerably better off, but their victory was short lived as Lee immediately doubled the intensity of their stretches, pushing them harder than Noah would have dared.

He wasn’t sure if it was because Lee just didn’t understand or care about the ways the human body was actually supposed to bend, but she consistently managed to press them into positions that were just a step beyond what Noah thought possible before stopping.

Lee ran them through a dozen different stretches, swapping to a new one whenever they were all unable to go any further. She kept at it for several hours, cycling back to the first set of stretches when she apparently ran out.

When the time came for class to finally end, Noah’s entire body felt like one long, overcooked noodle. He was simultaneously sore everywhere and also the most relaxed he’d been since he’d gotten into a body again.

“This feels weird,” Todd said, dangling his arms at his sides. “I feel light. And sore. Mostly sore.”

“Do the full rotation of stretches when you wake up,” Lee instructed. “If you go at it with this intensity and duration, you’ll make progress very quickly.”

“Assuming we don’t seriously tear something first,” Emily said.

“That’s what healing potions are for,” Lee replied. “You’re going to need to do this on your own time, though. I’m not going to spend entire classes stretching any more. We’ll still stretch at the start, but we’ll be focusing on imbuing and fighting.”

“I’ll make sure not to eat before class from here on out,” Todd declared. He shook a leg off and shuddered. “Ugh, that’s tingly. I still don’t know if I like it or not.”

“Don’t be a baby,” Isabel said. “Thanks for the class, Lee.”

“Likewise,” Moxie said. “That was educational. I can’t say I enjoyed it, but it highlighted just how much I’ve been neglecting some aspects of my training. And good job bringing her in for help, Vermil. She seems very capable.”

That’s probably the most approval Moxie’s going to give a Skinwalker. Can’t ask for more than that.

“I knew she’d be a valuable addition to the class. On some personal business, have you had any luck with the location of the other thing we were looking for?”

Moxie inclined her head. “We can talk once the students leave. You’re dismissed, Emily. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.”

“In our normal room?” Emily asked hopefully.

“No.”

Emily sighed. “This one, then. Thanks for the class, Professors.”

She trudged off. Isabel and Todd waved before heading off as well. Lee watched them go with a thoughtful expression on her face.

“Well done, Lee,” Noah said. “You’re a natural. Mostly. Just avoid the insults, and you’ll be a pretty solid teacher.”

“I’ve never taught anyone before,” Lee mused. “It’s kind of like bullying, but they appreciate it.”

“That is definitely the wrong attitude,” Noah said. “We’ll call it a work in progress. So, Moxie, about that request…”

“Yes, I found where it is,” Moxie said. “Is there a rush?”

“Any time I’m waiting around is time I’m not getting stronger. So, yes. Not a major one, but there’s still a rush.”

Moxie reached into a pocket and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. She held it out to Noah. He reached for it, but Moxie pulled her hand back before he could grab the paper. Noah tilted his head to the side.

“I can’t go today,” Moxie said.

“Why not?”

“I have some work for my noble house I have to take care of. I was planning to go later. Are you sure you can’t wait until I can come with you?”

Noah scratched the back of his head. He didn’t want to outright say it, but going on his own was the best possible outcome. If Moxie went with him, he’d have to completely hide Sunder’s abilities. And, if it was a new area, there was a pretty good chance something caught him off guard and he died.

“I’d rather not wait, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Figured. In that case, I’m not giving this to you for free. If you’re going to take my work, I expect payment.”

“I don’t know if you’ve forgotten, but I’m pretty much broke. I figured you knew with how you tried to get me in your debt by loaning out too much money to me.”

“I still thought—never mind. Sorry about that.” Moxie reddened and averted her gaze. She held the paper out, and Noah took it from her. “Can you just promise to share the Greater Wind Rune if you get your hands on it?”

“Sure, that’s fine with me,” Noah replied. He paused for a moment. “Ah…”

“You don’t know how to get it, do you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Moxie arched an eyebrow, and Noah cleared his throat.

“Let’s pretend you’re teaching a class,” Noah hedged. “You’ve got a student that has forgotten that particular aspect of runes. There are a lot of aspects to it, you know. Easy to forget. Can’t blame the student, really.”

“Right,” Moxie said. She pulled a second piece of paper out of her pockets, a smug grin playing across her lips. “Lucky you. I had a slight inkling that I’d run into a student such as the one you’re describing. If I did, hypothetically, of course, I’d remind them that they just have to have a piece of Catchpaper on them when they kill the monster that has the rune they’re looking for.”

Noah’s brow furrowed. “Catchpaper? They couldn’t think of a better name? How does it work?”

“Don’t ask me. I don’t make it. I just use it. So do you. It’s what your grimoire is made out of, but the grimoire is also made from magic resistant material to keep it from leeching energy when you don’t have it open,” Moxie replied, handing the paper over. It didn’t look any different from normal paper in Noah’s eyes. “They’re popular for imbuing as well. Using Catchpaper makes it much easier to properly imbue a rune since they’re so sensitive to magic. If you just tried to imbue a random piece of paper, the power in the rune would probably burn it out really quickly. There’s a special process you’ve got to do to imbue normal objects, but Catchpaper lets us skip it. Useful stuff. Its sensitivity is great for picking up runes from monsters you kill and imbuing other runes.”

“Interesting. And you just need it on you?”

“That’s it,” Moxie confirmed. “It’ll absorb the energy you would have gotten for killing the monster, though. And that’ll keep happening until you find a monster with a fully filled rune.”

“Any fully filled rune?” Noah grimaced. “Including a Lesser one?”

Moxie pulled out five more papers and wordlessly handed them over. “If you’re going to do this, you’re going to need two Greater Runes, not just one.”

“What? Why?”

“Because there’s a pretty high chance the rune will fade away when someone copies it down,” Moxie replied. “It varies, but the act of learning the rune draws energy out of it.”

Noah paused. “You mean you could technically get stronger by staring at runes instead of killing monsters?”

“There are a lot of ways to gain runic energy,” Moxie said with a snort. “That one would only work if you were spending hours copying or drawing runes. I don’t think it would be worth it.”

“I see. What’s the rate of that happening?”

“Roughly 50 percent.”

Noah pulled his grimoire out and flipped through it, struck by the realization that he hadn’t actually looked at it since giving Isabel and Todd their runes. His eye twitched as he flipped to the page covered with information about the Greater Fire Rune—the words still remained, but there was no trace of the rune itself. The paper had warped and burned around where the rune had been, ruining it. A quick glance at the Stone Rune that Isabel had taken revealed that it had remained.

Whelp. I really hope nobody checks this. I should probably try to get a new Greater Fire Rune sometime soon. Maybe I’ll get one from the Hellreaver Ape?

“Make those Catchpapers last,” Moxie said, unaware of Noah’s dilemma. “If those aren’t enough, come back and let me know. And please, don’t lose them. Even if you only get Lesser Wind Runes, they could be worth a good amount of coin. We’ll split the money we earn from selling those, but don’t expect too much.”

“Fair enough,” Noah said with a shrug. He tucked the papers into his pocket. “I’ll do my best.”

“Good,” Moxie replied. “See you the day after tomorrow, then.”

Moxie headed out of the room. Noah watched her leave, a small frown creasing his face. Lee peered at it from where she’d been standing, silent.

“You planning to come along?” Noah asked.

“No,” Lee replied. “I don’t really have any desire to wander around fighting things right now. I’d much rather relax. Don’t get killed. Or do. I guess it doesn’t matter.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “Just don’t get caught.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll hang around Moxie to make sure I’ve got backup if something goes wrong.”

“I’m not so sure she’d appreciate that.”

“Who said she’d know?” Lee snickered and slipped into the hallway, vanishing without a sound and leaving Noah alone. He unfolded the first slip of paper that Moxie had given him. It had a rough map of a large, cliffy area. Labeled at the top of the page as “Windscorned Plateau,” it looked like she’d torn the parchment straight from a book.

Noah added the paper to the growing collection taking form in his pockets and left the room as well, making for the transport cannon. There was still a lot of good time left in the day, and he saw no reason to delay any further.
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“Scorched Acres?” Tim asked, looking up from his desk. as the lift rattled to a halt and let Noah off.

“Surprisingly, not today,” Noah replied.

“Finally done with ‘em, eh?”

“Not quite. I’ve still got some business there, but it’s been put on hold for a little while,” Noah said with a chuckle. “I’m on an errand in the Windscorned Plateau. I don’t suppose that’s in range of the TAINT?”

“Let’s stick to calling it the Travel Anywhere In No Time or transport cannon,” Tim muttered. “I wasn’t the one who chose the name. It’s a curse.”

“Transport cannon it is.”

“Then yes, the transport cannon can get you there. How long are you looking to stay?”

“This one might be longer. Let’s do a full day.”

“Sure thing.” Tim grinned at Noah. The tower shifted as the turret rotated around, moving to point at a steeper angle. “Whenever you’re ready. Have a safe trip.”

“I don’t know if I can promise safety. Let’s go profitable instead. Can’t go wrong with profitable.” Noah entered the turret and lay down on the cold metal. His head thunked a little harder against it than he’d planned and he frowned. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any plans of getting some padding in this thing? I think it’s done more damage to me than some monsters.”

“Messes with the imbuements,” Tim said apologetically. After a moment, he snickered. “Also, it’s funny.”

Noah’s response was lost in an explosion of blue light as his body was blasted into particles and sent hurtling through the ether toward the Windscorned Plateau.


Chapter Fifty-One



Noah slammed into the ground and bounced. He flailed his hands as he was launched nearly a foot back into the air. Shifting his momentum, Noah managed to land in an awkward roll.

He rose to his feet, spinning to see if he’d mistakenly popped out on top of some unfortunate creature. Instead, he found himself looking at a large, blue petaled flower. It was, for lack of a better word, plump.

The flower had a stubby gray stem, and its petals were dotted with bright orange, like someone had flicked a paintbrush on top of it. A pulse of blue energy ran along the ground and up its stem, bright enough to light up the roots even beneath the dirt.

Noah stared at it in wonder. One part of him wanted to take a giant bite out of the plant, but the other part screamed that it was almost certainly poisonous and that having to waste twelve hours with a pounding headache was not worth the feeling of eating the tastiest looking flower he’d ever seen.

Probably not.

Noah shook his head and tore his gaze away from the plant. Unlike the Scorched Acres, he could see everything around him and it was flat. More of the blue flowers were dotted across the landscape.

Towering cliffs rose up on two sides of his landing area. Noah could just barely see their tops, where several more of the blue flowers were growing. Aside from that, he couldn’t see much of anything else.

The nearest edge without a cliff was only a minute’s walk away. Noah approached it, slowing as he reached the edge and peered down. Far below him was another large, flat plateau. It was surrounded by several other plateaus of varying heights. Some rose far above his current position, and some were so low that he couldn’t even make any details out of them.

Slow, shambling forms trudged between the flowers on one of the platforms beneath Noah. He couldn’t make out much of them from where they stood, but they walked on four legs and had long, spindly trunks. Their bodies were made of what looked to be thick, fluffy gray wool. The monsters would occasionally stop beside a flower and stick their trunk inside it.

“Whoa.” Noah breathed. “I wonder how bouncy those flowers are.”

No. Don’t even think about it. I’m not going to jump off a cliff and hope I bounce off a flower instead of splattering like an idiot.

He pulled the flying sword out and set it gently on the ground. The dirt was slightly wet and spongy to the touch, almost like what he would have thought a cloud felt like when he was still a kid.

Noah pressed on it again, smiling to himself, then stepped onto his sword. Once his business here was done, he’d come back and just bounce around a little. The sword hummed to life beneath him, and Noah shot away, making a sharp arc through the air before shooting down for the populated plateau.

The wind whipped past his face and stung his eyes. Noah leaned back, keeping himself from driving the sword point first into the ground, and made a wide circle around the monsters, keeping a healthy distance from them.

Not one of them even glanced in his direction. At least, Noah didn’t think they did. It was difficult to tell at the speed he was going. He aimed at a flower and pulled the energy from his sword, launching himself straight into it and grabbing the hilt of the blade as he fell.

The flower absorbed the shock of his landing, folding in around him like a cocoon before launching him back out. Noah couldn’t restrain his laughter as he flew through the air and landed on his feet, taking several steps to keep from pitching over.

That has absolutely no right to be that fun.

He glanced at the nearest of the monsters. It really did look like a shorter, fluffier elephant. Two puffy ears hung low on either side of its head, and it rooted around the stamen of one of the blue flowers. There was no sign of its eyes or mouth behind the thick layer of soft, gray fur.

It also didn’t seem to care in the slightest about Noah’s springy arrival. He glanced over his shoulder to see if any of the other monsters had taken interest, but they were all busy either lounging around or otherwise ignoring him.

“Are these the right things?” Noah asked with a frown. He pulled Moxie’s map out and glanced over it, trying to place himself. It wasn’t particularly useful. He’d never been all that great at geography, and if he actually wanted to place himself, the best way to do it would have probably been to fly up until he had a bird’s eye view of the entire area.

Noah folded the paper back up and slowly approached one of the fluffy elephants.

Fluffants? That’s a good name.

It’s a really good thing I wasn’t a biologist in my past life. I would have gotten fired so fast.

The Fluffant’s trunk undulated as it drank from the flower. Glowing energy ran down the monster’s fluffy trunk and into its body, dispersing throughout it like little bolts of lightning in a cloud.

“This is the thing I’ve got to kill? That doesn’t feel right at all,” Noah said, chewing his lower lip. “It’s so… fluffy. There’s got to be some sort of intergalactic committee that’ll hunt me down if I kick this, much less kill it.”

The Fluffant didn’t pay Noah’s internal dilemma any mind. It simply continued to drink from its flower. Noah watched it for several minutes, walking in a circle around the monster. He found no trace of literally anything on its body except for fur.

Finally, the Fluffant pulled its trunk free of the flower with a pop. It slowly turned its head—at least, Noah suspected it was its head, because he couldn’t see a mouth—toward him. Noah tilted his head to the side.

“Hello. You don’t understand me, do you?”

The Fluffant lumbered toward Noah. He stepped to the side, and it went right past him, heading for a flower. Noah watched it leave, then walked over to the flower that it had been drinking from.

It looked considerably less plump than the others he’d seen. The luster had left the plush petals, and the dots had faded in color, shriveling slightly. Noah scratched his cheek and looked back over his shoulder at the Fluffant.

“Whelp. This is a cruel joke. I almost would have preferred if you were a scary bastard,” Noah said. “You know, maybe there are other monsters here. You don’t even look like you’ve got much wind in you, friend. A wind monster would probably be flying around in the sky above us.”

Noah set his flying sword on the ground and sent a strand of wind energy into it. A tremor ran down the Fluffant’s back.

Instinct was the only thing that saved Noah. He threw himself backward, abandoning his sword on the ground. A shrill whistle cut the air as the Fluffant’s trunk screamed past where Noah’s body had been.

He hit the ground in a roll and shot to his feet. Staring at him, two tiny red eyes open and full of molten hatred, was the Fluffant—though it took Noah a moment to realize that it was the same creature and not some demon that had suddenly appeared in place of it.

A long, pointed tip had emerged from the tip of the Fluffant’s trunk. It dripped with blue liquid, which gave Noah the strong impression that it wouldn’t be good for his health. The Fluffant raised its trunk into the air and trumpeted, revealing a large, circular mouth full of long, needlelike teeth.

The Fluffant’s trunk whipped at Noah again. He rolled to the side, boosting himself with a burst of Wind Magic, and the blade tip punched into the ground with a thud. Noah leapt to his feet and grabbed at his magic, sending a blade of wind at the monster.

Ignoring his attack completely, the Fluffant stormed toward Noah. He darted to the side, sending another wind blade into it. Both spells sank into its soft, fluffy fur and vanished. Noah had absolutely no idea if they’d actually damaged the monster or if it had somehow absorbed them.

Shit. There’s no ash anywhere. Why didn’t I bring anything with ash?

Noah scrambled back, trying to run for his flying sword. The Fluffant stormed forward, moving at a disturbing speed and quickly gaining on him. Noah was forced to abandon his attempt and throw himself to the side once more, narrowly avoiding getting crushed beneath the monster as it stormed past him.

It carried on for several more feet before skidding to a stop and spinning to face him again. Whipping its trunk in fury, the Fluffant trumpeted once more. It charged him again. Noah faced the monster, then launched himself into the air a moment before it reached him.

He flew over the monster’s head and shot back down with another burst of Wind Magic, hitting the ground with a grunt and sprinting for his sword. Behind him, he heard the Fluffant roar in anger and skid to a stop, spinning toward him.

They charge fast, but it takes them a second or so to stop and turn around.

Noah lunged for his sword, jumping onto it with both feet and sending a pulse of Wind into it. The blade shot forward, yanking him away from the path of the Fluffant’s charge just in time.

He shot into the air and flew in a tight circle above the Fluffant. It thrashed its trunk around in fury, but it didn’t seem to have any way to get Noah when he was in the air. His heart pounded violently in his chest.

Holy shit. I don’t feel bad about killing you in the slightest anymore. Once I figure out how to kill you, that is.

Noah studied the monster as best he could at the speed he was going. It was tracking his motion, turning in circles, and roaring at him every few seconds.

Did it detect my usage of magic? It takes more energy to activate the sword than it does to keep it going, and I had it basically deactivated by the time I landed. It doesn’t look like my Wind Magic did much to hurt it either. With no way to use Ash… that leaves just Vibration—which isn’t going to do anything against something that fluffy unless I can actually get close to it.

Noah pressed his lips together. The monster continued to rotate in circles, following his motion. It started to slow slightly, its steps becoming more unsteady. The monster stumbled over its own leg before catching itself.

Wait. Is it getting dizzy?

Noah flew in another two circles around the monster. Sure enough, it was steadily getting queasy. He resisted the urge to laugh. At this rate, it would knock itself out for him. Noah adjusted his angle, lengthening the circle.

Even if it’s dizzy, I need a way to kill it. And, unfortunately, I think I’ve got an idea.

Noah finished the loop and accelerated toward the Fluffant. The monster’s eyes locked onto him as he approached, and it pointed its trunk toward him, staggering drunkenly. Noah didn’t slow. He didn’t even veer.

He leapt off the flying sword, tucking himself into a roll as he hit the ground. The blade continued onward, driving itself straight into the Fluffant’s forehead. The monster’s trumpeting call was silenced instantly by a wet thunk.

It staggered, then crashed to the ground. Noah staggered upright, slightly bruised but unhurt. He was more than a little dizzy himself from the constant loops in the air. He staggered over to the dead Fluffant and pulled his sword out of its head with a squelch.

He stared at the bloody blade, then shook his head. “You’ve ruined my perception of cute things forever.”

Even though the monster had fallen, Noah didn’t feel any energy enter him. Moxie had warned him about it, but he’d gotten so used to the sensation that it felt odd. He reached into his pockets to check on the Catchpaper and see if the Fluffant had been carrying the Greater Rune he was seeking.

Then he froze.

Every single Fluffant on the plateau was staring in his direction, beady red eyes locked onto him, and needle teeth bared in ghastly scowls. Noah couldn’t help but audibly gulp at the sight.

“Oh, shit.”


Chapter Fifty-Two



Noah threw his flying sword to the ground and jumped onto it, sending wind energy into the blade and taking to the skies. Below him, Fluffants trumpeted in rage, stampeding after him. He angled straight up, pulling away from the plateau and heading back up to the one he’d arrived on.

The monsters didn’t seem to have any way to attack him from range, so all they could do was trumpet in anger and watch their prey escape.

Cresting the cliff, Noah landed on the moist ground and stumbled off his sword. He wiped the sweat from his brow and glanced over the edge. The monsters were still looking up in his direction, though many of them had lost interest and returned to grazing.

Noah shook his head and walked away from the cliff. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Catchpapers that Moxie had given him, leafing through them. They were all blank. He let out a heavy sigh and returned them.

“Great. That was a complete waste. I guess I did learn that giant fluffy things are indeed too good to be true and are actually beady-eyed geese in cloud form. Seems like they’ve got either a horde mentality or really like the scent of blood. Creepy bastards.”

And they look like they’re resistant to Wind on top of everything. Vibration is possibly the least useful tool against them, as I can’t even get close to their bodies with all that fluff, which only leaves Ash—which is nowhere to be found around here. Good job, Noah. Maybe remember to bring something along that lets you use your strongest runes next time.

Noah took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was starting to get really frustrated—a lot more than he should have been. The lack of sleep and constant stress from the Hellreaver’s mental attack were really getting to him, but losing his cool wasn’t going to help.

One step at a time.

He slowly turned around and edged back over to the cliff, looking down at the Fluffants below. They’d completely forgotten him once he was out of sight.

But they weren’t the only ones who had forgotten something.

I haven’t used my Master Rune at all. It’s been a while since I last tried accessing its power, and I feel a lot stronger now. I wonder if I’ll be able to use any of Sunder’s abilities yet.

Noah sat down, crossed his legs, and sent himself into his mental space. His runes bloomed in the darkness around him, all nearly full aside from his newest Vibration Rune, which was now just a little over a quarter full.

Above him loomed Sunder. Its intimidating form crackled with dark energy, looking down on him like the scarred eye of a giant. Sensing his intention, the massive rune lowered. Force pressed down on Noah’s body, but he’d gotten used to it by now.

As used to it as one could, that was. It still felt like the world itself was grinding down on Noah’s shoulders and trying to drive him into the ground. But, despite the pressure, it also felt like the very power that was oppressing him could be redirected and called forth once he figured out how to handle it.

Noah extended a single finger, pressing back against the rune’s energy. He moved slowly, trying to see if he could draw any power from Sunder without actually touching it. Unfortunately, nothing came.

Guess I’m going to have to make contact if I want to try it this way. The only other way would be to try channeling it outside of my mental space, and I feel like testing it here and potentially giving myself some soul damage is better than testing it outside and giving myself both soul damage and blowing myself up at the same time.

Okay, I guess that wouldn’t actually be that different. Unless calling the Master Rune and dying while using it somehow interfered with its passive effect. Hm, I’d better be careful about that, actually. It’s not an unrealistic bet to assume that opposites cancel each other out.

Noah drew in a breath and let it out slowly. He was stalling for time. Steeling his nerves, Noah pushed the rest of the way up to the rune and let his finger brush across it. What felt like a distilled bolt of lightning erupted from the rune and slammed into him, coursing through his hand and into his chest.

Pain erupted inside Noah’s body as the energy bounced around his soul form, electrifying his skin and fighting to escape his body. He gritted his teeth, desperately trying to contain it. Noah wasn’t even sure how he was meant to contain it. He just tried. The seven runes around him shuddered with effort, the pressure coming off them intensifying and pushing back against the overwhelming force of the Master Rune.

And, even as pain burned in his stomach and down the base of his spine, Noah’s eyes slowly opened, and the darkness of his mindspace fell away from him, replaced with the Windscorned Plateau.

Sickly gray ran through the veins of his arms, pulsating faintly with his heartbeat. Noah swallowed heavily. His entire body felt heavy, like he’d put on a hundred pounds out of nowhere. He pushed himself upright with a significant amount of effort and glanced around, searching for a target.

Noah’s eyes landed on a flower. It wouldn’t fight back, so it was as good a choice as anything. He trudged up to it, dragging his feet through the dirt, and laid his hand on a plump petal.

Releasing the Master Rune’s magic was easy, easier than he’d expected. It slipped out of his palm without even the slightest resistance, and then it was gone. The heaviness faded away, and Noah’s veins returned to their normal color.

He frowned, pulling his hand back and looking at his palm. It looked normal. The plant hadn’t changed either. Noah scratched his cheek.

“Well, I suppose progress is progress. Even if it didn’t do anything, at least I managed to call on it. Maybe I’ll actually be able to do something with it once I reach Rank 2.”

The flower quivered. Noah immediately took a step back, lowering into a fighting stance and gathering wind in case something lunged at him. He watched the flower warily as it peeled down the middle and splattered to the ground, split into two perfect halves. He couldn’t even see where it had been cut. The line running through the flower was perfectly straight, without even the slightest variation or imperfection.

Noah stared at the flower, then looked down at his hands. He flexed his fingers, then let a grin creep across his features.

“Okay, more progress than I thought. Not quite cleaving runes from nothing, but it’s a step and a half in the right direction.”

Noah looked back down at the Fluffants roaming around on the ground far below him, then back to the flower. The most logical next step would be to test Sunder on the monsters, but it took so long to gather that he wasn’t confident he’d be able to draw it before something killed him.

Drawing its power before he flew down seemed like an even more unrealistic option. There was no way he’d be able to pilot his temperamental flying sword while he was holding the power of the Master Rune.

Ah, screw it. The worst that could happen is that I die. Not really that big of a deal. Hopefully, the Fluffants have a very short memory. If they recognize me, there’s no way I’m going to be able to call on the power of the Master Rune in time before they take a bite out of me.

Noah unhooked his gourd and grimoire, setting them on the ground before adding his travel bag to the pile. After a moment of consideration, he added the papers that Moxie had given him as well. Statistically, he was pretty sure something was going to go wrong. It had been too long since the last mistake. He stepped onto his flying sword and rolled his shoulders before sending a pulse of magic into it and launching off from the ground.

He whistled down toward the plateau below, pulling up when he drew close and doing a wide circle above the Fluffants to gauge their reaction. They didn’t even glance in his direction. Evidently, he’d been relegated back to the scenery.

That worked for Noah. He flew down, cutting the magic going to his sword well before he got into range, and took several large steps once he hit the ground to keep himself from tripping. He then turned back and collected his sword. After checking the area to make sure no Fluffants had been bothered by his arrival, he sat down and reached into his mental space once more.

The energy came no easier this time than it did the last. If anything, it was even harder to call on. All of Noah’s other runes felt like they’d been heavily drained of their energy after having to contain the miniscule speck of Sunder’s strength.

Noah’s eyes forced themselves back open a few minutes later, his veins pulsing a grayish black once more. Every movement arduous, Noah braced his hands against the ground and shifted up to his knees, then clambered upright one leg at a time.

He gritted his teeth and forced himself toward the nearest Fluffant. The monster was happily drinking away from one of the large blue flowers, completely uninterested in him. He trudged up to the Fluffant.

As soon as he got close, the monster finished its meal and lumbered away to another flower. Noah’s eye twitched. He forced himself after it, his brow furrowed in concentration and annoyance.

He extended a hand, reaching for the monster’s fluffy side. Noah didn’t want to risk the Master Rune only giving it a haircut instead of killing it, so he wanted to make contact with its body.

His hand pressed through the fluff and kept going. The Fluffant didn’t seem to care. Noah kept reaching deeper, struggling to keep his arm straight as the increased force pressing on him fought to make him drop it.

Finally, Noah felt his hand connect with something hard. The Fluffant stiffened instantly. Noah didn’t wait to see what it would do. He released the magic, letting it flood out from his fingertips and into the monster.

A wave of exhaustion passed over him. Every single one of his runes sputtered, unable to properly resist the energy from Sunder as it coursed through his body. An instant passed, and Noah blinked in surprise. It didn’t hurt.

Huh. I’ve gotten so used to agony when things go wrong that it’s a bit weird to⁠—

All over his body, spikes of pain erupted within Noah. Bruises formed beneath his skin as blood welled all over him. The strength in his limbs sapped, he staggered, coughing blood up onto the ground before him.

God damn it. There it is.

Before him, the Fluffant crashed to the ground, split perfectly in two. Noah got a perfect look at the monster’s innards for a second before blood realized that it was no longer contained within the monster and started to flow. A moment of victory was all Noah got before he doubled over, hacking more blood onto the ground. Energy rushed into his body, but not nearly enough to replace what he’d lost.

Shit. I think I just cut myself internally in a dozen important places. That can’t be good for my health.

A dozen loud, trumpeting calls rose into the air. Noah raised his head, watching the Fluffants all turn toward him, their eyes blaring red. He grimaced, ignoring the pained pulses that tore through his body as he lurched toward his flying sword.

His runes were nearly completely drained, but he’d gotten a little energy back from the kill. Not nearly enough for any of them to recover enough to be of significant use, but it would be enough.

Noah’s left arm refused to cooperate with his mind—something important must have gotten severed. He didn’t have time to worry about it. He grabbed the sword with his other hand, hissing in pain as he reared back and hurled the blade, sending what little Wind Magic he could scrounge up into it.

The flying sword shot off toward the plateau. Unfortunately, his aim hadn’t been the best. Instead of sailing on top and landing safely, the blade buried itself in the cliffside about twenty feet below the edge.

Noah didn’t get a chance to be disappointed in his aim. A Fluffant slammed into him from behind, ripping his soul free of his body as he died instantly. His body flailed as it rolled across the ground before sliding to a stop beside a flower.

“Well, at least it works,” Noah said, crossing his translucent arms. One of the Fluffants reached down, hooking Noah’s body with its trunk and pulling it toward its mouth. Noah sighed.

“Lovely. Take me back now, would you? I don’t need to see this. I’m ready for my extra-bad headache.”

Almost as if it heard him, a band of energy tightened around Noah’s throat. He shot away, hurtling up toward the gourd waiting for him at the top of the cliff, together with his promised headache.


Chapter Fifty-Three



Noah spent the next twelve or so hours sitting next to the field of blue flowers and cradling his head as a violent headache rocked his body. The increased damage from getting eaten was bad, but the soul damage wasn’t quite back to where it had been before—not yet, at least.

In his hazy state, he occasionally caught a glimpse of winged monsters flying through the sky overhead and lumbering forms on the distant plateaus. They were too far away to get a good look at, but it was clear that the Windscorned Plateau had a slightly more diverse ecosystem of monsters than the Scorched Acres did.

Noah couldn’t help but notice that, despite the visions still being there at night, the Hellreaver hadn’t struck during the day again—unless he was attempting to take a rest by napping. The only link he could put together was that he wasn’t fighting monsters in the Scorched Acres. The Hellreaver must have only been able to figure out when he was fighting if he was going up against the creatures it controlled. Otherwise, it clearly didn’t care enough to bother him unless he was trying to sleep. Noah was forced to gain most of his rest from the energy that he got from killing monsters, but there was only so long that could last before he actually went insane.

Is the Hellreaver really this petty? God, I hate that thing.

When the pain relented and the fog lifted from his mind, he trudged over to the edge of the cliff and peered down. His sword was still wedged in the wall, far out of reach. Noah rubbed his chin.

There’s no way I’m leaving that behind. It cost too much gold and I’m still not getting paid for a little while—there’s about a week until the next month. Waste not, want not.

Noah wasn’t confident the small amount of energy in his Wind Runes would be enough to pull the sword up to him, and he still had no ash to work with. That would be rectified as soon as he got back to Arbitage.

“I wonder how precise I can make my vibrations,” Noah mused. He sat down on the ground and focused on a small patch of ground, touching it with his hand and sending a pulse of magic into it. The dirt trembled in response.

Noah narrowed his attention to a single rock, his brow furrowing slightly. He tapped it with the tip of his finger and the stone shuddered. Noah nodded to himself, then sent another wave of magic into the ground.

Dirt trembled, piling up in a small ring and forming a crater in its center. Over the course of the next few hours. He swept the dirt away, then repeated the experiment, this time making the hole deeper and thinner.

Over the course of the next few hours, Noah continued to hone his fine control of the Vibration Runes. He used their magic until it ran out, then paused to let it recover before repeating the process once more.

He wasn’t sure of the exact amount of time that had passed, but by the time he was confident with his modifications, the sun had dipped and once again rose over the horizon. Noah stood, ignoring the protests his knees and joints gave him after hours of sitting still, and rolled his neck.

“If this doesn’t work, I’ll just come back for the sword later and hope nobody has claimed or eaten it.” Noah approached the edge of the cliff and looked down, locating the blade.

Noah knelt several feet away from the edge of the cliff and placed his hand against the ground. He’d found that his fine control was still far better when he sent magic through his hands than any other part of his body.

Whether that was due to a mental block or some other reason, Noah wasn’t quite sure. It was yet another thing to look into on an ever-growing list. He gathered the magic from his full Vibration Rune and sharpened it in his mind before sending it down in a spike.

The ground groaned. Noah took several steps back, quickly distancing himself from the cliff. Dirt cascaded to the plateau below as the earth split apart in a thin line, peeling away to form a very rough, slanted path down to his sword.

Noah grinned at his handiwork. He’d left the ground behind him completely scarred with similarly shaped, crisscrossing fault lines. Noah stepped into the thin gap, pressing his hands against the dirt on either side of him to make sure he didn’t slip and lose his footing on the moist soil, and made his way downward.

Noah drew up his sword and wedged it into the cliff wall just below his foot. He slowly lowered himself, keeping his weight on his heels. He stretched his hand out and snagged the hilt of the blade. Grinning, he gave it a slight tug.

It didn’t budge. It was stuck. Noah’s eyes narrowed. He pulled harder, and the dirt beneath his feet slipped, sending him over the edge of the cliff. Noah grabbed onto the hilt of his blade, ripping it free as he fell.

Squeezing himself into a ball, Noah brought the sword to his feet and sent a pulse of Wind Magic into it. The blade hummed to life, and his knees shuddered, absorbing the shock as the sword launched him forward.

He zipped in a circle, then flew back up to the top of the plateau he’d been standing on and landed in a running jog. Noah wiped the sweat from his forehead with a grin, turning and picking his sword back up.

“Not too shabby. Could have been a bit more elegant, but we’ll count it.” Noah tucked his blade away and gave himself a satisfied nod. All things considered, it hadn’t been a completely wasted trip. He’d killed two Fluffants and improved his control over both the Vibration Runes and Sunder. That was a good day.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t managed to fill any of the Catchpapers, but Noah was confident that would come with time—along with a way to actually use Ash here. For the rest of the time until the transport cannon called him back to Arbitage, Noah just sat and waited, watching the clouds float across the sky.
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Noah’s back thudded against the metal turret of the transport cannon, and he slid out of the turret, catching himself on the lip before he fell to the ground. He straightened, and Tim gave him a friendly wave.

“Looks like you didn’t get yourself torched this time,” Tim said. “Got some good training in?”

“Not exactly,” Noah admitted. “I’m still happy with my progress, though. Small steps, you know?”

“Small should be my middle name,” Tim said with a wry smile. “Or perhaps Lesser would be more accurate.”

Noah paused before he stepped onto the lift in the center of the tower. “What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, nothing important.” Tim waved his hand and chuckled. “Don’t mind me. Us old men have a habit of reminiscing about the past. I’m perfectly happy where I am now.”

Noah wanted to press the issue, but the look in Tim’s eyes made it clear that he wasn’t just being polite. The man didn’t want to speak about it, and it would have been inappropriate to disrespect his wishes—at the moment, at least.

We will be coming back to this, Tim.

“If you say so,” Noah said. “I’ll be seeing you tomorrow, then. Have a great one, Tim.”

“You too, Vermil. Looking forward to it.”

Noah stepped onto the lift, which rattled away. Once he’d been set on the stairs, Noah made his way down them to the ground and set off, making for the market district of Arbitage at a brisk pace.

He passed by a group of students chattering quietly to themselves. As he walked by, their conversation seemed to trail off. Noah glanced over his shoulder, catching several of them looking at him. They quickly turned away. Noah frowned to himself, but he didn’t stop.

Perhaps they just recognize Vermil from his reputation.

As he continued, it steadily became clearer that something else was going on. It wasn’t every group of students, but roughly one in ten of the people he passed gave him a second glance. Many of their gazes lingered on Noah’s nametag.

What’s going on here?

Noah increased his pace, uncomfortable with the extra attention. Something had happened, but he wasn’t sure what—and that made it even worse. Had the Linwicks decided not to let him get away with shaming Edward? Had his cover been blown? Was Moxie publicly proposing to him and waiting for a response?

Probably not that last one. Well, don’t want to cross any possibilities off without proving them wrong first.

Noah arrived at a large storefront, still glancing over his shoulder every few steps to see if people were still paying him attention. It was like when he’d been seeing visions of the monkeys from Scorched Acres, except this time there were actually people watching him.

Luckily, nobody actually seemed to care enough to pull Noah aside and say what was drawing their attention. That eased his mind slightly, as it meant that whatever was going around was more likely to be a rumor than a fact. If he was actually in trouble, someone would have shown up and interfered with his trek to the store.

A bell on the door jingled as Noah stepped inside. A pudgy-cheeked woman with a graying brown ponytail looked up at him from behind a counter on the other end of the store. She straightened up, brushing her hands off and giving him a polite smile.

“Welcome. I’m Tissa. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

Noah nodded. There was no point in delaying his original purpose of coming here, after all. He could always gather ash from the Scorched Acres, but it would be a lot nicer to get something a little less obvious than carrying a bag of ash around. Surprise was the most effective tool he'd used so far.

“Yes. I’m looking for ash. I’ve got an Ash Rune, but it’s struck me that most places don’t have any ash conveniently lying around and waiting for me to use it. Carrying some around is useful, but I also want a way to generate more if I need it.”

Tissa smiled. “I can imagine. Most mages with an Ash Rune also have Fire and something to get the flame going. They tend to go hand in hand.”

“I am not a conventional man. Read—I’m stupid.”

Tissa’s smile turned into a laugh. “I can help you out. Are you looking to just buy a pile of ash? Any grit or specifics? What about a refillable source?”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “Refillable? You mean like imbued?”

“Yes. We’ve got a few options there, though most are meant for Fire Rune users. They may not be of much use to you.”

“Humor me, just in case,” Noah suggested. “You never know what might pop up.”

Tissa shrugged. She stepped out from behind the counter and walked across the store to a shelf along its side, taking down a lantern and heading back over to show it to Noah.

“This has a wick imbued with a Nature Rune. It’s made from a fast-burning plant and quickly regrows after you ignite it. As long as you gather energy while it’s near you, it’ll keep refreshing itself and last a good bit until the rune eventually wears out or the lantern is damaged.”

That’s genius. But lighting a wick inside a lantern—not to mention carrying a lantern around everywhere—seems like a bit of a bother.

Tissa read the look on Noah’s face before he could even say anything. She gave him a knowing smile and returned the lantern to its spot on the wall before picking up a small leather bundle and walking back over to him.

She unwrapped the bundle, revealing a finely carved wooden pipe and a small bag. She removed the bag from the bundle and loosened its drawstrings, revealing a small gray bunch of grass growing from dirt at the bottom of the bag.

“Flashgrass,” Tissa explained. “It’s a similar imbuement to the lantern, and it regrows quite quickly. Unfortunately, it burns slower. Makes a ridiculous amount of smoke and ash, though.”

“Smoking isn’t good for you,” Noah started automatically, launching back into a lecture he’d given dozens of students back on Earth before he could catch himself. He cleared his throat and shook his head as Tissa raised an eyebrow.

“Old habit. Sorry.”

“Smoking doesn’t matter if you can control the ash and keep it from entering your lungs,” Tissa said dryly. “I wouldn’t recommend inhaling Flashgrass smoke. It’ll probably burn your lungs out. But if you’ve got a sufficient grasp over your Ash Rune, you should be more than capable of gathering it before it enters your lungs and just directing it out.

Noah considered the bundle. It was considerably more portable than the lantern, and it would leave both of his hands completely free. Tissa had a point, but it wouldn’t be of much use unless he could actually light the Flashgrass.

I don’t have a Heat or Fire Rune… but I do have Vibration. Can I vibrate something fast enough to get it to ignite?

“Could I test something out?” Noah asked.

Tissa’s eyes narrowed. “You break the merchandise, you buy it.”

“How much is it?”

“One gold. The imbuement isn’t too expensive since it’s on the weaker side.”

Cheap my ass. Guess it’s still magical.

“Fine,” Noah said.

Tissa handed the grass over to Noah. He pulled a blade of grass out of the bundle and held it between his fingers. His brow furrowed as he gathered vibration energy. It took quite a bit of vibration to get something to actually go up in flames—unfortunately, he had no clue exactly how much.

Noah released the magic into the blade of grass. It shuddered, then violently tore itself to shreds and fell down like sad confetti around his feet. Tissa cocked an eyebrow, and Noah scrunched his nose in annoyance. He thought for a moment, then pulled out two blades of grass.

What if I do it more like starting a fire in wood?

Noah held the blades together and gave it a second shot. A low-pitched whine came out from between his fingertips as the blades trilled against each other. A tiny wisp of smoke rose from one of them as the other disintegrated.

The smoke petered out a moment later.

“You don’t last too long, honey. You might want to work on that.”

Noah looked down the bridge of his nose at her. “I saw smoke. It counts.”

“If that’s what you want to tell yourself.” She chuckled. “Interesting way to start fire. You buying?”

“Might as well,” Noah said, shaking his head.

I am about to set a very bad example for my students. I never bought the “I’m not actually inhaling, Mr. Vines” argument, but now I’m about to be the one using it. How the tables turn. This will have to do until I can figure out a better way to generate ash and smoke.

He dug one of his few coins out and handed it over to Tissa. She wrapped the bundle back up and handed it over to Noah.

“Pleasure doing business with you. I hope you figure out how to get a spark up.”

“I’ll certainly do my best.”


Chapter Fifty-Four



Noah returned to his room at a brisk pace, still all too aware of the eyes trailing him on the way back. Instead of heading inside, he made a detour and stopped at Moxie’s door, rapping several times to get her attention. He waited for a few minutes, but there was no response.

She must be out doing something. Damn.

Giving up, Noah headed back to his own room. When he opened the door, Lee was already sitting on his bed, reading one of the books he’d borrowed from the library. She looked up as Noah closed the door behind him.

“Made yourself comfortable, I see,” Noah said.

Lee set the book aside and set up. “It’s nice. Much nicer than the forest. You humans are lucky.”

“In many ways,” Noah agreed. “Have you noticed anything strange happening on campus? I just got back, and I’m suddenly getting a bunch of people staring at me.”

Lee rubbed the back of her head and furrowed her brow in thought. “I’ve kind of been avoiding interacting too closely with anyone. I don’t know enough about Arbitage to blend in properly if anyone digs too deep.”

“Probably for the best.” Noah pulled his chair out and sat down with a frown. He set the leather wrapped pipe and Flashgrass down on his desk, then leaned his chin on his palm, drumming his fingers on his cheek.

“Do you think we’re in danger?” Lee asked. “If the entire school comes down on us, we won’t be able to get away.”

“Not immediate danger,” Noah replied. “Nobody actually approached me. How long have you been in this room?”

“Most of the day.”

“Did anyone knock?”

“No.”

“Then it’s very unlikely we’re in direct danger. Someone would have tried to come find me if that were the case. Perhaps Isabel and Todd’s performance in the exam was significant enough to garner attention, or it’s something to do with Edward. I’m not sure. Moxie wasn’t home, so I couldn’t ask her.”

“She’s teaching right now. She and Emily went somewhere.”

Noah glanced over at Lee. “You saw?”

“I watched them leave out the window. I thought about following them, but it’s much more fun to just lounge around in the shade.”

“Ah.” Noah turned his attention back to the desk. Chances were that this was probably somehow the fault of Magus Allen or Edward. Allen had been pretty furious after the loss, but Noah had imagined he would have tried to keep things on the down low if possible and not start spreading rumors around.

He pulled the pipe out of its wrapping and sat it on the table. The best solution would be to ask Todd and Isabel what happened during their class tomorrow. Until then, he had a pipe to figure out how to light properly.

Noah plucked two strands of Flashgrass out of the bag and concentrated on vibrating them against each other. Once more, they went up in a single puff of smoke and left no fire behind. Noah’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned in closer, preparing to start testing.
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The rest of the day flitted by. He’d already taken huge steps in getting finer control over his Vibration Rune, but the grass stubbornly refused to let him get away with anything other than perfection. It insisted on either falling apart or failing to properly catch fire.

Using a Fire Rune of some sort would have made everything significantly easier. It was more tempting than Noah cared to admit, but because he still wasn’t sure on the exact combination he wanted to settle on when he combined his runes, he was hesitant to exchange something that could still be useful for a Fire Rune—especially if he didn’t end up keeping the Ash Rune.

There was also the matter of needing to get a new Greater Fire Rune, as his current one had burned away when he’d let Todd learn it. He’d have to pull Todd aside at some point and ask him to redraw the rune once Todd learned how to imbue things.

Noah worked well into the night trying to perfect his vibrating grass technique, but he didn’t manage to make any real headway before the night crept up on him.

The day had been successful enough that Noah wasn’t too perturbed by his setback. He was confident that, even if he couldn’t get it yet, he could eventually get the grass to alight without actually needing to spend a rune slot on something new. The fine control training was useful anyway.

Lee slipped out of the room at some point, but Noah didn’t even notice. He was too focused on his own work. He tested his magic well into the night before finally heading to bed.

When the next day dawned, Noah headed out early to his classroom. Ignoring all the gazes didn’t mean that he’d solved the problem, and he didn’t want to run into anyone before he could figure out what was happening. The added benefit of avoiding anyone noticing where he was headed—even if anyone searching for him could probably figure it out pretty easily—was also nice.

Noah set up in the classroom, practicing his control over the Vibration Rune once more. He kept at it until he heard footsteps announce Todd and Isabel’s arrival down the hall. Now somewhat peeved at his lack of success, Noah put the grass away as his students entered the room.

“You’re early.” Todd shared his observation. He glanced around the room. “Where’s Lee?”

“She’ll show up at some point. I’m sure Moxie and Emily will too,” Noah replied as Todd and Isabel took their seats. “Did the two of you happen to pick up on any rumors going around?”

“Which ones?” Isabel asked. “There are a lot.”

Noah frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Literally everyone gossips,” Todd said. “Do you mean about you? Man, you made Allen look like an idiot and he lost a challenge against a Rank 1 teacher. The only Rank 1 teacher. Everyone’s laughing at him.”

That… isn’t as bad as I was worried it might be.

“That’s it?”

“Essentially,” Isabel said. “Some of our friends were curious about how we did so well, but when we told them we just trained against the monsters, that pretty much ended most of the interest. We wouldn’t be the first ones too poor to be able to afford Shields that try to get stronger by fighting a ton of monsters. It usually ends up with people dying, and that’s not interesting until it happens.”

Noah’s frown deepened. “Ah. Well, that isn’t going to be the case with us.”

Isabel and Todd both gave Noah a flat stare.

“What?”

“It probably will,” Isabel said. “I mean, you made a really good point, and we’ve clearly got a much better chance at this with your help since you’re insane and can show us the moves the monsters make, but that won’t last forever. Eventually, one of us will slip up, and you won’t react fast enough.”

Noah blinked. “Wait. You’re expecting to get killed?”

“Expecting isn’t the right word. I don’t want to die.” Todd crossed his arms. “On that first day, sure, I was really excited. But we spoke after it, you know. I don’t want to just waste away with a bunch of Lesser Runes and never progress. This is the best chance I’ve gotten, and it’s the same for Isabel. Might as well take it, you know? And hey, if I survive, I’ll be strong. Maybe I’ll be able to become a soldier.”

“You feel the same?” Noah asked.

Isabel shrugged. “I was already blacklisted from the noble houses. It’s not like I have any other options. Most merchants won’t even sell to me anyway.”

Okay, now I really want to know what happened there. The urge to avoid prying too deeply into my students’ lives is going to drive me insane. Now isn’t the time, though. Not yet.

“I see,” Noah said with a frown. As much as he hated to admit it, they had a point. No matter how confident he was at fighting the monsters, it really did take only a single mistake. Isabel and Todd had a single healing potion each, and they likely couldn’t afford more. Death had lost so much of its meaning to Noah that he’d let his attitude toward it stretch farther than he’d thought.

I need to find a way to protect them better. I’ve been letting my willingness to throw my own lives away seep into them.

“For now, that won’t be a concern, as we’ll be training with Lee,” Noah said. “Nobody is going to die from that.”

Probably.

“Sure,” Isabel said, “but don’t start giving up on us now. You can’t dangle a chance to change our lives in front of us and then pull it away because you don’t want us to get killed. The school can replace us. They don’t care that much. We aren’t part of noble houses. Either you help us or we do it on our own.”

“Yeah, we’ll steal your strategy,” Todd said with a grin, “but probably do it worse.”

“I’m not giving up on anyone.” Noah pressed his hands against the podium and leaned forward. “Perish the thought. I’m just going to figure out a way to do things that is maybe just a little less suicidal.”

“Not sure how you’re going to do that,” Isabel said.

“Don’t worry about it for now. We’ve got other things to focus on.”

“Like me,” Lee said, dropping from the ceiling and landing on a table behind Todd. All three of them flinched, and Noah nearly had a blade of wind form in his hand by the time he stopped himself. He quickly let the magic drain away, relieved that nobody had noticed it.

Lee hopped down from the table and yawned. “Did everyone do their stretches this morning?”

Oops.

“We’ll find out,” Lee said, slipping past Todd to walk up beside Noah. “Magus Moxie and Emily are heading over; they’ll join us a little later. I ran into them on the way over here. For now, there’s no point in wasting precious time. Outside, everyone. It’s time to get to work.”

“Why’d you come through the ceiling?” Todd asked, staring at Lee as they all followed her out of the building. “The door is perfectly good, you know.”

“It’s not nearly as fun.”


Chapter Fifty-Five



Noah regretted not stretching. Lee didn’t seem concerned with making sure that human bodies could actually move in the same way that hers could. By the time her class was finished, he could barely stand on his own two feet. Moxie and Emily did show up around halfway through it, but he was so caught up trying to keep up with Lee’s ever-increasing demands for flexibility that he didn’t even have a chance to greet them.

Lee finally dismissed the class for Noah, leaving everyone lying on the ground in varying stages of pain. Noah shook his limbs off in a futile attempt to get some feeling back in them and caught Moxie’s attention as she stood.

“Say, have you heard any rumors?” Noah asked. “About the exam.”

“You mean your escapades with Magus Allen?” Moxie asked with a wry smile. “Yes. They’re quite amusing. People are saying you defeated him in a test of magic.”

“That’s… technically true. But that’s also definitely not giving anyone the right idea,” Noah said with a frown. “I don’t suppose you’ve met Magus Allen recently?”

“Why would I associate with him?” Moxie asked. “He hates my guts. Not nearly as much as he hates you, though. I’ve heard he’s got Edward locked in a room, forcing him to copy runes for hours on end. He’s pissed.”

“That’s not a very constructive way to get a student to improve.”

“Feel free to tell him that, but he might try to smash your face through a wall. If you do, please let me know. I’d pay good money to watch that.”

“How much?”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Noah said, clearing his throat. “I thought you didn’t hate me anymore.”

“You’ve still got an annoying face.” Moxie shrugged. “A girl’s got to have some hobbies.”

“Hobbies should not include watching your friends smash through walls.”

“Says the whackjob that fights monsters without a Shield.” Moxie crossed her arms. “Which was the main reason I shadowed your class, by the way. I’m still waiting for that.”

Noah winced. “Yeah. I’m sorry. There has been so much happening as of late that I haven’t been able to properly teach the class. I owe an apology to my students as well. I’ve been… distracted. Badly. I’m hoping to have it dealt with very soon, and I’ll make it up to you once I have. I’m also working on getting those Greater Wind Runes—you didn’t tell me the monsters in the Windscorned Plateau were fluffy.”

Moxie stared at Noah. “Why would I need to tell you that? You could have found out yourself if you just went to the library and checked a dossier on the area.”

Noah gave Moxie a blank look. Her eyes narrowed.

“You just went to an area you don’t know without reading up on it at all?”

“I really hate waiting around,” Noah admitted. “It sounded a lot more interesting to just go and… do things. Reading is great, don’t get me wrong, but true learning is experienced by doing.”

And I really don’t want to sit around if I can avoid it. I can’t afford to sit around anyway. I need to kill the Hellreaver before it drives me to insanity or I trip up from the lack of sleep. I’ve done far too much of that. I’ll save the books for the really important things—like learning about the Linwick family.

Moxie read his face before he could even speak.

“I haven’t gotten the book yet.”

“How’d you know I was going to ask?”

“It wasn’t a very difficult guess. I’ll probably have it in a week. You could always try to ask Allen to get it from Edward for you.”

“That sounds like a roundabout way of getting him to drive my face through a wall.”

Moxie grinned. “Maybe he’ll be feeling charitable. Did you make any progress on getting a Greater Rune?”

“No more than you made on the book. Maybe we’re equally incompetent, eh?”

“I told you it would take time,” Moxie said with a frown. “It’s not easy getting something like this from an entire town over.”

I’m not controlling myself as well as I should be. This lack of sleep and constant stress are screwing with my head. Damn the Hellreaver.

“Sorry, that was uncalled for,” Noah said. “I haven’t been fully here recently. About the Greater Rune—I wasn’t prepared for how fluffy the monsters would be, but I’ll be more ready next time. I’m going back after this class.”

“It’s fine. And have fun with that,” Moxie said. “I’ve got even more meetings to go to. You’re lucky your family got you out of all of them. Granted, I’m pretty sure that was to make sure you couldn’t do anything to disappoint them even more.”

She chuckled at the glare Noah gave her, then picked Emily up by the back of her shirt from where she was lying on the ground and set her on her feet.

“Five more minutes?” Emily asked hopefully. “My legs feel like noodles that got soaked in boiling water.”

“You’ll live,” Moxie said with a heavy sigh. “Get going.”

Emily pouted. She nodded to the others and trudged off.

“She seems more like your little sister than a student,” Noah pointed out.

“That’s because she is. Basically, at least,” Moxie said with a shrug. “She’s a younger member of my family. She’s really my niece twice removed or something along those lines, but they sent her here so they could make sure she got a good teacher.”

“The best,” Emily said, sending Noah a challenging glare over her shoulder. Moxie scowled at Emily, and the student jogged off before her teacher could say anything else.

“That’s cute,” Noah said, “and kind of you.”

“It’s just my job. Good luck with the Greater Wind Runes. For both of our sakes. I really want one of those.”

“What family are you from, anyway?” Noah asked as Moxie turned to leave. She paused for a moment.

“Torrin,” Moxie said and headed off after Emily, disappearing around the corner of the building.

“I’m off as well,” Lee said. “Don’t forget to stretch this time. It’ll be worse for you next time around.”

She hopped onto the side of the building, scaling it in seconds, and vanished onto the roof. Noah and his students stared at her retreating back, then silently glanced at each other.

“She’s… interesting,” Isabel hedged.

“Crazy,” Todd finished. “I think I’m more flexible, though. I can almost touch my shins now.”

“That’s pretty pathetic,” Isabel said with a laugh. “You really should practice more. Professor, are we going to be doing anything else today?”

“No. I’m going to be working on getting my hands on a new Greater Rune. The two of you should just work on sparring since you don’t have any other good ways to strengthen your runes safely right now. No going into the forest without me.”

“That’s not true. We can still just strengthen them normally,” Todd said. “It’s not really fast, but it’s all we ever did before you decided to change things up. That’s what pretty much everyone our age does, you know.”

“It’s just slow because we don’t have access to any of the resources to speed it up that noble families do,” Isabel said, a bitter edge to her words. “It’s not easy to distill a bunch of monster parts down into some super soup that makes your runes absorb energy faster.”

Runes absorb energy from the environment passively? Moxie did mention something about that, but I thought it was something you had to do on purpose. I suppose it doesn’t change anything about my strategy, but that’s interesting to know.

Maybe I could augment their training by trying to get some of these monster parts? I definitely kill enough of them. I’ll have to look into it without coming off as too clueless to Isabel and Todd. I’d also imagine you need stronger monsters for that to be effective.

“Hey, if it works and you think it’s worth your time, then do it.” Noah shrugged. He paused for a moment. “But, while you’re at it, could you keep your ears to the ground? Let me know if those rumors are getting too out of hand.”

Isabel gave Noah a grim nod. “I’ll pay attention. I don’t want to find Magus Allen waiting at my door one morning. That would probably go very poorly for me.”

“He’s a professor,” Noah said, sounding more confident than he felt. “I’m sure he wouldn’t resort to anything that vile. Maybe leave something on the handle when you sleep just in case, though. A little caution never hurt anyone.”

Isabel snorted. “I’m used to sleeping with one eye open. I’ll be fine. It’s Todd you should be worried about.”

“Hey, I’m not the one that crushed Edward in the exam. That was you.”

The two of them devolved into an argument with surprising speed. Noah watched them for a few moments, a small smile on his face, then headed off to find Tim. It was time to get back to hunting Fluffants—his Greater Wind Rune was waiting for him.
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Just like that, two weeks passed. The rumors never did amount to anything more than just that, but Noah had not seen Magus Allen or Edward during that time. Amy also swung by to deliver his pay of 10 gold for the month, which Noah stashed away. His time was split between classes with Lee and hunting Fluffants on the Windscorned Plateau.

The pipe continued to give him trouble, though he continued to practice trying to light the strands of grass aflame every day. But instead of wasting time until the pipe was working, Noah dropped by the Scorched Acres to collect a large bag of ash. He took to carrying it around while fighting the Fluffants and put it to enormous use against the monsters, cutting them down with little difficulty.

He avoided using Sunder again, even though he could now handle it for a few moments, the damage it tended to do usually applied to him just as much as it did to his opponents. For the time being, he was satisfied to know he was getting closer to being able to truly use it.

When he wasn’t fighting Fluffants or in class, Noah finally forced himself back to the library to both return the previous books he’d taken and check out some new ones. He finally confirmed that there were far more ways to grow the strength of his runes than he’d initially thought, though killing monsters was still by far the most efficient way.

The method that Todd and Isabel had spoken of was barely even a method in the way that they used it. Runes, like muscles, grew stronger with use by drawing energy from the body. It was at such a low rate that it was nearly unnoticeable for Greater Runes, but when augmented by parts from dead monsters, users could improve at significant rates without ever putting themselves at risk.

There were also a variety of other strengthening methods that involved intentionally drawing energy from the environment while meditating, copying down runes, contemplating the benefits of one’s runes—the list went on. Nobody seemed able to agree on how many variations of improvement there were, but none of them matched up to absorbing energy from other runes directly.

Unfortunately, the only way to properly absorb the energy from another rune was to take it from its owner. It wasn’t like the monsters could understand Noah even if he asked politely for their runes, though.

Noah also checked out the dossier on the Windscorned Plateau. It identified the Fluffants as Flower Sappers—information that he promptly wiped from his mind. His name was far superior.

He’d gotten fairly good at fighting the Fluffants in the past two weeks, but he couldn’t help but notice that they had far more variation in how they fought than the monkeys did. Some were aggressive, and others would try to rip clods of dirt up and throw them at him, to essentially zero effect beyond maybe the slight satisfaction of pelting someone in the face.

Almost no two of the monsters fought exactly the same, though. When Noah checked the dossier, one of his earlier theories was confirmed as well. There wasn’t any record of a Master Rune wielding monster in the area, which explained why the Fluffants seemed more unique. They weren’t part of a hivemind.

Noah filed the information away. His methods would be far less effective if he brought Isabel and Todd to the Windscorned Plateau. It was best to continue in the forest or find another location governed by a monster wielding a Master Rune when the time came.

To his delight, Noah managed to fill several of the papers during his hunting sessions on the Windscorned Plateau. Three, to be precise. But, less fortunately, they were all Lesser Runes. As Noah stood back and watched the last of the group of Fluffants he’d just killed that day fall to the ground, the papers in his pocket trembled.

That felt like a lot of energy.

Noah pulled the papers out. Three Lesser Wind Runes stared up at him, but he leafed past them. Swirling blue lines greeted him on the paper and a huge grin stretched across his lips.

“Greater Rune. About damn time!” Noah crowed, laughing in delight. “Your days are up, Hellreaver Ape. Once I learn this, I’m coming for you. My days of torture are about to end.”


Chapter Fifty-Six



Noah returned to Arbitage and nearly sprinted back to his room. He’d promised Moxie one of the Greater Runes he got, but he’d never said it would be the first.

Sorry. I really hate waiting, Moxie. And hey, maybe I’ll get lucky and the rune will survive me learning it. I didn’t destroy the Vibration Rune after all. Perhaps I’m just good at this.

Once Noah got home, he slipped inside and sat down at his desk. Lee wasn’t home—she’d taken to roaming the campus more often, but there hadn’t been any problems thus far, so Noah didn’t see an issue.

Noah set the Catchpaper bearing the Greater Wind Rune out on the table and grinned, a trill of excitement running down his spine. It was the first rune he’d technically earned himself, though Moxie had technically given him the tool he’d used to gather it.

He made himself slow down and studied the rune for several minutes, memorizing the lines and curves of the flowing sigil. Noah inspected it, closing his eyes and imagining the rune in his mind before checking the paper to see if he’d gotten it correctly.

After a dozen attempts, Noah finally closed his eyes and slipped into his mental space. His seven runes materialized in the air as a dark cover washed over his surroundings. Noah approached his two Lesser Wind Runes.

“You’ve done me well. Thanks for getting this far,” Noah said. He lifted his hand, preparing to shatter one of them, but something gave him pause.

When he’d seen the vision Sunder had given him, the spear wielding man had literally cut runes apart and taken one directly. If he’d understood the books he’d read correctly, energy could be drawn out of a complete rune, but nobody could take energy from their own runes.

What would happen if I used Sunder on a rune instead of just breaking it normally? Would I be able to harvest any of the energy left over? I’ve already called its power, and I know I can handle it for a moment as long as I only use it once.

Noah considered his rune for several minutes, debating with himself. Finally, he nodded and raised a hand above his head. Sunder lowered above him, the massive energy stored within the rune making the hair on his body stand on end.

It brushed against the back of his fingers, and energy poured into Noah, flooding into every nook and cranny in his body. He stiffened, the veins going black beneath his skin as a wave of force slammed down on him.

All of Noah’s runes lit up, burning energy as he drew on them to keep a hold of Sunder. Gritting his teeth, Noah reached out toward the Lesser Wind Rune. Not daring to hold Sunder Rune’s power any longer than he had to, he released it.

A black line traced down through the Lesser Wind Rune. A trilling chime rang out through Noah’s mind, and a spike of pain pierced his chest. He staggered, grimacing but unwilling to let his eyes turn away from the rune.

Cracks spread out in a spiderweb through the Wind Rune. Instead of splitting perfectly in half like everything else he’d sundered, the rune shattered. Fragments floated in the air, spinning aimlessly as they dissipated.

Noah tried to will them toward him. A little under half of the particles fluttered toward Noah’s hand, sputtering and burning as they tried to remain lit. The rest faded into the yawning mouth of the endless darkness and vanished.

Lines materialized in the darkness as Noah recalled the Greater Wind Rune, moving as quickly as he dared to try to keep the energy he’d managed to save. Burning blue carved through the sky before him as Noah drew the rune out. Whether it was the ability to remember things that he’d gained after his death on Earth or simply some aspect of the runes themselves, Noah was able to recreate it on his first try.

A brilliant thrum ripped out from the rune, washing across his skin and filling his mind. The empty rune snapped into place, dull and empty but full of potential. The energy from the Lesser Rune rushed into the Greater, filling it a little under a quarter of the way. Noah’s eyes snapped open, and he drew in a sharp breath.

“Damn,” Noah said, straightening as the pain receded with his missing rune. “Well, that answers one thing. I can’t split apart basic runes, but I can kind of snatch some of the energy from the Lesser Rune as it fades away.”

The temporary drawback of losing the Lesser Rune wouldn’t impact him much, and now he had something that would hopefully fill a large amount of energy when he killed the Hellreaver Ape. There was also still a good bit of energy left to use in the rune, so he wasn’t worried about running out on his flying sword—which meant he could try to form the second Greater Rune as well.

To Noah’s delight, the rune was still on the Catchpaper when he checked it after his first attempt. He readied himself and returned to his mindspace, holding the Catchpaper tightly in his hands. He broke the second and last Lesser Wind Rune, gathering the fragments that it left behind and forming them into another Greater Rune. It snapped into place, and Noah stepped back, smiling to himself.

It does look like I can only keep energy when it’s from the same kind of rune, but I suppose that makes sense. Maybe there’s some conversion process that happens between runes of different energy types that makes it more efficient to keep things in the same style of energy.

If that were the case, then it would be better to train in areas where the monsters have similar runes to mine. I’ll have to look into that.

Noah opened his eyes and looked down at the Catchpaper bearing the Greater Wind Rune. Or, more accurately, he looked down at the blackened wisps of smoke that were rising up from it. The paper was badly burnt and completely ruined.

Swearing, Noah gathered the smoke in a ball and directed it out his window using an Ash Rune. He scrunched his nose and picked at the remains of the paper.

Well, that sucks. So much for being a genius. Though I did get the runes on the first try. That’s pretty nice. Once the Hellreaver Ape goes down, I’ll get Moxie that rune I promised her. Maybe I can learn to imbue things and make Moxie a rune instead of killing more Fluffants. That could work.

Noah pulled the other Catchpapers out of his pocket. There were two that were still unfilled, and the remaining three all had Lesser Wind Runes on them. Noah set them all down on his desk.

He considered the papers for a few moments. On one hand, he didn’t want to lose all the energy he’d get from killing the Hellreaver Ape to a piece of paper. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure what would happen to the Master Rune if he killed the monster.

None of the books he’d read in the library had mentioned anything about anyone ever managing to get two Master Runes at once. That was simultaneously exciting and nerve-wracking.

Would they combine? Clash? Just destroy each other completely? I have no damn idea. I don’t want to test that out and risk damaging Sunder somehow until I’m absolutely certain nothing would go poorly. It’s not worth losing the ability to come back to life for a jumped-up Fire Rune.

Actually, for that matter, are all Master Runes made the same? Are all Greater Runes? Damn it. I have no idea, even after scouring a bunch of books. Why is everyone in this world so blasted stingy with their information about runes?

Noah grabbed one of the papers and slipped it into his pocket. He could always just leave it out if he decided not to use it. He picked up his travel bag with its spare set of clothes, tucked his sword into his belt, and headed out.

Lee dropped down beside Noah as he stepped out of Building T. He didn’t even flinch, having gotten so used to her appearing out of nowhere over the past few weeks.

“Hello, Lee. You’ve got good timing.”

“I do?”

“Yes. I was hoping to speak with you soon,” Noah said, continuing along the road. Lee fell in step beside him.

“Something changing?”

“Just temporarily. I’m going to be working on a personal project for a little while. I don’t know how long it’s going to take, though. Maybe a few days. Maybe a week or two. It’s going to have me pretty out of sorts while I’m doing it. Can you keep everything moving with class? I’ll keep up the stretches.”

Lee tilted her head to the side. “We were just about to start getting to imbuements. Why are you suddenly leaving?”

Damn. I do actually want to learn how to do that.

“I’ll try to speed things up,” Noah promised, “but this is something I’ve been working on for a long time. I don’t want to wait any longer.”

“Why?”

Noah pressed his lips together. He didn’t have a good answer beyond I don’t like waiting. How was he supposed to describe the excruciating feeling of absolute nothingness and boredom that came with waiting in line for thousands of years, unable to even lift his own finger in protest.

Chewing his lip, Noah just shook his head. “I’ll catch up with you and the kids. Don’t slow the class down for me. Maybe just fill me in after hours. I’ll still be on campus and in my room, just less frequently than before for a little while. If anything goes wrong, find me.”

Lee shrugged. “If you’re sure. I’m sure Moxie will help as well. I think I’ve got an inkling of what you’re trying to do.”

“And?”

“Good luck. I won’t miss it. I don’t think you can do it, though.”

Noah grunted, and the two walked in silence for a few minutes. Lee gave Noah a small nod when they reached the transport cannon building. She broke away, heading back toward Noah’s room while he continued onward.

He ascended the steps and took the lift up to Tim, who was sitting with his back turned, staring out a dirty window at the campus below.

The old man turned as the lift rattled to a stop and let Noah off. A smile crossed his wrinkled features. “Ah, Vermil! I haven’t seen your students in a while, lad. Have they graduated?”

“Nothing like that,” Noah said with a laugh. “They’re just doing some physical training right now. It’s good to keep your body in shape, you know?”

Tim nodded sagely. “Ah, yes. I used to be quite a fan of that sort of thing in my younger days. You wouldn’t know by looking at me now, would you? I’m all skin and bones.”

He let out a snorting laugh, flexing a thin arm to demonstrate.

“I’m sure it’s still there; you’ve just got to get back into it.”

“Maybe. Maybe,” Tim said, shaking his head and patting the table. “Not sure if my old bones could handle it anymore. Well, let’s get you on your way, lad. Windscorned Plateau?”

“Actually, I’m headed back to the Scorched Acres this time.”

“Why does it seem like you swap it every time I ask?” Tim asked with a chortle. The tower rumbled as it rotated, and the turret lined itself up with its new destination. “How long?”

“Let’s do two hours. This one won’t be long.”

Tim raised an eyebrow but nodded. “It’s set up for you. Good luck out there.”

“Thanks, Tim. I’ll see you soon.”

Noah stepped over to the turret and climbed into it. It hummed, and then he was gone, a blue streak screaming across the sky.

Moments later, Noah slammed down in the Scorched Acres. His knees bent with the landing, and he straightened back up while rolling his neck.

His soul was almost completely healed, and he’d avoided dying in recent days. His runes were upgraded and ready to be filled. He could use Sunder, if just for a moment. Everything was ready.

It was time to kill the Hellreaver Ape.


Chapter Fifty-Seven



Noah used his Greater Wind Rune to power his flying sword as he searched for the Hellreaver Ape’s ring of fire. Excitement, weariness, and hatred mixed in his stomach. He hadn’t hated anything more than the Hellreaver—ever, as far as he could remember. After thirty minutes of flying around, he spotted the ring of smoke curling into the air and landed beside it.

His Greater Rune, despite currently holding less energy than the Lesser one did, had taken him the entire way over and still had some to spare. It was refilling much slower than the former, but the improvement was impressively significant.

Noah gathered his belongings and set them all up in a tree a fair distance away—far enough that the Hellreaver’s flame ring wasn’t even in sight. He considered the Catchpaper for a moment. Then he picked up one of the sheets and tucked it into his pants. The risk of the Master Rune somehow interfering with his own if he absorbed it was too great for him to take. As much as he wanted the energy from the monster, he could always spend a few weeks killing other monkeys until he had enough to rank up.

Steadying himself, Noah turned toward the direction of the ring of fire and headed over to it, arriving after a few minutes of walking. He shook his hands off, shifting from foot to foot to make sure the blood was properly flowing, then charged forward. The flames sputtered in and out, and Noah dove through one of the gaps as soon as it appeared.

Heat seared him from every angle, and he hit the dry ground in a roll, shooting straight to his feet and already pulling ash from the environment. A black spike ripped free from the trees and lanced toward the Hellreaver.

The monster’s eyes snapped open, and it whipped an arm up, blocking the attack. Noah’s ash spike pierced into its skin, drawing blood. Snarling with rage, the monster clambered to its feet. Its eyes locked with Noah’s, and it paused for a moment. Pure, smug hatred radiated from the monster. It knew what it had been doing—there was no doubt in Noah’s mind about that.

It didn’t seem to care that Noah could come back to life. It just enjoyed tormenting him.

Noah shot himself into the air with a burst of wind to avoid a wild swing, then launched himself back down as the Hellreaver breathed a sheet of fire toward him. Ash swirled from the spike in the large monster’s arm, slithering up toward its neck and sharpening into a point.

The Hellreaver roared, and a wave of fire washed over its body, burning with such intensity that Noah was momentarily blinded. He instinctively threw himself to the side, and a violent thud behind him showed he’d done the right thing.

Noah forced his eyes open, squinting through the dots floating in his vision. The Hellreaver’s body was still completely alight, but somehow it had gotten hot enough to burn his ash away.

He staggered away, boosting himself with a burst of wind as flames washed toward him. Noah quickly dodged back as the Hellreaver’s fist smashed down directly before him, passing so close that the wind from the blow buffeted his hair back.

A furious roar ripped through the Scorched Acres, and the Hellreaver beat its chest, hatred burning in its eyes. Noah took the momentary opportunity to gather more ash and send it flying at the Hellreaver’s back.

The spike carved along the ape’s shoulder as it shifted its weight to avoid the attack. It stomped the ground, and Noah nearly lost his footing as a tremor ran through the earth.

That’s my move. You can’t do that!

He launched himself into the air as the Hellreaver lunged forward, grabbing at him with both hands. Noah just barely cleared the monster, which slid forward a foot beneath him. One of its hands passed through the ring of fire and slammed into a stump of a charred tree beyond it, shattering it with a crash.

The Hellreaver rolled over, nearly batting Noah out of the air as he dropped back down with its other hand, and lurched upright. Noah landed back on the ground, stumbling slightly at the hard impact, then ripped more ash from the air and sent a dozen spikes whipping for the Hellreaver’s face.

It crossed its arms before it, and the spikes slammed into the Hellreaver, biting deep through its fur and into its flesh. Dark blood seeped from the wounds, and the Hellreaver ripped the spikes out with a snarl.

The ring of flame surrounding them surged in intensity. Heat licked at Noah’s back as the young man formed a barrier of ash behind him. Fire roared as it splashed against his shield. The Hellreaver reared back and kicked at Noah, but he dove forward and rolled past the monster’s foot.

He came up, sending another barrage of spikes into the beast’s side. Blood splattered, and the monkey staggered, howling in pain. With determination etched across Noah’s face, he dashed forward, calling on his Vibration Rune.

Noah leapt, empowering his jump with wind, and shot for the Hellreaver’s shoulder, angling himself so that it could only try to block with its already injured arm. The monster instead dodged to the side, moving with more agility than Noah thought it still had.

He stopped his flight with a blast of wind and dropped to the ground. Noah unleashed the vibration energy he’d gathered into the floor rather than the Hellreaver. A tremor shook the forest, ripping a gap open in line with the Hellreaver’s foot. The monster stumbled, slipping into it for a moment before it could catch its balance. Noah sent two blades of wind shooting for its throat, a grin starting to cross over his lips.

Gotcha.

Noah sprinted forward, calling on all the vibration energy he could muster. The monster’s fur was too dense for him to be confident of a killing blow with wind, and it still had a chance of blocking his Ash Magic with its arms.

But Vibration was a different kind of attack. If he touched the monster, there wouldn’t be any blocking. Noah lunged, extending his hand for the Hellreaver as it struggled to rise. Malice burned in the monster’s eyes, catching his as he approached.

The fire all around them sputtered, then vanished. The flames covering the Hellreaver blinked out instantly, and it threw itself back, whipping dirt at Noah and pelting him with small stones as it avoided his hand.

Noah turned to give chase, preparing to boost himself with the Wind Rune to catch the monster. He drew a breath—or at least he tried to. As Noah tried to inhale, nothing entered his lungs.

His Wind Rune failed to activate. Noah could still feel the energy in it, but it stubbornly refused to so much as budge. He tried to breathe even harder, but his lungs failed to gather anything.

He’d been breathing heavily from the fight, and he was far from having much breath in his lungs. His chest heaved as he staggered away from the Hellreaver, its bloodshot eyes narrowed as it took a step toward him.

All too late, Noah realized exactly what the effect of the Hellreaver Ape’s Master Rune was. It had nothing to do with fire at all.

It affected oxygen.

And the Hellreaver Ape had just sucked all of it out of the clearing.

Noah didn’t get any more time to think. The monster swung its arm down for him. Without any wind to increase his speed and nearly no air left in his lungs, all he could do was dive to the side. The ground trembled, and he scrambled back to his feet, but another fist was already flying toward him.

This time, there was no way to dodge. Noah’s body crumpled beneath the blow, and his soul was ripped free. His corpse bounced across the clearing and slammed into a dry tree, smashing through it before coming to a stop several feet past it.

“Shit,” Noah swore. “I’m an idiot. I should have expected that.”

You know, a few of the Hellreaver’s moves weren’t all that different from the ones the monkeys used. I guess that makes sense since the monkeys are basically imprinted by the Hellreaver. Unfortunately, it’s a whole lot smarter than they are.

The Hellreaver straightened back up. Fire sputtered to life along it again, and its ring of flame reignited as it sat back down to nurse its wounds. Noah gritted his teeth and let the pull of his gourd call to him.

His new body formed, and Noah jerked upright beside his tree, his head pounding in pain. Irritably, Noah threw his spare clothes on and gathered his belongings before trudging over to where his body had landed. He wasn’t concerned about anything eating it now—he’d already reformed, so he wouldn’t take any more soul damage—but he didn’t want to leave a corpse sitting around for someone to find.

To Noah’s surprise, he wasn’t the first to make it. Lee sat on a tree branch above his body, swinging her legs. She raised an eyebrow as Noah approached.

“How’d it go?”

“What do you think?” Noah asked with a grimace as he massaged his temple. “I thought you stayed in Arbitage.”

Lee hopped to the ground and shrugged. “I wanted to watch.”

Noah grunted. “Not much to see. Just me being a moron.”

“I’d gathered that much. For someone who can’t die, you sure don’t value life much. I suppose that makes sense.”

Noah’s brow furrowed. “What’s that meant to mean? I’m not dying for no reason.”

“You talk about death like it’s some transactional exchange. I guess it is for you,” Lee said with a shrug. She knelt beside Noah’s corpse and nudged it. “Not for the rest of us, though.”

“That’s why I’m not making anyone else do it.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing for your students?”

“That’s different,” Noah replied through a grimace. “Besides, I’m trying to find a better way to help. You heard them, though. They don’t have another choice. That’s how things are here. Besides… death isn’t⁠—”

Lee raised an eyebrow. Noah shook his head.

“Never mind. I don’t want anyone to die. That’s why I’m doing this. To get strong. Also, the Hellreaver cursed me or something. I’m going insane every day this damn thing is alive. It needs to go before I do—or worse, someone else realizes that I can come back to life after I slip up when the Hellreaver sends me a vision at the wrong time.”

“What are you talking about? Can’t you just hold off until you’re stronger?”

I can’t explain that without talking about the soul damage, and I’m not sure if I want to share that quite yet.

Noah just shook his head. “I can’t explain it. I won’t deny that I’ve not made the best decisions at every turn, but anything is better than nothing, and I don’t think I’ll survive another month in this way. The Hellreaver has to die.”

“If you say so. You going to eat this?” Lee nodded to his body.

“Help yourself.”

Lee hunched over the corpse, and Noah turned away. He wasn’t particularly interested in watching Lee eat his body. Something about that just felt wrong on multiple levels. There were a few loud crunches, followed by a satisfied sigh. Noah turned back as Lee wiped her mouth and offered Noah the blank piece of Catchpaper he’d had in his pocket.

“Here.”

Noah took it from her, then glanced around. “Where are my clothes?”

“Ate ‘em. I’ve got a strong stomach. I hope you didn’t want those.”

Noah sighed and shook his head. “Better this way. Saves me from trying to find out how to clean them from a gallon of blood.”

His head pulsated, and he rubbed at it with a sigh. Fog still blocked his mind from magic, which was almost more annoying than the actual headache.

“So, what now?” Lee asked.

Noah leaned against a tree and gave her a shrug. “You trying to get me to say something? Like I should stop?”

“Nah. I’m having fun, so I don’t care much what you do. I just don’t want you getting your students killed or deciding to wander off without me. I’d have to leave Arbitage if you did.”

Noah grunted. “I guess a selfish motivation is as good as any. I can’t say I’m any better. What do you think I should do? There are too many powerful players, and I’m already drawing their attention. If I’m not strong enough to hold my own, things could go very poorly for all of us.”

“Do what you do. I eat people. I don’t think I’m the moral compass you’re looking for. Ask Moxie if you trust her enough. It’s clear you care about those kids just as much as you care about… whatever it is that motivates you. I’m just making sure you aren’t losing your mind.”

“I appreciate it,” Noah said. “I think I can get the Hellreaver the next time around.”

“That’s what you said this time. Maybe you are losing your mind.”

“It had a trick.”

“What if it has more?”

Noah scrunched his nose. “Then I’ll get it the time after that.”

“The scary thing is that I believe you,” Lee said. “You’re like a cockroach, but you get stronger every time someone kills you. Kind of scary, honestly.”

“I’m not sure getting called scary by something that just ate my corpse in front of me is reassuring.”

“It’s a compliment.”

Noah grunted. “Thanks.”

Lee shrugged. “Just keep leaving me corpses. It’s a good replacement for eating other people. You’d be really popular with Skinwalkers. Infinite snacks.”

“The moment you start looking at me like nothing more than an infinite food source, we’re going to have problems. And I don’t plan on making deals with any other Skinwalkers.”

“Good,” Lee said. “You don’t die too often, so there wouldn’t be enough food for both of us—and I hate sharing. I’ll stop by the Hellreaver’s area after class for as long as you insist on doing this. Who knows, maybe you’ll actually succeed.”

“I’ll turn my attention to other things if this goes on longer than a week,” Noah promised. “At that point, there are better ways to spend my time.”

“A week of good food. Not bad. I’ll take it,” Lee said with a wry grin. “I’m going to get pulled back to Arbitage soon. I asked Tim to only send me over for an hour, and it took me a bit to find you. I’m gonna go run around until it happens. The only thing that I don’t like about cities is that I can’t move at full speed.”

“Have fun,” Noah said, raising a hand in farewell as Lee slipped into the trees and vanished. Then he sat down and waited, going over the fight in his mind to identify all the areas where he’d gone wrong.

Those mistakes wouldn’t happen again. Eventually, the Hellreaver would run out of surprises, and then it would fall. Noah would have his revenge on the Scorched Acres—and his sanity back.


Chapter Fifty-Eight



Three days.

Three tries.

Three deaths.

Noah challenged the Hellreaver every day after discovering its ability to control the air. He’d had to spend some coin on buying some new clothes once again, which had gotten him a strange look from the seamstress.

Every time Noah arrived to fight the Hellreaver Ape, he found it lying in the same spot, uninjured. He’d managed to do some significant damage to the monster the first time around, but all of it was completely gone the next time he arrived.

He could swear he felt himself losing his mind in real time. The visions continued, plaguing his night so badly that sometimes he even saw them in his waking moments, when the Hellreaver wasn’t even trying to bother him. Noah hunted monsters and took naps in his best attempt to stay sane, but there was only so long he could avoid proper sleep—and the Hellreaver’s constant interference with any fights in the Scorched Acres made things even more problematic.

Noah scoured the library for any information on the monster, but there was frighteningly little beyond its possession of a Master Rune—and the books didn’t even state which one it was.

As such, he simply determined that he’d have to defeat the monster while they were both at full strength rather than whittling it down. And that was what he tried to do. Every time he challenged it, he tried to come up with a new strategy that would give him an upper hand.

The first time around, he just held his breath when the Hellreaver ripped the air away. It let him last a little longer than before, but with the complete loss of his access to his Wind Runes, Noah had no good way to avoid the monster’s attacks and fell quickly.

He did, however, confirm that while the Hellreaver was sucking up the airflow, it also made itself unable to use any fire. That was a fairly logical conclusion, but it relieved him nonetheless. It meant he only had to deal with the monster’s physical prowess when it sucked up all the air, canceling the powers of his Wind Runes.

Unfortunately, the Hellreaver Ape certainly recognized Noah just as much as Noah recognized it. The monster had started to predict his own attacks and had wised up to the power of Noah’s Vibration Rune, refusing to let him get into range for a devastating blow.

That led to Noah’s next attempt, where he tried to sneak up on the monster and kill it before it could even wake up by attacking from the safety of his flying sword. He’d hoped that the monster had a range on its abilities, and by staying far above it, he’d be outside of it.

That was the day that Noah discovered that, if the Hellreaver had a range on its powers, a few hundred feet vertically was within it. He also discovered that his flying sword was quite useless when he couldn’t feed Wind Magic into it.

He also discovered what it felt like to impale himself on a brittle tree after falling for several long, shameful seconds. Lee had laughed for nearly five minutes upon finding Noah staring up at his corpse doing its best impression of a bloody Christmas ornament.

Luckily, he’d managed to find his flying sword with a little help from Lee. When Noah returned on the third day, he had a new plan. He’d gone through several, actually, but many of the ideas had been dismissed before they could come into fruition.

One of them had involved selling his collection of monster parts to buy enough magical items to just lob things at the monster until it died. That one had been tempting, but Noah decided against it, telling himself that wasting so much money was pointless when he could keep it for a rainy day.

Noah simply didn’t want to admit that he needed the help of magical items to defeat his foe. Their fight had gotten more personal with every passing day, and the thought of needing a crutch to win irritated him.

It also didn’t help that he still really wanted to spend all the money on something really nice rather than use it now. He hadn’t given up his dream of a big shopping day, and the only thing he was okay with dying in this forest was himself, not his dream—no matter how shallow it was.

A variety of other strategies raced through his head. Some involved trying to bring other monsters into the fight to distract the Hellreaver or otherwise shift the flow of the battle. Noah scrapped that, as there was a good chance that the monsters had just grouped up on him.

For a moment, he considered asking Lee for help to distract the Hellreaver, but that was also tossed aside. Her words about his view on death still resonated in his head. Noah wasn’t sure if he could bring himself to ask anyone to put themselves in harm’s way just due to his impatience. It would be one thing if he died. It was an entirely different one if someone else did.

And so, Noah returned to the Hellreaver on the fourth day, a vendetta in his eyes and conviction in his face. Noah had already died enough times to the monster to risk worsening his visions if he did it too much more, but he was beyond the point of caring. Part of him—the part that was responsible for logical, thought-out decisions—was broken, and it would stay that way until one of them was dead for good. Noah arrived at the flaming circle and stepped through a gap in the fire, his jaw set. He’d brought his last spare piece of Catchpaper with him that he’d been saving up—if this attempt didn’t work, he might have to get more from Moxie.

There was one thing left that Noah had yet to try. Something that the Hellreaver Ape hadn’t seen him use—that it couldn’t be ready for.

The Hellreaver snorted as Noah stepped into the circle. Its nostrils twitched, but Noah had waited until the wind was in the correct direction. It would buy him time from the monkey smelling any burnt hair he earned upon entering the circle.

Without wasting an instant, Noah drew in a deep breath and called on Sunder. He reached out to the Master Rune, drawing on its power as gently as he dared.

Sunder responded. Noah’s back stiffened as ice rushed through his veins, which turned black under the Master Rune’s power. The gravity pressing down on Noah seemed to quadruple, and his foot scuffed the dirt as he fought to remain upright.

All of his runes burned their power, holding Sunder’s enormous energy back from tearing through his body. At the same time, a deep thrum echoed through Noah’s head. The Hellreaver Ape’s eyes snapped open.

It knew.

Noah could tell just by looking into its eyes. Intelligence and malice swirled within them, mixed with what just might have been a flicker of fear.

Good.

Instead of waiting for a perfect moment like it had in the previous fights, the air around them whooshed. The flame covering the monster and making up the ring instantly vanished, and the Hellreaver Ape lurched to its feet.

There was no roaring or display of strength. There was no time for such things. The ape stomped a foot on the ground. Noah forced his body to leap into the air, avoiding the rumble that shook the ground.

The Hellreaver threw a punch at Noah. He couldn’t use wind to boost himself anymore—but Noah had more ways to move around than just wind. Ash surged beneath his feet, launching him to the side like a springboard.

Noah hit the ground in a roll and came up, diving for the Hellreaver Ape’s feet. The monster leapt back, avoiding his grasp, and stomped in his direction. Another wall of ash shoved Noah to the side.

He skidded across the dirt. Sharp rocks and dirt dug into his clothes and bit into his back, drawing blood. Another pillar of ash erupted before Noah, and he grabbed on, using it to pull himself upright.

Noah thrust his hands forward, and the trees around them all groaned. A huge cloud of ash tore away from them, swirling around his body and forming a large sphere. He swung it at the Hellreaver like a bowling ball.

The monster drove its open palm into the spell, and a loud crash shook the clearing. Ash exploded, raining everywhere as the ape’s fist demolished it. Falling ash slithered beneath Noah’s feet and aided his charge toward the Hellreaver.

He lunged once again. Roaring in panic, the Hellreaver pitched back, flailing its arms and missing a step as it just barely managed to keep out of Noah’s range. It drove a foot into the ground, shattering it.

Cracks raced through the dry dirt like spiderwebs, and it shifted beneath Noah’s feet, threatening to send him tumbling. Noah would have loved to try to cancel the earthquake with his own Vibration magic, but he was still nowhere near the point where he could match the exact frequency of the trembling.

Instead, a platform of ash materialized before him, and he stumbled onto it. The ash ferried him forward, building momentum before launching him into the air and toward the monster.

Eyes widening, the Hellreaver stepped out of the way. Noah’s trajectory would take it well past the monster, leaving him open as he passed it by. Both he and the Hellreaver knew it. The monster started to turn, lifting a foot to crush him into paste when he landed.

A grim smile crossed Noah’s lips. It was only for a flicker of an instant, but the monster was paying attention to where he would be, not where he was. Ash spiked out of the ground as a thin pillar before Noah.

He grabbed onto it as hard as he could. Pain spiked down Noah’s arm as he jerked to a sudden stop. There was a loud pop, and something shifted where it shouldn’t have, but Noah forced himself to ignore it. He spun around the pole once, holding on for dear life with numbing fingers, then flung himself at the Hellreaver’s side.

The monster realized an instant too late that he’d changed his path of attack. It bared its teeth, and a vision of its massive eye ripped open before Noah, burning into his soul.

Evidently, the Hellreaver had saved one final trick. It had yet to actually use the visions in their fights, clearly hoping to catch Noah off guard with them—but it had miscalculated one thing. Noah was beyond the point of feeling fear. He had been for a while.

Noah launched right through the eye, ignoring it completely. The Hellreaver spun, trying to duck out of the way, but Noah was already upon it. He drove his hand into the side of the Hellreaver’s neck and unleashed the pent-up power of Sunder.

Energy flooded through his fingertips in an instant, pouring into the Hellreaver’s body. It opened its mouth to roar in defiance as Noah slammed into the ground with a pained grunt. Agony shot through his shoulder, and he rolled to a stop against a rock.

Darkness encroached on the edges of Noah’s vision, but he forced his eyes open to look up at the Hellreaver. It had a foot raised, prepared to crush him, but it had frozen. A trickle of blood ran down its lip.

The fur on the Hellreaver Ape’s neck shifted in the breeze. A black line traced across its neck. Then it burst into flames. The monster pitched forward, its head rolling off its body as it fell. Noah’s eyes widened, and he reached for his Wind Runes.

He wasn’t fast enough.

The Hellreaver’s body crashed down on top of Noah. A momentary flash of pain flooded his body before his soul was launched out, leaving him floating above the dead Hellreaver as it set his squashed corpse alight.

God damn it. That’s not how that was supposed to go. I still won, though. Damn you and your maddening visions. Damn you and your monsters constantly killing me. I hope you rot.

A sudden rush of energy flooded into Noah. He stiffened, his eyes widening in shock. That wasn’t just a little energy. It was a lot. Enough to top off his second Greater Vibration Rune and nearly fill both of his Greater Wind Runes.

Well, at least that answers the question of whether it’s the soul or the body that gets stronger for good. That was definitely enough for me to get to the next rank.

As a grin stretched across Noah’s features, the Hellreaver’s body shuddered. Red lines flashed through the air above its still smoldering back, drawing a pattern in the air. It wasn’t a rune that Noah recognized, though. It didn’t even look like a rune.

A shrill shriek split the forest as a beam of light erupted from the Hellreaver’s back, tearing up into the sky and piercing through the clouds. Noah’s grin vanished.

Oh, shit.

Energy bound Noah’s neck, and he was yanked away, denied the chance to even think about anything else.


Chapter Fifty-Nine



Lee watched from the tree line, staring up at the burning beam of light in horror. A thrum washed through the scorched clearing. A swirling disk of white energy carved itself into the air on the edge of the tree line.

She pressed her lips together and burst into motion, charging for the still-burning Hellreaver’s corpse. Somehow, Vermil had actually managed to kill the damn monster. She hadn’t thought he’d pull it off for a second, but now they had bigger problems.

Lee drove her shoulder into the Hellreaver’s body, shoving it up. Fire licked across her body, burning her skin. Vermil’s corpse lay beneath the monster, already burnt beyond recognition.

She didn’t have time to eat the body. The energy washing off the portal forming across from her was like a blaring signal to her mind. She grabbed Vermil’s jacket and ripped the nameplate out of the stitching, hissing in pain as the metal seared her fingers.

Lee let the Hellreaver crash back down and turned, sprinting for the tree line as quickly as she could. Behind her, the portal finished forming and opened with a sharp snap. As soon as Lee was back into the trees, she slammed to a stop and shoved the metal nameplate into the ground to let it cool.

She risked a glance over her shoulder, squinting through the trees.

A tall, bald man stepped out of the portal. He had a long scar that ran vertically along his face and through his right eye. He wore an Arbitage uniform with five stripes.

Behind him, a second, older man stepped out of the portal as well. A white beard framed his face, and he leaned heavily on a rugged stone staff with a yellow gem affixed at its top. Like the first man, his robes also marked him as Rank 5.

“What in damnation happened?” the bald man asked, striding toward the Hellreaver.

Lee swallowed heavily. The urge to bolt away filled her body, but she instead called on her runes, slipping into the darkness and obscuring herself from detection. It was easy to be fast or stealthy, but not both.

Judging by the dangerously high ranks the two men had, Lee didn’t doubt for an instant that they could catch her if she ran. That left only one option, so all she could do was wait and watch while praying they didn’t look closely enough to spot her through her rune.

The older man pointed his staff at the Hellreaver, and it lifted into the air as if it weighed nothing, revealing the charred corpse beneath it. The two men walked up to it, deep frowns on their faces.

“Someone tried to kill the Hellreaver Ape,” the bald man said.

“Succeeded,” the older one added. “And then he got himself killed right after.”

“Then we’re fine. The Master Rune⁠—”

“Isn’t here,” the old man finished, his eyes glinting in fury. “This one died, but he must have been working with someone else, and that someone has taken the Hellreaver’s Master Rune. Report back to the headmaster immediately.”

The bald man spun and strode back into the portal, leaving the other alone in the clearing.

Floating the corpse of the Hellreaver to the side, the older man studied Vermil’s body. His lips pressed thin, evidently noticing the lack of a nameplate on the robes. They’d been badly burned. Luckily, Vermil had been wearing his cheap outfit, but they were still clearly from Arbitage.

“Infiltration,” the old mage growled. “Or perhaps stolen robes. Dead fools. Why would someone act against Arbitage? Troublesome indeed.”

He leaned heavily on his staff, rubbing his chin with a deep frown. Lee barely dared to even breathe. Then, finally, the man let the Hellreaver’s body thud to the ground. Vermil’s burnt corpse lifted into the air and floated over to the man, who turned and strode back into the portal.

It snapped shut behind him. Lee didn’t budge. She kept herself hidden in the darkness, not even risking so much as to move her eyes. Her efforts weren’t in vain. The portal whirred back to life, and the old man emerged from behind it, clicking his tongue in annoyance.

“Damn. I was hoping some idiot would run for it. They couldn’t have gotten far by foot in this time, and I didn’t pick up any usage of magic while we were arriving,” the old man mused. “They must have already teleported away. A powerful opponent, then. Damn it all.”

He strode through the portal for a second time. There was a sharp pop and his body vanished. Lee remained still, watching as the portal slowly sealed itself shut. She waited another fifteen minutes before making any movements.

Nothing changed. Lee finally let herself shift, peeling away from the darkness and carefully scooping the now-cooled nameplate from the ground with burnt fingers. She tucked it into the pocket of her pants and padded away.
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Noah didn’t budge after coming back to life. Even as pain rocked his head, all he did was sit frozen. The Hellreaver had set off some sort of beacon the moment it had died, and that almost certainly meant that someone would be arriving much faster than he could get away.

The act of fleeing from the site would almost certainly be more suspicious than just sitting there looking like a moron, which was the exact strategy Noah took on. He remained in the tree. Some distant words reached his ears from where the Hellreaver had fallen, but nobody actually stepped out of the clearing.

Lee was right. I’m an idiot. Why didn’t I think about the Hellreaver being defended? I thought killing the monsters was a good thing, but the Hellreaver was keeping the other monkeys in the area. The goddamned school brought it here on purpose.

Shit, shit, shit. I was too focused on getting rid of its visions.

Noah didn’t even dare to move enough to put his clothes on until he heard the sounds of whoever had arrived at the clearing fade away. He wasn’t sure why they hadn’t gone around to check what had happened, but he wasn’t about to question it.

His head still pounding with a headache, Noah pulled his clothes on. Then he sat still, waiting for the call of the transport cannon. There wasn’t anything else he dared try.
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Noah’s back thumped against the cold metal of the tube as he slid out of it, landing on the ground of the tower with a grunt. He opened his eyes and straightened, expecting to see Tim. Instead, his eyes met the gaze of a tall, bald man with a scar running through his right eye.

Five stripes adorned his coat, indicating his rank. Noah fought to keep the fear from flickering across his features. He caught a glance of Tim over the man’s shoulder, sending Noah a concerned glance.

“Hello,” Noah said, rubbing the side of his head. “Can I help you?”

“Quite so. You were just in Scorched Acres, correct?” the man asked, his eye cold. “My name is Neir. I’m an Enforcer for Arbitage, if you haven’t guessed.”

“I see. And yes, I was in Scorched Acres,” Noah replied, looking as confused as he could. “Why?”

“An attack has been launched against Arbitage, and all entities that were present within Scorched Acres over the course of the last day are suspects,” Neir replied. “Do not move. Any sudden motions or attempts to draw on your runes will be treated as aggression and dealt with promptly.”

“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” Noah stammered, but he raised his hands into the air to show he meant no harm. “What happened?”

“That is not your concern,” Neir replied. “I will not be sharing information about an investigation with—wait.”

Neir grabbed Noah’s shoulder and spun him to the side so he could see the single bar on his jacket. Neir’s cold expression twitched. He glanced back at Tim.

“You didn’t tell me that he was a Rank 1. Do you know this person, or has he stolen someone’s clothes?”

“Yes,” Tim replied with an empathetic nod. “A kind lad that comes through every few days to practice in Scorched Acres or Windscorned Plateau. He’s a professor. I’ve met his students, and he was part of the group that took the exams with their students a little while ago.”

Neir let out a bark of laughter. “A Rank 1 professor? Is that even possible? How do you even teach your students?”

“By doing my best and having a lot of practice,” Noah replied with an irritated frown. With the pain coming from his headache, that expression wasn’t too difficult to make. “That’s why I was in Scorched Acres. I train against Slashers every other day.”

“Put your hands down, Rank 1. You couldn’t have done this,” Neir said with a dismissive shake of his head. “Maybe a Rank 2 or 3, but not you—unless you were working with even more people.”

“Working with more people?” Noah didn’t even have to pretend to be confused this time. “I’m sorry; I really don’t understand what happened.”

“Never mind that. Were you in the forest with anyone?” Neir asked.

“Not today. I occasionally go in with my fellow professor, but we went separately today; I didn’t see her.”

“Who? Was that the woman that left before I could get here?” Neir asked, looking back at Tim. The man nodded slightly.

“Who is she? What’s her rank?”

“Her name is Lee. She’s helping teach my class physical combat, and she’s also a Rank 1. I brought her on myself.”

Neir sent a flat stare at Tim. “Two of them?”

Tim shrugged. “Their students like them.”

“I’m sure they do,” Neir said through a snort. His posture relaxed significantly, and he rolled his eyes. “Right. And physical combat? Really? What, are you going to punch rune magic away?”

“It’s good for your health,” Noah said meekly.

Neir let out a heavy sigh. “Get out of my face. You aren’t even old enough to be a professor, kid. Don’t go anywhere. You’re still a suspect, and we’ll be following up with you once the investigator arrives. Any attempts to flee the premises of Arbitage will be treated as an admission of guilt and dealt with accordingly.”

Noah started to nod and turned toward the lift. Neir clapped him on the shoulder before he could leave. Noah stiffened, turning to look back at him.

“One last thing,” Neir said. “You said you were training. Did you notice anything odd happening while you were practicing?”

There was a hidden edge to Neir’s words that nearly went unnoticed by Noah due to his headache. Luckily, he’d spent so much time berating himself in the past few hours that he’d already thought of his answer to that question.

“Yeah,” Noah said, nodding and trying not to show how much the movement hurt. “The Slashers suddenly got harder to read. I nearly got myself killed twice. Had to use my healing potion. It was like they were going insane. Do you know what happened? Will I still be able to train here? I don’t know if my students can handle things if they stay like that.”

“No more questions,” Neir said. “Leave. I need my focus for anyone else that arrives.”

Noah didn’t make the enforcer say it twice. He silently stepped onto the lift and let it lower him to the ground, where he made a beeline to his room. Noah didn’t let himself relax until he was inside and had his door slammed shut behind him.

He flopped onto his bed, cursing under his breath, “Damn it all. I’m a fool.”

“If you wanted someone to insult you, you could have just asked,” Lee said, slipping out of Noah’s bathroom and nearly making him jump a foot in the air. “I would have done it for free.”

“Lee!” Noah exclaimed. He winced as a spike of pain shot through his head. “Did you see?”

“What part?” Lee asked with a smirk. “The one where you got yourself squished by the Hellreaver? Or the part where it set off a massive alarm?”

Noah groaned and pulled at his hair as he sank back into his bed. “This is bad. They’re going to find my corpse.”

“They already did,” Lee said. “Burnt to a crisp.”

“It had my nametag on⁠—”

A piece of metal clinked on the ground in front of Noah. He squinted down at it. His eyes widened, and he glanced back up at Lee.

“How?”

“I’ve got my ways,” Lee replied with a shrug. “They aren’t going to be able to identify you from that, but they know the Master Rune is missing. It wasn’t on your body, so they think some big group worked together to kill the monster.”

Noah chewed his lower lip. “I stuck my dick in a beehive, didn’t I?”

“And swung it around,” Lee agreed with a nod. “This ought to be fun. Did you at least manage to get the Master Rune?”

Noah blinked. He hadn’t even had a chance to check yet, but his headache was severely interfering with his ability to think. He swallowed heavily. “I’ll check tomorrow morning. I need to sleep. Can you let me know if…”

“Something happens,” Lee finished. “Yeah. You owe me.”

“I know.”


Chapter Sixty



Noah’s dreams were plagued with visions of the Hellreaver, and it was laughing. The monster seemed to be mocking him, even in death. He couldn’t even do anything about it. The damn thing was probably waiting in line somewhere.

Despite the dreams, Noah slept uninterrupted for the first time in what felt like ages. It wasn’t anywhere near a good rest, but it was better than what he’d been getting.

His eyes snapped open, and he drew in a sharp breath, breaking out of his sleep and bolting upright. Noah’s forehead was covered in a thin sheet of sweat, and his entire body felt hot. He grimaced and let out a slow breath.

“Nothing happened,” Lee said from above him.

Noah looked up, only slightly surprised to see Lee splayed out across the ceiling, somehow holding onto it with just her fingers and toes. She dropped down, landing in a handstand before flipping to her feet.

“Except for you,” Noah said dryly. “Why the ceiling?”

“It’s comfortable. Most people don’t look up when they try to get inside places looking for something.”

Noah grimaced. “I’m going to look up every single time I go anywhere from here on out.”

He peered out the window. The sun was rising over the silhouette of Arbitage. He’d slept through the day and night.

“I tried to wake you up, but you were completely out of it.”

“As long as nothing happened, it’s fine. What about class?”

“Taught it as normal. Moxie thinks you’re an idiot.”

“You told her what happened?”

“No. She always thinks that. I just figured I’d remind you.”

Noah snorted. He slipped out of bed and entered his bathroom, splashing cold water on his face from the sink and pulling his hair back. His entire body still felt uncomfortably warm.

After all the shit I’m about to go through for this, I’d better see if I actually got anything worthwhile out of killing the Hellreaver aside from ridding myself of its accursed visions.

“Give me one moment, please.” Noah closed his eyes and plunged into his mindspace.

Runes spawned around the awaiting darkness. Every single one of them was completely full. Despite himself, a grin crossed Noah’s face. He was just about ready to advance to Rank 2. He could use Sunder’s ability once now, which would hopefully work just as well on a Rank 2 rune as it did on the Hellreaver.

The scene above Noah, however, was different. When he raised his eyes to check on Sunder, the Master Rune wasn’t where it should have been. Instead, it floated to the side, floating in a gentle circle above him. And, directly opposite it, was a new rune.

Combustion.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Noah said, staring up at the second Master Rune. “That explains a lot. The passive effect must be something that stops reactions. Considering it’s works on fire, maybe it stops the reaction of oxygen with anything else? That would explain why I couldn’t use my own Wind Magic. Or is it all air?”

Noah studied the Combustion Rune. He wasn’t sure how exactly it was different from Fire. While the energy bearing down on him from it was far stronger than any of the Greater Runes he had, it was vastly less than what came off Sunder.

Are there differences in how strong different Master Runes are? Both of them look completely full, so it’s not that. I suppose there must be. Maybe there are Ranks within Master Runes? If only the damn people here weren’t so stingy with their information.

Noah released his mental space and stepped back into the real world. The power from the Combustion Rune almost felt manageable. He raised a hand. It would be a shame not to test what it could do, if just a little.

He paused, then took his gourd and brought it into the bathroom, closing the door behind him when he walked back into his bedroom. There was no point in taking any risks. Lee watched him with a raised eyebrow.

“You might want to back up,” Noah suggested. “I don’t know what this is going to do.”

“Is it smart to do that inside your own room?”

“Better to do it here where nobody is watching.”

Lee shrugged and slid under his bed, poking her head out to watch. Noah mentally reached out to the new Master Rune. Power rushed through his body in response. His throat tightened, and his skin warmed even further.

A wisp of smoke rose up from Noah’s palm. Only taking the smallest amount of the energy offered by the Combustion Rune, Noah snapped his fingers. A spark flashed above his hand with a whoosh, coiling up into a small tongue of flame before fading away.

Noah tried to control the fire as it moved, but nothing happened. It simply flickered up, scorching his ceiling slightly before dissipating into the air. He could feel that there was a lot of energy within the rune—more than any of his Rank 1 runes, though definitely far less than Sunder.

“Terrifying,” Lee drawled, but Noah ignored her.

So that’s the difference. It literally only combusts. No actual control over the fire. Curious. I wonder how the passive effect works. I’ve never had to activate it on Sunder. Do I just⁠—

Noah inhaled, but no air entered his lungs. He quickly released the power of the Master Rune and gasped for air. His Greater Runes shuddered, pushing back against Combustion and forcing him to release it before the pressure overwhelmed him.

“What was that?” Lee demanded. “What did you do?”

“Made it so that the air was basically inert, I think,” Noah replied with a scowl. Having the air inside his lungs suddenly go inert was not an enjoyable experience. “That’ll take some getting used to. The Hellreaver must have been holding its breath when we fought. It just has bigger lungs than me. Well, that or it could choose what air went inert.”

Lee stared at Noah like he’d lost his mind. “What?”

“Never mind,” Noah said, shaking his head. “It works. Why didn’t the rune go to my Catchpaper, though? Shouldn’t it have been absorbed instead of transferred to me?”

Lee crawled out from under the bed and shrugged. “No idea. I hate it.”

“Thanks.”

They were silent for a few moments.

“Was it worth it?” Lee asked. “I’ve never talked to someone who got their hands on a Master Rune.”

“I guess I’ll let you know,” Noah replied, but his mind was more on being free of the Hellreaver than it was on his new rune. “It’s definitely powerful. I’ll have to speak with Todd and learn more about Fire Runes to see just how useful this is in comparison with them. The passive seems considerably more powerful than the normal abilities.”

Lee opened her mouth to respond, but she froze midway through. Her nose twitched and her eyes narrowed. “Someone is coming.”

She and Noah both turned toward the door. Not more than a few seconds later, there was a sharp knock. The two looked at each other.

“Who?” he whispered.

Lee shook her head and shrugged. Noah called on his Vibration magic and approached the door.

“Who is it?” Noah asked.

“Did you suddenly get popular?” a deep male voice called, laced with humor. “You know who it is, Vermil. Nobody else would bother visiting you.”

The voice sounded familiar, but it took Noah several seconds to place who it was coming from.

Shit. It’s the person who knocked on my door the first day I got to Arbitage. He said he was going somewhere for a few months or something, didn’t he?

Noah let out a forced laugh. The door handle jiggled.

“Let me in already, you idiot. Don’t just leave me standing outside.”

Noah searched his mind for an excuse to send the man away, but he couldn’t think of anything that would actually make sense. Then again, not knowing somebody that clearly knew him would probably be even worse.

“Open the door, Vermil. I’m not in the mood for this.” The voice darkened. “I’m not here for fun. This is official Linwick business.”

Noah pressed his lips together. He unlocked the door and pulled it open, coming face to face with a towering wall of muscle. The man before him stood an entire head taller than Noah and barely fit in his shirt.

A large broadsword hung at his side, its blade nearly as wide as Noah. Several metal wristbands hung above his hands, clinking gently with his movements. His hair was cut neatly, revealing sharp eyes and an easygoing grin. He had a sharp, angular jawline and pronounced, handsome features.

“There we go,” the man said, pushing Noah to the side with one hand and turning sideways to fit through the door. It looked like a child trying to squeeze into his sister’s dollhouse.

The man paused as he spotted Lee standing at Noah’s side. He let out a weary sigh and nodded to her.

“Get her out of here, Vermil. Another student?”

“No! She’s a teacher.”

“And I’m your mother.”

“Are you?”

“No, idiot.”

They stared at each other. The large man’s eyes drifted back to Lee, who met his gaze. He grunted.

“Damn. She’s actually not a student?”

“No, she isn’t.”

“Well, good job, I guess. Now get her out. We need to talk.”

Noah frowned. He wasn’t sure if getting rid of Lee was a good idea when he was facing off against someone the size of—whatever was that size. On the other hand, insisting she stay would probably set the man’s alarms off even more.

“I’ll see you around,” Lee said, solving the problem for Noah. She gave him a knowing look before stepping past the man and heading out the door. He watched her leave, then grunted.

“Nice.”

She’d eat you alive, man. Literally.

“So… what’s the reason for the social visit?” Noah asked, leaning against the wall and trying to look as relaxed as possible.

“Can’t a man just drop by to check on his wayward friend? You’re acting odd, Vermil.”

Noah pressed his lips together. He had absolutely no idea how he was supposed to work his way around this man. Vermil was clearly someone he knew and was friendly with, so there was probably no way to actually skirt the subject without getting caught.

“I’ve got to admit something,” Noah said, rubbing the back of his head and letting out a heavy sigh. “You remember that whole thing I mentioned about having memory loss?”

The man’s brow furrowed. “Not particularly, but sure. What about it?”

“Well, it’s pretty bad. I don’t remember who you are.”

The man burst into laughter. “Oh, that’s a good one. Great way to do it. Gets you a lot of time off work too, I bet. Can’t teach if you’ve got issues, but if they fire you for skipping out, then you can argue that they didn’t properly accommodate your medical needs. Clever, Vermil. Very clever.”

Noah stared at him. The man wiped the mirth from his eyes, still snickering. He cleared his throat and gave Noah a mock salute.

“Right. I won’t blow your cover, then. It’s a pleasure to meet you again, Vermil. My name is Brayden, your elder brother.” He extended a hand.

Noah reached out and took it, half-expecting his hand to get crushed in Brayden’s massive mitts.

“Thank you. It’s a pleasure to re-meet you,” Noah said. Brayden released his hand, leaving it surprisingly uncrushed, and Noah let it drop back to his side. “So, why are you here?”

Brayden shook his head. He glanced back at the door, then let out a sigh. A wave of purple energy coiled off his body, washing over the entire room before Noah could even react. It filled the gaps beneath the door and covered the window as it flowed.

Noah nearly lunged to unleash a blast of Vibration into Brayden, but he caught himself at the last moment. The larger man didn’t look like he was about to start fighting. He looked bored.

“There,” Brayden said. “Not like anyone would ever bother trying to spy on you, but you know how Father is about things like this. Rules and all that.”

“Right,” Noah said slowly. “Well, in the spirit of that, care to share why you’re actually here?”

Brayden rolled his eyes. “Damn, you’re cautious. More than normal. Nobody’s going to break through my Shield, Vermil. You can drop the act. Doesn’t it get tedious?”

Noah stared at Brayden.

The elder brother groaned. “Fine. Whatever. Don’t trust me. That’s why you got picked for this, I guess. I’m here to ask you why in the Damned Plains you aren’t dead yet, Vermil. You had a job to do, and the family is starting to wonder what’s going on.”


Chapter Sixty-One



Noah stared at Brayden. There wasn’t a single speck of the former amusement in the man’s voice. He was deadly serious, but it didn’t sound like he was making a threat either. It was more like a statement of fact and surprise, as if Vermil logically should have known and agreed that he was in the wrong for still being alive.

Gears whirred in Noah’s mind as he tried to figure out what was going on. Brayden seemed to think that he was putting on some sort of act with the amnesia. That could work in his favor, but it didn’t answer any of the questions it brought up. Above the dozens that churned, one rose above all.

Just who was Vermil?

“You going to say anything? I’m here to help, you know.” Brayden crossed his arms. He glanced at the grimoire on Noah’s desk and walked past him, picking it up and leafing through it before Noah could raise a hand.

“I’ve been working.”

“Evidently. But doing the wrong thing. Father wants to know what the delay is, Vermil. We’ve got a schedule to keep. Everything was lined up, you know. You were so confident that everything would work, so he said that we could trust you. Are you really letting him down?”

“I’m afraid I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. I have important things to do, you know.” Noah waggled his eyebrows in the direction of the door.

I have no idea what we’re talking about, but speaking in vague, bullshit phrases that sound creepy will probably line up with Vermil, at least for a little.

Brayden groaned. He snapped the book shut and set it back down on the desk. “Hells, man. Please, enough of that. I don’t care how dedicated you are to the cause. It’s creepy. Why can’t you trust me? The Shield is good.”

Noah crossed his arms. Brayden massaged his forehead.

“I need answers, Vermil. There’s nobody watching us. We’re safe.”

Silence was all that greeted Brayden. Noah simply raised an eyebrow and walked past Brayden, plucking the book from the desk and sliding it into his holster. The less the man got to look at it, the better.

“Fine,” Brayden snapped. “If you’re so convinced that Arbitage is dangerous, I won’t make you talk. How about I talk, and you just listen? That way, you can have plausible deniability.”

“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure, sure,” Brayden said, waving a hand. He opened his mouth, then grimaced. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to ask you any questions if you won’t answer them. That’s kind of the whole point of this, you know.”

“That doesn’t seem like my problem.”

“It will be,” Brayden growled. “Damn it. Okay, fine. Can you at least tell me if everything is going correctly? I need something. Father really splurged to make sure you were the one chosen for this, Vermil. All those damn runes you needed.”

When in doubt, tell people what they want to hear.

“Everything is going well for me,” Noah said.

The tension drained out of Brayden’s shoulders, and he let out a relieved sigh. “Good. I was worried that something may had happened when I heard you were still alive. I mean, the Hellreaver getting killed made sense—that’s why I came back, after all. But when I heard you were still strolling around and were actually one of the suspects for killing it, I damn near blew my cover.”

“Right,” Noah said with a knowing nod, despite knowing absolutely nothing at all. Brayden opened his mouth to ask something else when a dull thud echoed from Noah’s door. He’d never been more thankful to hear someone knocking.

Brayden’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s that?”

“Could be a lot of people. We should probably.…” Noah gestured vaguely to the purple Shield covering his room. Brayden grimaced and nodded. He flicked his fingers, and the Shield peeled away, shooting back into his body and fading from view.

Brayden shifted to the side, knocking into Noah’s chair to make room for him to step by. Noah walked over to the door.

“Who is it?” Noah asked, more to put on airs for Brayden than to actually find out.

And if it is someone who actually knows what I did, I need to be ready.

“Who do you think, idiot?” Moxie’s voice came from the other side of the door. “Let me in. This isn’t the time to screw around.”

Brayden’s eyes widened, and he mouthed her words to himself, a frown crossing his features.

“I literally just said that,” Brayden muttered under his breath. “Who’s at the door, Vermil?”

Noah ignored him and pulled the door open. Moxie stepped past him immediately, then froze as she locked eyes with Brayden. The large man shifted instantly, his gaze going cold as a purple blade formed in his hand.

Moxie dropped into a fighting stance, and vines whipped out around her feet as a green shimmer from her Shield covered her.

“Whoa!” Noah exclaimed, stepping in between them. “What’s going on?”

“He was about to attack me,” Moxie said.

“She’s a Torrin,” Brayden said flatly. “What the hell is a Torrin doing in your room? She’s clearly trying to interfere.”

“Interfere with what?” Moxie questioned, tilting her head to the side. “Are you trying to do something? Why shouldn’t I know?”

Brayden ground his teeth together. Even if he could have passed his previous words off as unimportant before, that opportunity was now gone.

I can see why you weren’t chosen to do whatever it is that Vermil was supposed to do. You would have blown your cover in five minutes flat.

“How about we all calm down?” Noah suggested. “Brayden was just leaving. He wanted to visit to talk about things at home, but we got the big stuff out of the way.”

The purple blade faded away, and Brayden lowered his hands, giving a curt nod to Moxie. “Quite so. I have to get going. There’s only so much time I’ve got for a family visit. They brought me here as one of the investigators to see what happened to the Hellreaver after all. We’ll be in touch soon.”

Brayden lumbered forward, pushing past Moxie and ducking out the door. He turned down the hallway, the heavy thuds of his steps fading into the distance. Moxie and Noah watched him leave silently.

Slowly, Moxie turned back to Noah and arched an eyebrow. “What did you get yourself wrapped up in?”

Noah scowled. “More than I should have. A lot more.”

With a shake of her head, Moxie closed the door and commandeered Noah’s chair. “Lee found me and said I needed to get back. I haven’t been outside aside from going to class today—what happened, and why is someone researching what happened to the Hellreaver Ape?”

Noah cleared his throat. It was time to decide exactly how much he trusted Moxie. This wasn’t his biggest secret, but if it got out anywhere, it could be disastrous. Over the past few days, Moxie had helped him more than she had any reason to.

She’d extended the olive branch, even though Noah hadn’t actually confirmed that Vermil was truly dead. He studied her for a few moments, then let out a slow sigh. It wasn’t just about him. He needed something more to ground him. The previous day’s events had already shown that, and he had to start somewhere.

“Would you be willing to swear a Rune Oath?”

Moxie’s eyes narrowed. “About what? That’s a very big ask, especially from someone who might get killed soon.”

“If I told you, that would be defeating the purpose. Trust me, this is something you want to know.”

Moxie crossed her arms. “Tell me the terms, if not the content.”

Noah considered her offer for a few moments. “Swear under the Rune Oath that you will honestly tell me if you plan to report anything I say to anyone.”

Moxie ran through the words in her head, then slowly nodded. She pressed her lips together and drew in a sharp breath. “Fine. On my runes, I swear that I will honestly tell you if I plan to report anything about or related to something you tell me during the next five minutes. Is that sufficient?”

“Yes.”

Moxie exhaled. “There. Now tell me what you’re hiding.”

“The Hellreaver Ape died yesterday.”

Moxie’s eyes widened. “Oh, shit. There was an attack on Arbitage? That’s really bad. There hasn’t been a war between the Bastions in years. Or was it an outside force? And how did you get involved? Did you see something happen?”

“See? Something like that,” Noah said with a frown. His gaze wandered over to the table, where the three Catchpapers bearing Lesser Wind Runes lay. Beside them was the burnt-out paper that had once held the Greater Wind Rune that he’d learned.

Moxie followed his eyes. She stood and walked over to them, then shook her head. “I did say you’d probably get a lot of Lesser Wind Runes, but what were you even doing in the Scorched Acres? I mean, you must have been there if you’re a suspect. There aren’t any Wind Runes there. Why did⁠—”

Her voice trailed off as she spotted the burned sheet of paper. Moxie tilted her head to the side and Noah reddened.

“You found a Greater Rune?”

“Yeah.”

“Learned it? Well, I suppose I can’t blame you. I would have done the same. But I still don’t see how that has anything to do with the Scorched Acres,” Moxie said, picking the paper up and thumbing at the burnt lines running along it. “And I don’t see the other Catchpapers here. I wasn’t going to let you have them for free if you didn’t get me a Greater Rune, you know.”

“Yeah, I was still looking for one.” Noah scratched the back of his head.

“In the Scorched Acres?” Moxie’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. No, you were looking for a different rune there. That’s how you got caught up in this?”

“That’s not inaccurate.”

“Why lie? But what rune could you have even wanted in the Scorched Acres? None of the monkeys have any recorded runes worth taking other than…”

Moxie trailed off, her eyes widening in disbelief. She slowly set the papers down and turned to look back at Noah. “You tried to kill the Hellreaver?”

“I didn’t exactly think things through,” Noah admitted. “It wasn’t my smartest move. Not by a very wide margin.”

“No shit,” Moxie scoffed. “You really are insane. A Rank 1 trying to defeat a monster using a Master Rune is laughable. You’re lucky that someone attacked when they did, Vermil. Them killing the Hellreaver before you got to it probably saved your life. I⁠—”

“Moxie.” Noah cut Moxie off.

“What?”

Noah stepped past Moxie and peered out the keyhole of the door to see if anyone was standing outside. He couldn’t see anyone, but that didn’t make his nerves any less at ease. Noah straightened back up and stepped close to Moxie, leaning in to whisper as quietly as he could into her ear, “I killed the Hellreaver.”

Moxie choked. “What?”

Noah stepped back. “You heard me.”

She stared at him in disbelief. “You can’t be serious. How?”

“Sheer dumb perseverance and a little bit of cheating.”

Moxie rubbed her forehead. “I—Wow. Okay. I did not expect that. Arbitage is going to be looking for whoever did that, but the Hellreaver was provided to the school by the Linwick family. They’re one of the school’s biggest sponsors. That guy in your room was one of the investigators. Does he know?”

“Nope.”

A quick, nervous laugh slipped out of Moxie’s lips. “That’s terrifyingly hilarious. You can’t tell anyone else. You know that, right? And don’t worry about people listening in. Lee is making sure we’re alone.”

Noah let out a relieved sigh. “Yeah. I know.”

“You need to make absolutely sure you stay on the investigator’s good side, then,” Moxie warned. “It looked like he was friendly with you and didn’t suspect anything. If that’s the case, this might blow over. Did you leave anything identifiable behind? Nobody is going to believe a Rank 1 took out the Hellreaver without help.”

“The running theory seems to be that a group worked together,” Noah said, pursing his lips.

Moxie raised an eyebrow. “Did a group work together?”

Considering Lee helped me, the answer is technically yes.

“I won’t say a group didn’t,” Noah hedged.

Moxie’s nose scrunched in annoyance, but she nodded her understanding. “Good. The less anyone knows, the better. I won’t even ask why you did something like this. The look on your face tells me you’re wondering the same thing yourself.”

If only the Hellreaver was the only thing I was confused about. What in the world is up with my family and Vermil? I need to figure out what was supposed to be going on over there before someone other than Moxie catches on to me.

“I have. That pretty much sums up everything I can share at the moment. Complete the oath.”

Moxie shook her head. “I won’t be sharing anything you just said, nor do I have plans to try to get you into a difficult situation. I’d like to think I’m better than that, and you aren’t the person I knew.”

She put more emphasis on the last sentence than she needed to. Noah just nodded.

“Thank you.”

“No problem,” Moxie replied. She turned back to the table and plucked the three Lesser Rune bearing Catchpapers from it. Turning back to Noah, she pulled out a fresh piece of Catchpaper.

“For me to go hunt for another Greater Rune?” Noah guessed.

“No. You’re going to imbue this. You might get killed or taken away during this whole debacle with the Hellreaver. Then where will I be? I need my rune. And I’m taking the Lesser Runes as payment for giving you the Catchpaper. I’ll split the profit I make from selling them with you if you survive this.”

“That’s fair enough,” Noah admitted. “But I… uh…”

“Don’t know how to imbue,” Moxie said dryly. “Figures. Imbuing a rune isn’t too difficult if you aren’t trying to actually make it do something. It’s much easier with Catchpaper, as it naturally absorbs rune energy. Just call on the rune and let its form appear on your hand. Then press it into whatever you’re imbuing and imagine cutting some of the rune’s energy away, using it to tie it to the surface. Don’t use too little, or you risk wasting the energy and doing nothing.”

“I do remember you mentioning that at one point.”

Noah took the paper from Moxie and held it out before him. He’d been so obsessed with killing the Hellreaver to stop the visions that he hadn’t fulfilled his promise to her, and Moxie had a very good point. Things could go south very quickly now, and then she’d be left with less than what she started with.

He gathered energy from his Greater Wind Rune and let it manifest in his hand. The flowing lines shimmered through the air between his fingertips, and Noah pressed his palm onto the Catchpaper.

It was easier to think about separating energy from the rune than it was to actually do it. The rune didn’t want to let go of its power. It was like trying to scoop water with a slotted spoon.

But eventually, Noah managed to catch a portion of it. Pressing his lips together, he willed the energy away from his rune, severing it. He instantly felt the well of overall capacity in the rune reduce, draining away into the imbuement.

The paper sizzled as a Greater Wind Rune burned itself in, a perfect replica of the one in his mind. Moxie plucked the paper from Noah’s hands and studied it before giving him an approving nod.

“You used more energy than you needed to, but that’s no loss for me. And get that look off your face; the rune isn’t permanently weakened. You just need to kill a few monsters to fill it back up.”

“Glad to be of help,” Noah said, shaking his head. “Now that I’ve done that, I’m afraid I still need your help—urgently. Do you have that book on the Linwicks?” Noah asked. “I’m starting to think I might be wrapped up in a little more than I initially thought.”


Chapter Sixty-Two



“I’ve got it. I can get it after this, but you can’t just say that and stop.” Moxie gestured for Noah to continue. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not sure how much I can say,” Noah admitted. “There’s a lot, but when I spoke to Brayden, he seemed to have been expecting the Hellreaver’s death. He wasn’t surprised that it died. The thing that he was surprised at is that I was alive.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know,” Noah replied, shaking his head helplessly. “The strangest part was that he didn’t seem to bear any ill will toward me at all. He just thought I was supposed to be dead and was confused as to why I wasn’t.”

Moxie’s gaze drifted down to the gourd at Noah’s hip. “Do you think…”

“I’m not sure. It’s certainly possible, but the note that came with it didn’t look like it came from him. It was a little… girlier, I guess. Brayden probably wouldn’t have given me a note at all. I’m still missing something.”

“Well, that’s not good. If he expected you dead, isn’t there a chance someone will try to assassinate you?” Moxie asked. “Forget the Hellreaver Ape; someone from your own family might be out for your blood. Especially with what happened with Edward and Allen.”

Noah grimaced. “Yeah. You don’t have to remind me. There’s no way to know anything for sure yet. It’s all just speculation.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Noah didn’t respond immediately. He rubbed his chin, staring out the window in thought. Then he shook his head and turned back to Moxie. “Play it by ear for now. Nothing else I can do. I didn’t get the feeling that Brayden would try to kill me, and I’m certain he’s going to try to talk to me again.”

“I don’t envy your position. The book is in my room. I was waiting until you got back to give it to you,” Moxie said. She went to stand, then paused halfway up. A strange look passed through her eyes, and she lowered her voice. “I have a question.”

“I have an answer,” Noah replied promptly. Moxie glared at him, and Noah cleared his throat. “Sorry. Force of habit from long ago. What is it?”

“You… have it, right? The Master Rune.”

“Depends on if that question is still part of the Rune Oath. It’s within the time limit, but you’ve already finished it.”

Moxie pursed her lips.

“Damn. I really don’t want to take a second oath. One is going to be a pain enough. I’m pretty sure this would fall under it, though. Here—just don’t answer that. I know you’ve got the rune because you killed the Hellreaver, which means I got that information while under oath.”

“Makes sense,” Noah said. “So what was your question related to it?”

“How does it feel? I’ve heard stories, but…”

Moxie trailed off and looked at Noah expectantly. He frowned, trying to find the right words.

“It’s terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. They’re nothing like normal runes. I can’t control it properly at all, though I really haven’t had much time to practice. Every time I use its energy, I’m a little worried that I’ll end up blowing myself up instead of my enemy.”

Moxie snorted, her face returning to normal. “That sounds about right. Try not to get yourself killed before you figure out why the Linwicks want you dead. At this point, I’m too invested in the mystery, and it would be a letdown if you kicked the bucket too early.”

“Wow, thanks. I feel so supported.”

“Good,” Moxie replied. She rose to her feet and pushed the chair back into the desk. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in a minute with the book.”

She left the room, letting the door swing shut behind her. Noah chewed his lower lip, staring at where she’d been sitting.

I need to figure out what the Linwicks want. That’ll help me deal with both problems right now. Keeping close to Brayden will hopefully mean he’ll think I’m innocent of killing the Hellreaver Ape, and it’ll also let me figure out what the Linwicks’ true goal is. But how am I supposed to stick close to him if I don’t know the slightest bit about what Vermil was actually doing here?

A minute later, Moxie pushed through the door and thunked a leatherbound book down on the table. Noah jerked his head up, pulled from his musings.

“Here,” Moxie said, tapping the book with one finger. “It’s all yours. I’m not sure how useful it will be, though.”

“Far better than nothing. And nothing’s been what I’ve been doing for too long,” Noah said, pacing over and picking the book up. “Thank you.”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “Yes, do try to keep yourself from getting killed. What are you going to do about Isabel and Todd, though?”

“Keep teaching them, of course. Unless something comes up that stops me, there’s no reason to leave them to rot. From everything I’ve seen, this school doesn’t care about them. Someone has to.”

Moxie’s gaze softened. “It’s sad to agree with that, but you’re right. Almost everyone is related to a noble house in some way or another here—or at least, they aren’t blacklisted from them. If something does happen to you, though, I’ll step in.”

Noah blinked. A small smile crossed his lips as he nodded his head. “I appreciate it. They deserve better.”

“But maybe what they needed was a crazy bastard. Just don’t get them killed. I’m going to get out of here before I somehow get suspicion cast on me,” Moxie said, raising a hand in farewell. “Seriously. Be careful, and don’t keep leaving me out of the loop. I want to help. Especially if it brings the Linwicks down.”

“I was going to ask about that, actually,” Noah said before Moxie could leave. She paused and glanced back at him. “Why did Brayden recognize you?”

Moxie’s face twisted into a grimace. “You know, that was the biggest giveaway. Before you gave your whole ship analogy, that is. The Linwicks have been at war with the Torrins for years. No outright battles since a treaty five years ago, but we hate each other. Anyone in our families worth their salt would recognize someone from the other on sight.”

“You didn’t recognize Brayden.”

Moxie’s shoulders sank. “I’m not a very good Torrin. There’s a reason I’m out here teaching instead of hunting monsters and living it up with the rest of my family.”

Noah opened his mouth, then let it close. Moxie shook her head and gave him a knowing look.

“Read that quickly. Arbitage isn’t going to wait around for long if they suspect you, and neither will the Linwicks.”

“I will,” Noah promised, giving Moxie a nod as she swept out of his door and closed it behind her.

He turned his attention to the book she’d left behind. Sitting down on the desk, Noah flipped the cover open, revealing a long list of names and affiliations. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Then he started to read.
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The book was boring. Noah didn’t have any other way to describe it. The whole thing was just one giant list of names and descriptions, along with associations of who was directly related to who and their roles in the Linwick family.

There wasn’t even any information on the runes that the members of the Linwick family used. That didn’t surprise Noah too much, given how guarded that kind of information was, but he’d still been hoping for more than this.

He did manage to go through and memorize the people that seemed to be the most relevant to his immediate situation, though. Noah managed to find Brayden and himself on the same page.

According to the book, they were twin brothers. Noah wasn’t sure how the same woman had popped out Brayden’s near-seven-foot form and tried to pass it off as related to Vermil, but he wasn’t about to start arguing with a piece of paper.

Not yet, at least.

Their family tree linked them to a man named Father, who was, unsurprisingly, their father. Named, not titled. He didn’t have any other names in the book, so either he’d been born Father, which would have been amusing at best, or he’d taken the title up and had his previous name wiped.

Curiously, Noah couldn’t find any information linking Father to literally anyone else in their family. There were dozens of elder members, many of whom Noah suspected simply had to be dead by how far back the list went, but none of them showed any association with Father or his small branch.

“Damn it,” Noah muttered, leafing back and forth through the book in an attempt to find out what was missing. “Someone is screwing with me. What’s going on here? Nothing makes sense.”

And the more I think about it, the weirder it gets. Brayden says I was supposed to die, and Vermil was apparently in on it. That means Vermil should have wanted to die, but he was drinking a healing potion! He couldn’t have wanted to die then.

Does that mean he was going to double-cross Brayden so he could live? Did the family know that he would do that and poison him intentionally? Or is the poison from a third party? And none of that answers the questions of why Vermil needed so many runes or what he was hoping to accomplish with his death in the first place.

I just want to fiddle with my runes and test out combinations. Magic is fun. This is stupid.

Noah let out a heavy sigh and closed the book. The sun was already starting to set outside. He’d spent the better part of the day locked up in his room, studying and memorizing everything he could about the Linwick family—even the tiny, badly drawn pictures of everyone.

Now, there was only one thing left that he could think of.

I need to be on the offensive. If I wait around for Brayden to poke at things, my story is going to fall apart like one-ply school toilet paper after budget cuts. No, I have to keep him on the back foot without giving too much away.

He rose to his feet, stretching his hands over his head and arching his back. Then Noah set his jaw and strode out the door, grabbing his coin pouch on the way.

Hopefully, Brayden was thirsty. There was one way he knew was better than any other to butter up a supervisor. Unfortunately, it wasn’t cheap.

It was time to get some real answers.


Chapter Sixty-Three



By the time Noah was out of Building T, he had a plan. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a huge fan of it, but he couldn’t think of any other good ways to get information in a short period of time.

Lee fell in step with Noah as he headed out toward the market. He barely even noticed her approach until she was already beside him. They didn’t speak for several minutes.

“Well?” Lee asked. “You’ve got a look on your face.”

“Everyone has a look on their face.”

“And yours is dumber than usual.”

“Thank you,” Noah said dryly. They turned onto a main street, walking past a group of students. Once they’d passed, Noah scratched the back of his neck. “Thanks for getting Moxie. You saved my ass with Brayden.”

“No problem,” Lee replied. “I knew you needed some help getting him out of there before you spilled something you couldn’t, so I told Moxie it was urgent. I take it that it worked?”

“Yeah, but I’m going to need your help again. Well, your help would make things easier.”

“Need someone killed?”

“What? No.” Noah glared at Lee, and she snickered in response. He paused for a moment, then pursed his lips. “Actually, I might. It depends on how things go. But first, how good are you at finding people?”

“It’s not exactly part of my skillset, but if you mean Brayden, it probably won’t be too hard. He shakes the ground when he walks.”

“Good. I need to get him back to my room.” They drew up to the market, and Noah stopped at the front of a large tavern, peering through the window. It was fairly empty, but there were still a fair number of patrons in it. “Do you think you could find him? He knows you’re with me, so he’ll probably listen. Just tell him I want to meet with him to celebrate his arrival, but make sure he doesn’t stick with you.”

Lee shrugged. “Shouldn’t be an issue. I can probably find him within the hour.”

“Fantastic. Once you do, I’d appreciate it if you could hide in my bathroom. I’m going to need your help, and I’d prefer that he doesn’t know you’re there.”

She raised an eyebrow but nodded, setting off. Noah turned and walked into the tavern, making straight for the counter at the back next to the kitchen door. The bartender looked up at him and gave a polite nod. He adjusted his glasses and set down the mug he was polishing.

“What can I get you?”

“A barrel of the strongest drink you have,” Noah replied. “Preferably one that doesn’t taste like acid. Easy to down. That kind of thing.”

The bartender tilted his head to the side. “Planning a party?”

“Something like that.” Noah nodded. “I, uh, don’t have a lot of gold for this. So let’s lean more toward the strong side than the tasty one.”

“And just how much do you have to work with? I’m not typically in the business of reselling my stock, but I’m not opposed.”

“How about 5 gold?”

“Eight.”

Noah winced. “Will it be strong?”

“And it’ll taste more than a step beyond passable. My own personal stock. It’s good stuff, I can promise you that. Aged for a year and flavored with a special combination of spices that I won’t be sharing. You’ll like it, assuming you don’t black out too soon to remember drinking it.”

A grin stretched over Noah’s features, and he reached into his coin pouch, pulling out the requested coins. “That sounds exactly like what I’m looking for. I don’t suppose you can include a way to move it and two mugs as well? Call it a seller’s fee.”

The bartender studied Noah for a moment, then inclined his head. “Very well. Two mugs, and my assistant will help you move it anywhere on campus within an hour from here. Is that acceptable?”

“Perfectly. Can we do it now?”

The bartender rapped twice on the kitchen door. A moment later, a large man wearing a stained apron poked his head out, glancing curiously at Noah before turning his attention to the bartender.

“Please get a barrel of my spiced rum and deliver it to wherever this professor needs it to be. You’ve got an hour.”

The man gave them a curt nod and turned back around, letting the door swing shut behind them.

“Don’t be offended if he doesn’t say anything,” the bartender said. “He’s mute. Just tell him where to go, and he’ll deliver it. Don’t treat him like an idiot, though. He’s mute, not a moron.”

“I won’t,” Noah promised.

A few minutes later, he was on his way back to his room, two mugs clasped in his hands. The assistant followed in tow, carrying the large barrel of alcohol over his shoulder as though it were a small child.

The two of them made their way back to Building T and up to Noah’s room.

“Right here is fine,” Noah said, nodding to the middle of the room. The assistant set the barrel down gently, raising an eyebrow slightly as Noah set the mugs down on top of it.

He didn’t say anything, but his silent features had a remarkable way of carrying emotion and thought without needing a single word. Noah crossed his arms defensively.

“It’s a small party, okay?”

The assistant snorted, then nodded to Noah and headed out without another word—which was to be expected, Noah supposed. With the assistant gone, Noah quickly grabbed his gourd and headed into the bathroom, taking one of the makeshift daggers made from a Slasher claw with him.

Lee hadn’t returned yet, which he’d been counting on. Noah knelt by the cabinet and gently placed his gourd at the bottom, letting the end of it stick out slightly. Throughout all his revivals, he’d found that he never actually arrived directly on top of the gourd but rather next to it.

He’d also never appeared impaled in any tree branches, so that meant he showed up in the closest area he could actually fit in. Nodding to himself, Noah straightened back up. He set the dagger down at the edge of the sink. There was a small window above his bath, which would probably be more than large enough for Lee to slip through should she need to escape. It wasn’t like size was a big restrictor for her.

Good. Everything is ready. Now I wait. Hopefully, Lee can find Brayden.

Noah left the bathroom, closing the door behind him, and sat down in his chair. He picked up the book on the Linwicks, scanning through it one more time to refresh his mind on the information it contained—which wasn’t much, but it was still far better than nothing.

And thus, he waited.

Lee was true to her word. A little under an hour passed before a heavy knock thudded against the door. Noah snapped the book shut and rose to his feet. He slipped the book into a drawer beneath his desk, then opened the door to reveal Brayden.

“Your girl told me that you wanted to talk,” Brayden rumbled. “What is it? Did you finally decide to report on something?”

Noah raised an eyebrow and stepped to the side, revealing the barrel. “I think business discussions can wait. I haven’t had a chance to properly welcome you to Arbitage.”

Brayden blinked. Then a wide grin stretched across his lips. “You don’t say. You really have been living it up here, haven’t you?”

Stepping inside, Brayden carefully picked up one of the mugs using just three fingers—the rest couldn’t fit in the handle—and sat down cross-legged on the floor. Noah closed the door and walked over to join Brayden.

Noah turned the spigot at the bottom of the barrel, filling Brayden’s mug. He filled his own drink, then sat down across from the larger man.

“It’s been too long since we got to sit down,” Brayden said with a satisfied sigh. He took a sip from the mug and his eyes lit up. “Not bad at all. I’ve had better, though.”

“Thanks,” Noah said dryly. He took a hesitant sip, then repressed a grimace as the liquid slid down his throat. It was definitely strong. It didn’t taste quite as bad as he’d feared, but it was still like drinking paint stripper.

“Don’t feel too bad. The good stuff is hard to get. On a teacher’s salary, especially that of a Rank 1, I bet this was most of what you could afford.”

Noah grunted. Brayden was right about that. He wasn’t a huge fan of wasting an entire month’s salary, but some things had to be done.

“How has work been treating you, then?” Noah asked. “Better than it’s been treating me, I hope.”

Brayden let out a bark of laughter, drained his mug, and poured himself another one. “I think that’s a given. It’s been good, Vermil. Better than normal. Things are going well. It’s a shame the Hellreaver died, but it isn’t the only monster with a Master Rune. It’ll take a few months to get a replacement captured and cost a good bit of coin, but nothing we can’t afford.”

Noah nodded sagely, nursing his drink. He didn’t dare avoid drinking from it entirely—despite Brayden’s actions and words, his eyes were sharp. It was too likely that he’d notice that something was amiss if he didn’t drink as well.

“I don’t see why you’ve got to be worried about any of this,” Brayden said with a shake of his head. He poured the entirety of the mug down his gullet once more. The man was like a living alcohol disposal machine. He glanced over at Noah as he poured another drink. “By the time it actually gets around to affecting anything, you won’t have to worry about the fallout.”

“Yeah, I know. Just curious, really.”

“You always were.”

They drank for a little over twenty minutes, exchanging idle words and jokes. Noah worked his way through a cup and was forced to pour himself a second. He could already feel the effects of the alcohol creeping into his system, slowing his thoughts and actions.

“I never did have your drive,” Brayden said, breaking the silence. His smile flickered for a moment. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve and set the mug down on the ground. “Getting stronger is great, but I don’t understand how you weren’t at least a little scared.”

“I never said I wasn’t.” Noah poured Brayden another drink. The man accepted it with a nod. His cheeks had gotten flushed, but he was still far from completely drunk.

They both worked through their drinks. Noah was well and truly drunk now, even though he’d drunk less than half of what the other man had. Vermil’s body was just too small in comparison.

If I wait much longer, I might end up being too drunk to actually do what I need to.

“It just must be nice to trust your abilities that much. I wouldn’t have had the balls,” Brayden said with a heavy sigh as he refilled his mug. “Still don’t. Don’t take it the wrong way, but I’m glad it’s you and not me. There’s no way I wouldn’t screw this up. Even if you’re delayed, I know you’ll be able to handle this. I’m looking forward to when you rejoin us and stop this worthless teaching job.”

Noah blinked heavily. It was getting harder to think through the fog building in his mind, but hadn’t Brayden said he was supposed to die? How was anyone supposed to do things after they’d died?

He gritted his teeth and raised the mug to his lips. Then he lowered it slightly, hiccupping. “I gotta go. One moment.”

Brayden took a long drink from his mug and snorted. “Lightweight. You’d better not pass out on me.”

“I won’t,” Noah said. His words sounded slurred as they came out of his mouth. He staggered upright, struggling to keep his balance as he stumbled over to the bathroom. Noah nearly missed the handle on the way in, catching himself a moment before he smacked his face into the door.

Brayden burst into laughter behind Noah as he swore, fumbling before managing to turn it and step inside. Noah quickly closed the door behind him, his head spinning as he grabbed the counter to catch his balance.

Lee raised an eyebrow at him from within the bathtub.

She really likes doing that. The eyebrow thing.

Noah shook his head. He was getting distracted already. Fumbling, Noah shrugged out of his jacket. He slung it over the sink, then pulled his shirt off as well. Lee tilted her head to the side curiously as Noah pulled the rest of his clothes off.

He grabbed the dagger from the sink and staggered into the bath. Lee stepped out of the way to let him in. Noah tightened his grip on the dagger and gave her a pointed look. Lee nodded.

Noah steadied himself. His thoughts were swimming so hard that he nearly forgot what he came there to do in the first place.

Bit harder than I thought this would be. No matter. I need to be able to think.

It’s just one. A good price to pay for information.

He raised the dagger and ripped it across his throat.


Chapter Sixty-Four



It wasn’t the fastest death Noah had ever had. In fact, it was considerably slower than he’d been hoping. He doubled over, resisting the urge to clutch at his searing throat as blood poured out of it. Noah fought the urge to desperately draw breath, worried that the gasping would alert Brayden that something was wrong.

His life coursed out of his body and into the drain. Noah’s heart thumped violently. Knowing what would happen didn’t make dying that much easier when he was still actively doing it—and especially when it didn’t happen quickly.

When Noah’s soul finally peeled out of his body, he was relieved. He floated up, and Lee grabbed his corpse by the shoulder before it could thud against the ground. She paused, glancing around.

Noah waited for a moment, and when the pull of Sunder’s magic started to call him, he immediately gave in. His soul flitted down, a new body materializing as he jerked upright, stifling his gasp as he drew in air once more.

Noah’s head thumped against the edge of the counter as he stood up, which made him swear.

“You all good in there?” Brayden’s voice called from the other side of the door, with a slur to it.

“Fine,” Noah shouted back, nursing his forehead as he pulled himself upright. Lee tilted her head to the side and looked down at the corpse. Noah gave her a nod, then turned around to grab his clothes and pull them on. He didn’t recall her being the quietest eater, so it was probably a good idea to keep Brayden distracted.

Once he was fully clothed, Noah slipped out of the bathroom. His head thumped, both from hitting it and from the headache that came with death, but it was probably the mildest pain he’d ever felt from a death. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop the fog from creeping in and sealing off his magic.

Interesting. I killed myself, and I guess that means the energy didn’t go to someone else, so I took less soul damage. That’s very good to know. Might be useful in the future. Then again, killing myself was not a pleasant experience in the slightest. Not something I want to repeat a lot.

Noah kept his face from showing the pain as he poured himself another drink. All the alcohol was gone from his body, so he had a fresh start. Even with that, had Brayden not already been fairly drunk, Noah probably would have still gotten drunk. Fortunately, Brayden had stopped paying attention to his younger brother’s alcohol intake by then.

Noah was able to just touch the mug to his lips and tip it back, only drinking miniscule amounts at a time, while Brayden continued to go through the barrel like it was water. The large man had sprawled out at some point, abandoning his cross-legged position to stretch his legs.

He leaned back on one hand, using the other to drink. Dull crunches came from the bathroom as Lee ate Noah’s body, but Brayden didn’t notice. His cheeks were flushed a ruddy red, and his eyes had started to gloss over. If he went for much longer, Noah was pretty sure that he’d just end up keeling over.

“It’s difficult for me too, you know,” Noah said.

Brayden blinked heavily at him. “Huh?”

“Having to do all of this on my own. You said you wouldn’t be able to do it. I hope I haven’t given you the impression that I felt the same way. It’s difficult not to doubt myself.”

Brayden’s brow furrowed, and he shifted to get a better look at Noah. He set the mug down so he could support himself with both hands.

“Really?” Brayden asked. “You?”

Noah nodded, sending a dull flicker of pain bouncing around his head in the process. He leaned back as well, mirroring Brayden’s position. “I try not to show it. It’s not… right. You know?”

“Father wouldn’t have approved,” Brayden said with a slow nod. “I never knew. You were so confident.”

“It’s easy to be confident when you don’t think about the consequences of your actions,” Noah said, his gaze tightening. “Maybe I didn’t quite realize that yet. I’ve just been getting through things by squeezing my eyes shut and running as hard as I can, hoping that the road will just lay itself out in front of me.”

“I hear you, brother. Never realized you felt that way too.” Brayden hiccupped and chuckled. “Who wouldn’t feel like that? I’m an idiot for not realizing earlier you’re just like me. That’s why we’re doing this.”

Noah nodded, choosing to remain silent. People tended to say far more than what they originally planned to when they were left in silence, and Brayden was no exception. The large man ran a big hand through his hair and shook his head.

“You didn’t do it because you were scared, huh?”

Noah didn’t respond, and Brayden took that as agreement. He shook his head in disbelief.

“I can’t believe I never noticed. Not much of a brother to you, am I? Just Father’s taskmaster.”

“We’ve all got our own roles to fulfill.”

Brayden grunted and nodded to the barrel of rum. “Except you break yours to treat me, and I just come to deliver your next job to you. What kind of family are we? We’re supposed to be trying to make the world a better place, but here I am treating you like scum.”

Noah rubbed the back of his head and shifted, trying to find a more comfortable position while keeping the effects of his headache from showing through. “I don’t blame you. Like you said, we’ve all got things we need to do. That’s just how it is.”

Brayden nodded sadly. “So it is.”

He reached for his mug and poured himself another drink. He took a slow sip from it and sighed, smacking his lips and setting the mug back down. “I won’t tell Father that the delay was because of your nerves, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I wasn’t worried in the slightest. I know you wouldn’t do that to me.”

Brayden stared at Noah. His eyes welled with tears that he quickly wiped away. He cleared his throat and nodded, quickly upending the rest of the drink into his mouth. “What are you going to do, though? If things aren’t done soon, Father will make you return everything and find someone else.”

“Could someone else even do this?” Noah asked, choosing his words carefully. They were starting to get close to the meat of the matter.

Brayden let out an amused snort, then sniffled and wiped his eyes again. “That’s why you got the job. Nobody else was crazy enough. It’s good to hear that you aren’t inhuman, though. It makes me look up to you even more, you know.”

“Thank you,” Noah said with a flicker of a smile. “Do you know if Father is going to care much about the delays?”

A frown crossed Brayden’s lips as he considered Noah’s question, trying to make his addled brain work properly. “I think it’s more that he was impatient. We all are. After working toward the summoning for so long and having everything this close to hand… Well, we’re hoping you get back in time soon.”

Finally, something I can work with. But… a summoning? And get back in time for what? I don’t think dead bodies typically do a lot of moving around. That’s outside their job expectations.

“Of course,” Noah said. “I would hate to be late.”

“Father would hate it too,” Brayden said with a laugh that might have had more of a bitter undertone than he’d intended to let through. “It’s all about his stupid election. He keeps saying it’s about family, but from what it seems, you’re the only one that actually cares about it.”

“What do you mean?” Noah asked, praying Brayden would keep going.

Brayden hiccupped and gave him a one-shouldered shrug. “He’s so obsessed with becoming part of the family’s main branch that he sends one of his sons out to get himself killed and then has the other one ferry information around like a spy. I’m a terrible spy. Everyone knows I’m a spy, and the whole point of being a spy is for people to not know you’re a spy!”

His voice steadily rose with every word until he was practically yelling. Brayden froze, then buried his head in his hands and groaned.

“See?”

“It’s fine. You said it yourself. Nobody is listening to us here.”

Although they definitely heard that all the way to Building G. Brayden would be a great choir singer. Maybe the whole choir.

“I can’t blame him for anything. He’s just trying to improve life for both of us,” Noah said.

At least, I hope he is. Getting into the main branch is clearly important, and Brayden clearly respects his dad enough to care deeply about him, even if he’s pissed about whatever it is that Vermil was supposed to be doing.

“I know,” Brayden said into his palms. “But nobody’s ever managed to do this successfully before. What if you weren’t right about your offerings or properly preparing your body? You could just end up dead for real instead of going into hiding. How would your life really be worth some ranking?”

Into hiding? What is this⁠—

Oh.

I’m an idiot. He didn’t mean Vermil was actually supposed to die. He was supposed to fake his death somehow. How did I manage not to consider that? Why would I just assume that Vermil was actually trying to get himself killed? I’m a moron.

“Or what if the part after the summoning went wrong?” Brayden continued. “It’s not easy to kill yourself. If you messed it up, you could die.”

Okay, you know what? I’m confused again. Was Vermil supposed to die or not? I shouldn’t have gotten Brayden this drunk. Damn it. I’ve got no idea if he’s just talking out of his ass at this point.

“Well, instead of dying, I could just choose to live,” Noah suggested. “Everyone knows that you can’t die if you tell death ‘no.’ It needs your consent.”

Brayden burst into laughter. Noah was pretty sure his joke hadn’t been that funny, but Brayden brayed like he was the greatest comedian on the planet. Wiping the tears of mirth from his face, Brayden shook his head. He nearly lost himself to another bout of laughter before he managed to wrestle control of his emotions again.

“I didn’t think about that. Good point.” Brayden snickered, then let out a long sigh in an attempt to keep himself from laughing again. “You’re right. You’re confident this will be okay, right?”

“Of course.”

“I knew it,” Brayden said with a goofy smile. “Even if you’re scared, you’re the one comforting me. You should consider treating other people like this more. They’d like you more.”

“It was an⁠—”

“Come on.” Brayden sniffled. “We both call it an act, but is it one when you’re like this 98 percent of the time? Maybe even 101 percent. This is the first time I’ve seen you like this since we were kids.”

Noah’s smile flickered. “I’m sorry.”

“I get it. It’s not easy. You have to keep people away. The demon would use any connections you had to influence you if it found any. I just wish it didn’t have to be this way.” Brayden yawned, then rubbed his eyes. “Do you mind if I sleep here? I’m sure you don’t. Thanks for the drinks, brother.”

He lay back and closed his eyes as Noah gaped down at him. Within moments, Brayden’s chest rose and fell with heavy snores that threatened to shake the room out of its foundations. And despite that, all Noah did was stare.

Did he just say “demon”?


Chapter Sixty-Five



Brayden snored away, completely oblivious to the expression on Noah’s face. He splayed out across the floor, managing to take up nearly half of the ground in the room. Noah slowly stood, careful to avoid bothering Brayden—not that he suspected he could, even if he started dancing aggressively on his face.

Vermil was trying to summon a demon. Were they going to make it somehow influence this election for their father, or did they have motives beyond that? It really sounds like Vermil was either meant to fake his death or possibly die to bring the demon into this world. I’m still not sure which of those Brayden actually meant—but that could be why my soul ended up seeking his body.

I bet Vermil was in that forest because he was trying to summon the demon, then. It’s pretty secluded and there isn’t much of anything in the area. Other teachers seem to only go there for the exams—but why not choose somewhere even farther away?

Noah walked up to his door and reached for the handle. He needed some air to think, and there wasn’t going to be any rest getting accomplished with Brayden shaking the room with every breath. His hand paused as it touched the metal.

What if Vermil succeeded?

The back of Noah’s spine prickled. When he’d first heard the word “demon,” his mind had instantly gone to the monster that had attacked Renewal at the Waters of Life—but that hardly made any sense.

There was no way that Vermil, no matter what his true goals or motivations were, could have been strong enough to summon a monster like that. It was much more likely he’d tried to summon something comparatively powerful.

And if he had, but Noah had killed him upon arrival before he could do anything else, then the demon could still be strolling around in the Scorched Acres. Noah’s jaw tightened, and he pulled the door open, throwing a glance back at Brayden.

Or worse, it could be in Arbitage.

He stepped out of the door, coming face to face with Lee.

“Well?” Lee asked. “Did it work?”

“It answered some questions,” Noah replied softly, “and added many others. Let’s walk.”

Lee’s features stilled. She nodded, following Noah out of Building T. They headed out into the garden, following the thinning dirt path through the multicolored foliage. It was empty, aside from the gentle rustle of leaves and crunch of dry foliage beneath their feet.

“You’re not a Skinwalker,” Noah said.

Lee jerked her head up to look at Noah. “What?”

“Am I wrong?”

It took several moments for Lee to respond. “No.”

“Why did you lie?”

“Because it’s easier for you to assume than it is for me to correct it. You thought I was a Skinwalker from the day we first met, so there was no reason to try to change your mind. It would have just made things harder.”

“What are you, then?”

Lee’s shoulders slumped. “A demon. Lesser, to be exact.”

Noah stopped beside a bush covered with beautiful red flowers. “What was the point of pretending to be a Skinwalker? I don’t get it. You could have just told me. I wouldn’t have⁠—”

I wouldn’t have even known the difference. Can’t say that.

“I wouldn’t have cared,” Noah finished. “But you hid information from me. You already knew the answers to half the questions I was asking Brayden, didn’t you?”

Lee sat down next to the bush, hugging her knees to her chest. “Yes. I did.”

Noah stretched his hands out. “Why? What’s the point of all the secrecy?”

“Do you have any idea what it’s like?” Lee asked, looking up at him. “Sitting around in one of the Damned Plains for years on end, desperately fighting tooth and nail to survive with absolutely nobody to talk to? No friends. No enemies. Just hunger. You can’t do anything but survive.”

I might have a better idea than you think.

Noah remained silent. It was clear that Lee’s question was rhetorical.

“I got a chance to finally get to the human world. To survive without having to rip the chance at life from the jaws of someone else. Of course I took it! And of course I lied about it! What do you think would happen if someone found out what I am? Straight back to the Damned Plains with me. I can’t beat a high-rank mage if they come after me, and then I’ll be sent to rot for a few hundred more years if I’m lucky.”

Leaves cracked as Lee crushed the dirt by her sides in her hands, squeezing it tightly. Noah squatted beside her.

“You thought I would banish you?”

A smirk played across Lee’s face. “Come on. You aren’t Vermil. I’ve been playing along, but you were asking Brayden questions about things that Vermil had already done. I watched him do them.”

Noah’s back stiffened. Another one of his secrets, out.

“And only a powerful mage would be able to crush someone’s soul,” Lee continued. “Not to mention you come back to life after you die. I don’t know of anyone who could do that other than some archdemons at the peak of their power—and certainly not with the casual disregard that you do it with. On top of that, I can tell that you aren’t a demon. You don’t smell like one. Someone like you wouldn’t be likely to tolerate having a demon around.”

“Then why even make contact with me in the first place?” Noah asked softly. “You copied my body and approached Todd, all the while fearing I would try to kill you?”

“I was stuck in the Scorched Acres with no way to leave. Vermil’s summoning bound anything that passed through it to his will, and he demanded that the summoned demon not leave the boundaries of the placed it arrived in without permission.”

Noah’s eyes widened. The wording of Lee’s Rune Oath ran back through his head.

“Original owner of this body,” Noah murmured. He didn’t bother trying to reach for his magic. If Lee was going to try to attack him, then he doubted he’d be able to stop her in time. He’d seen how fast she was—and they both knew how little the attack would actually accomplish. “Sly. You never made a Rune Oath with me at all, did you? Everything you did was just to get out of the Scorched Acres.”

A smile flickered across Lee’s face. “I still needed your permission to get out of the Scorched Acres. Vermil’s contract didn’t have any clauses saying that it had to be his soul speaking. He just said it himself, and his body was the one that signed it. Nitpicky, but enough to make a loophole.”

“If that’s the case, why did you stick around?” Noah asked.

“Because I was lonely!” Noah shifted back in surprise as Lee sent him a bitter, watery glare. “I wasn’t planning on sticking around, but I got to Arbitage and realized that I didn’t know anyone. I didn’t know what I was going to do, despite having waited for this for most of my life. So I figured I’d see what you were up to, as I wanted to see why you stole Vermil’s body. Then I got to meet your students. You spent time with me, and you trusted me enough to let me teach them. They were fun. I was starting to get attached.”

She shrugged helplessly, then looked away to wipe her face with the back of her sleeve. “And now it doesn’t matter. You killed the Hellreaver, and that idiot from your family showed up. Now it’s ruined.”

Noah sat, crossing his legs. He wasn’t sure exactly what the proper way to comfort a crying demon was, but he figured it probably wasn’t all that different from a human. He put a hand on Lee’s shoulder, which caused her to stiffen.

“Why does it have to be over?”

“What?” Lee sniffled. “You mean because I could kill you? As if that would change anything. Sure, I’m out of the Scorched Acres, but it’ll only be a matter of time before you or someone else hunts me down.”

“And why would I do that? Well, assuming you don’t kill me. I do prefer not dying.”

“Because you know what I am.”

“And you know what I am. Kind of,” Noah said with a shrug. “I might be missing some context here, but I’m not exactly sure why I should care about you being a demon rather than a Skinwalker. I could just be biased here, but I’m pretty sure that Skinwalkers are the ones that make it a habit of wearing people’s corpses—even if you’ve picked up on their hobby.”

Lee let out a snort of laughter, then wiped her nose and stared at Noah with a mixture of hope and disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“You haven’t really given me a reason to doubt you. I don’t have a lot of allies here, especially ones that know anything about me,” Noah said. “I don’t appreciate getting lied to, but I can’t pretend like I’m not doing the same, so it would be hypocritical of me to be angry.”

“So you aren’t going to try to banish me?”

“I’d banish that little prick Edward over you if I could.”

Lee laughed again. “You’re an idiot.”

“I’m well aware. I might understand your situation more than you’d think,” Noah said with a slight smile. “If you don’t give us any reason to be enemies, I don’t see why we need to be. Really, now we’re just on even ground. You know some of my secrets, and I know some of yours.”

“Does this mean you’ll tell me who you really are?” Lee asked.

Noah snorted. “No. Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

Lee scrunched her nose. Noah rose to his feet and held his hand out. Lee studied it for a moment, then slowly reached out to let the young man pull her back to her feet.

“This means you aren’t bound by that oath at all, right?” Noah asked.

Lee glanced to the side. “I’m not. I specified Vermil’s original body to avoid fulfilling yours, but your command to leave the Scorched Acres still affected my original contract since it was still technically part of him speaking. Do you want me to⁠—”

“No. You’ve gone this far without betraying my trust. I’ll extend the same to you.”

“You’re going to trust a demon?”

“You’ve been trusting a body-stealing idiot.”

“Okay, that’s a good point.”

They walked in silence for a minute, heading deeper into the garden, both equally lost in their own thoughts.

“I’ve still got one question,” Noah said. “Why did Vermil try to summon you? What did he want you to do about this election thing?”

“Oh. He wasn’t trying to summon me.”

“What?” Noah stopped walking and Lee looked over her shoulder at him.

“He was trying to summon a different demon. I just managed to slip through the opening in the process. It’s passing through the portal that starts the binding process, you know.”

“Lee,” Noah said, his voice taut. “What happened with the other demon?”

“I’m not sure. I ran away as soon as I arrived, but it was pretty powerful,” Lee replied. “As soon as I saw it start to arrive, I hid to make sure it wouldn’t kill me.”

God damn it.


Chapter Sixty-Six



“Lee.” Noah’s words were measured. “Is there another demon running around? A potentially very powerful one that Vermil summoned specifically to cause some sort of significant change in the social power of his family?”

“Yup.”

“Please elaborate more than just ‘yup.’ That’s a massive problem.”

“Why?” Lee asked, tilting her head to the side. “It’s stuck in the Scorched Acres.”

“It was a lot stronger than you, right?”

Lee nodded.

“And you never saw it in the Scorched Acres.”

“No,” Lee allowed, a small frown crossing her features. “Now that you mention it, I didn’t.”

“And you managed to get out of the contract with Vermil on a technicality,” Noah continued. “Which means it wasn’t that sound. Sure, he didn’t prepare for something to sprint through, but the point stands. If you were a lot more powerful than you currently are, do you think you’d be able to get out of that contract?”

Lee swallowed heavily. “Oh. Yeah. I almost certainly would have, especially if Vermil hadn’t gotten a chance to properly bind the demon he summoned.”

“Could you elaborate on binding?”

“Yeah. It works for anyone, but it’s commonly used on demons since we have difficulty projecting our runes outside our bodies like humans do. Since we’re partially magical ourselves, our bodies draw in a lot of our magic and make it harder to use externally. Any demons that can use runes in the way humans can are going to be really powerful. That also means that, if we can’t draw on our magic, we’re much weaker. Weaker than a human.”

“Interesting,” Noah said, a frown crossing his face. “And how do you bind something?”

“By reversing the energy coming from their runes. It’s difficult since you need to know exactly what runes your target has, and demons guard that very closely. The most common way humans figure it out is by constantly establishing contact for very brief periods of time, then matching up the energy they can detect with⁠—”

“A bunch of runes that they’re carrying around,” Noah muttered, his skin prickling.

Vermil’s book.

He’d asked for dozens of runes to figure out which ones the demon was using. “And demons just let them do that?”

Lee waggled a hand in the air and grimaced. “Not happily, but we also know it’s our best way out of the Damned Plains. A lot of demons tolerate it and intentionally try to give humans the wrong idea about their runes. If you try to bind something and get one of the runes wrong…”

“They can use that rune,” Noah finished. “Vermil screwed up. He got the rune combination wrong. The demon escaped and killed him, and it’s safe to assume it’s probably roaming around. It could probably be anywhere. Tell me—are demons usually as happy as you are about getting out of the Damned Plains?”

Lee cleared her throat and looked down in shame. “Some of them are bitter about being stuck there. Which tends to get people to send them back, which makes them even more bitter.”

“So older ones are usually…”

“Worse, yeah.”

“Let me guess. The older they are, the stronger they are?”

“Yep.”

“So we’ve got a likely very old, incredibly powerful demon strolling around somewhere, and it’s got a grudge against humans,” Noah concluded. “That sounds about right?”

“Yep.”

“On a scale of ranks, where would you put something like that? Like a Rank 4, or…”

“Five probably. It’s hard to tell when the power gets that high up there and completely eclipses my own.”

Noah cursed under his breath. This time, the severity of the situation impressed itself on Lee as well, and she began to chew her lower lip.

“Well,” Lee hedged. “It’s not like it’s attacked the area yet. It could be killing people somewhere else. Or it could have run off to find somewhere safer to terrorize.”

“Lovely,” Noah said, struggling not to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. Vermil had possibly made the worst summoning attempt in the history of mankind. Not only had he failed to bind the demon he’d actually intended on calling, but he’d mistakenly let out a second demon and also likely called Noah’s soul to him, crushing his own in the process. “Well. We’re in quite a pickle. At least I finally have some damn answers, though.”

“Sorry,” Lee said. “I should have told you earlier.”

“It’s not like it would have changed anything.” Noah rubbed the bridge of his nose. “And I already said I understood why you didn’t. I would have done the same in your shoes. I suppose I kind of am doing the same, now that I think about it.”

“What do you mean?” Lee asked.

Noah just shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve both got some secrets, and I don’t feel comfortable outing mine yet. Maybe once this whole thing is dealt with, I can start to be a little more open.”

Lee nodded in understanding. “Okay. The demon isn’t really your problem, though. You don’t have to deal with it.”

“Maybe not,” Noah agreed. “But it’s close to Arbitage, which means my students are in danger. If I reported it, I get the feeling that either nobody would believe me or I’d get questioned far too closely for my liking—not to mention I’m still technically a suspect for the whole Hellreaver thing.”

“You did the Hellreaver thing.”

“Suspects can be guilty,” Noah muttered. “Let’s not worry about that. Forget the demon for the moment as well. I’m still sorely lacking information about myself. I don’t think the Linwicks are going to suddenly vanish anytime soon either.”

“What are you thinking?” Lee tilted her head to the side. “It’ll be difficult to get much more information out of Brayden, and I already told you everything I know about Vermil. There isn’t a whole ton of stuff left you can do if you’re trying to impersonate him.”

Noah rubbed his chin and sighed. “That’s not true. I can think of one thing in particular that could possibly get me a lot more of what I need. I honestly don’t care about the Linwicks, but they aren’t going anywhere. I need to deal with them in a way where they’ll leave me alone.”

“What, are you going to fight them?” Lee snorted in amusement. “You’re a Rank 1.”

“Rank 2, once I combine my runes,” Noah corrected, then paused. “Well, assuming my current combination works. I’ve got a lot of theory work I need to get around to doing now that I’m basically there. I have a lot of things in general that I want to do, actually.”

“Like what?”

“Right now? Learn Body Imbuement,” Noah admitted. “And that’s just one of many things. I still haven’t gotten a chance to really explore yet. There’s got to be more to this place than just Arbitage.”

“Exploring would be nice,” Lee said, letting her eyes drift past the plants and into the sky above. “I want to do that. And you would have learned some imbuing already if you hadn’t skipped class to punch monkeys.”

Noah opened his mouth, then paused. An idea started to take root in his head. It wasn’t the smartest one he’d ever had, and that was saying a lot with the events of the past few weeks. And yet, the more he thought about it, the more it started to grow on him.

Despite his best efforts, a spark of excitement lit in his stomach and a grin crossed across his features.

“What are you doing that for?” Lee squinted at Noah.

“I have a plan.”

“That’s uncomfortably close to what you said when you were fighting the Hellreaver.”

“I never said that.”

“You implied it.”

Noah grunted. “This one is better. Much better.”

Lee cocked an eyebrow.

“Just follow me,” Noah said. “We need to speak with Moxie. I have to brush up on some school rules.”
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“A field trip?” Moxie asked, aghast. “What in the world are you talking about? Do you realize you’re currently under investigation?”

“And? Brayden said he was one of many investigators, right?”

Moxie leaned back in her chair and shot Noah a befuddled look. “Yes. Logically, they’d bring in more than just one person.”

“And there aren’t that many suspects, are there?”

“You and Lee are both major ones, but since Lee isn’t part of the school, it’s just you. Nobody else used the transport cannon to get there, though there were a number of adventurers and other travelers close enough to the area to be considered suspects as well. There’s also the possibility that someone teleported out. So sure, they aren’t thinking you did it right now, but that doesn’t mean they’ll let you waltz off.”

“What if I went with one of the investigators?”

Moxie opened her mouth, but then slowly closed it. “What?”

“Brayden is my brother. What if I head home on a field trip? There’s something important that I need to do there. For the safety of all of us. He’d accompany me, and that would mean the school has no reason to suspect or worry about anything.”

“But why would you ever possibly want to go to the Linwick Estate?” Moxie glanced over Noah’s shoulder and around her room, checking to see if they’d somehow been followed. She gave him a worried look.

“Nobody is there,” Noah promised. “Lee is watching to be safe.”

“Then why?” Moxie asked. “What if someone… you know? The chances of someone really recognizing Vermil are much higher at his home estate than they would be here, where he barely interacted with anyone in a positive enough manner to be remembered.”

“First, just let me know if it’s possible. I don’t want to get my hopes up any further before I know for sure.”

“I suppose it could be,” Moxie allowed, rubbing her chin. “Especially if Brayden goes with you. Considering the Linwicks paid for the Hellreaver Ape to be brought here in the first place, nobody would think they’d go light on you, even if you’re part of the family. I just don’t see what you’d accomplish, though. And what about your students?”

Noah chewed his lower lip.

What’s more dangerous? Staying here, where there might be a demon lurking and waiting to start slaughtering people? Or bringing them to the Linwick Estate after I let them learn runes from our book?

“Follow-up question.” Noah raised a finger. “Let’s say someone got their hands on another noble house’s Greater Runes and learned them. Would anyone be able to tell?”

Moxie let out a long-suffering sigh. “If you managed to find runes just lying around somewhere, throw them out. They’re almost certainly fakes.”

“Assume they aren’t.”

“If you know for sure they aren’t, then it would be very difficult to trace anything. Runes are often slightly different from each other, so there’s a chance that you might have learned a very specific rune that the noble family intentionally kept secret, but as long as you don’t go showing anyone the exact rune you’re using, you’re fine.”

“Okay, great.” Noah rubbed his hands together. “I’ve got one more question. If I reported that a super-powerful demon was around, likely near school grounds, and planning to kill a lot of people, would anyone believe me?”

“Not a chance in all the hells.”

“And if you reported it?”

“Equally as likely. The higher-rank mages would have noticed any monster that powerful. Why are you asking this, Vermil? It’s not a very comforting line of questioning.”

“Because there is one.”

Moxie pressed her lips together tightly. “I’d ask if you were serious, but I hope you wouldn’t lie about something like this.”

“I’m not lying.”

“Then either the stronger mages have taken care of it or it’s strong enough to hide itself from them. Arbitage won’t listen to either of us. I don’t suppose you’ve got someone more credible you can pull from?”

“Afraid not.”

“Shit,” Moxie said.

“And that leads me to my second question. What’s more dangerous—the Linwicks or the demon?”

“If you aren’t lying, then it’s the demon,” Moxie said immediately. “For the rest of us, that is. For you—the Linwicks. Without a doubt.”

“That,” Noah said, holding up a finger, “is only if they think that I am Vermil.”

“What are you talking about, Vermil?”

“Not Vermil,” Noah corrected, allowing the coldest grin he could manage to stretch across his lips. “As far as the Linwicks are about to be concerned, I’m the demon.”


Chapter Sixty-Seven



Moxie opened her mouth as if to say something, but she promptly closed it. A pensive look passed over her face as she realized what Noah was implying.

“You’re going to claim to be a demon?” Moxie’s eyebrows rose.

“Not just any demon. The Linwicks were—at least as far as I can tell—trying to summon a demon with Vermil.”

“You’re going to pretend that the summoning went exactly as it was supposed to and that the demon is actually trapped inside you?”

“Exactly. That would account for the missing memories and give me a perfect position to hide and wait out this whole debacle while I figure out what the Linwicks were actually up to and just how much threat this demon will actually pose.”

“And what about when they test you? There’s no way they’ll just take your word for it.” Moxie crossed your arms. “They will test you. How are you planning to pass off as a demon that powerful?”

“I’ve got some ideas on that,” Noah replied. “I’ll need to do a little research on demons to make sure I properly understand how they work and what they act like, but I think I could pull it off.”

Moxie chewed her lower lip. “If there’s really a powerful demon here, getting away is a good idea, and now would be the best time to do it since there are still a few months until the next exam. If Brayden agreed and you really did manage to pull a fast one over the Linwicks, then you might be onto something. But what about your students?”

“I’ll have to speak with them. I haven’t been doing my job since the exam. I’ve got some making up to do. A lot of it. I’m going to tell them everything I just told you. They need to be able to make an informed decision themselves.”

“I see,” Moxie said. “Well, it sounds like you’ve actually put a little thought into this. It’s not the best plan, but if you really do manage to keep your cover, it isn’t terrible. I might have to take Emily somewhere as well. I don’t want to be around when a high-rank demon attacks. Even with equivalently strong mages, there’s going to be a lot of damage.”

“You could come with us,” Noah offered. “I promised to let you shadow my training, but then I didn’t do anything since then. There will be a lot of opportunities for that at the Linwick Estate.”

A bark of laughter slipped out of Moxie’s mouth. “Seriously? Did you forget who I am? I’m a Torrin, Vermil. If I showed up at the Linwick Estate, even with you, I’d probably get killed in my sleep. There’s no way I can go there, and I wouldn’t send Emily there either.”

Noah winced. He had forgotten. “Oh. Right.”

“We might join for the first portion of the trip, though,” Moxie mused. “I’ve been meaning to get her some more practical survival experience. As long as we break away before we get too close to the Linwicks, everything should be fine.”

“Trip?” Noah asked. “They used a portal to send Brayden here. I thought they’d let us use that again.”

“Brayden got a portal because it was an urgent matter. Magic like that needs a specialized, high-rank mage. There’s no way they’d waste time and energy making a portal back for you. It’s going to be a week or two of normal travel.”

“Ah. I suppose Brayden would know the way back, then,” Noah said. “I’ll just have to convince him this is the right call. I don’t think that should be too hard. You’ll join us, then? Assuming Isabel and Todd agree to go.”

“If you can convince Brayden that it’s a good idea to let us come for the first part of the journey. If you’re finally ready to get your ass in gear and show me what I was originally waiting for, then I’ll come. Just don’t get your hopes up too much—I don’t think you’re going to be able to convince Brayden.”

“I’ll focus on Isabel and Todd first,” Noah said. “I think he’ll be more than pliable. I’m going to go find them before it’s too late today.”

Moxie shrugged. “You know where to find me. Don’t get killed by a demon on the way out.”

Noah rolled his eyes and headed out of Moxie’s room, closing the door behind him before starting down the hall toward the exit of Building T. When he stepped outside, Lee was already waiting for him, leaning against the wall.

“Did you find what you needed?”

“Yeah. Did you overhear?”

“I did. I’ve got very good hearing. Good senses in general.”

“I gathered, based on how you kept smelling things that shouldn’t actually have any smell. I’m not sure how you watch over things from outside, but I’ll just trust that it works. Do those senses of yours happen to know where Isabel and Todd are? They’re next on the list of people to speak with.”

“I can find them. I memorized their scents,” Lee said.

On a list of things that I wouldn’t want to be caught dead ever saying, that would be pretty close to the top.

“Fantastic. Could you get them and tell them to come meet me in our classroom? It’s better than my room, considering Brayden is still sleeping in there. It won’t take long.”

Lee nodded and blurred, sprinting off faster than Noah’s eyes could track. He shook his head in disbelief.

She’s supposed to be Rank 1?

Now that Noah thought about it, they’d never really addressed her rank after the demon revelation had come out. There was a very good chance that Lee had told him she was a Rank 1 to keep his guard down when he’d originally thought she was a Skinwalker.

I’d put her at Rank 2 or 3, I think. She was able to fight Moxie, but Moxie also wasn’t using magic, which is the majority of her strength. Not a very good reference to judge things off.

Noah shook his head. It didn’t particularly matter at the moment. He had more important things to worry about. When Lee got back, he’d just ask her.

He headed over to his room in Building G, following the winding hallway that he’d now grown somewhat familiar with until he stepped through the doorway into the room. The desks were still aligned from when Moxie had fixed them, but the light filtering in through the roof was dim due to clouds obscuring the lowering sun.

Noah walked over to stand by the podium.

And then he did one of his least favorite things in the world.

He waited.
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Lee didn’t make Noah wait long. She walked into the classroom just twenty minutes later, joined by Isabel and Todd. Both of the students had confused expressions on their faces.

“Is this an extra class or something?” Isabel asked. “Things are going crazy right now. I’m not sure this is the best time to do it. Someone killed the Hellreaver Ape.”

“So I’ve heard,” Noah said. He cleared his throat and tapped a finger on the podium. “This won’t take too long. I just wanted to discuss something with you.”

Isabel and Todd exchanged a glance, then lowered into two of the desks.

“Normally, when I hear that, it means I’m in trouble,” Todd said.

“Neither of you did anything wrong. Don’t worry,” Noah said with a wave of his hand. “It’s more on my end, really. I’d like to apologize.”

“Apologize?” Isabel asked. “For what?”

“I’ve been a piss-poor professor over the last few days. After the exam finished, I let a… personal project consume too much of my time. As your professor, it is my duty to ensure that you receive all the time you are entitled to. My own pursuits should be done without impacting yours.”

“I just figured you got tired after suddenly doing work after years of being a bum,” Todd said, rubbing the back of his head. “I do that too.”

“You are a student. I am a teacher,” Noah said. “The standards are different. I don’t rely on your continued interest. That’s all on you. If you don’t put effort into the class, then that’s on you. But if I don’t put the effort in, then I’m hindering you. This isn’t me trying to get pity. I am simply making a promise to do better in the future.”

“Thank you. We appreciate it,” Isabel said, shifting uncomfortably. “That couldn’t have been what this was about. Are you sure something didn’t happen?”

“I didn’t say that,” Noah said, clasping his hands together and leaning forward. “I won’t make you do this, but I’d like to request that both of you make a promise that you won’t share anything that I’m about to share with you.”

Isabel and Todd’s eyebrows rose.

“Whoa. A secret? I’m in,” Todd said with a huge grin. “On my runes⁠—”

“Wait!” Noah snapped. “Not a Rune Oath. A promise. A normal one.”

Todd blinked, then nodded. “Okay. I swear not to share anything you tell me in the next ten minutes with anyone else.”

Isabel shot Todd a sharp look, then shook her head and sighed. “I swear not to share anything you tell me with anyone else.”

“Thank you,” Noah said.

“Just tell me the juicy things,” Todd said eagerly. “Come on. You know something about the Hellreaver, don’t you?”

“Lee, please ensure we aren’t disturbed,” Noah said.

Lee nodded and slipped out the doorway.

“Yes,” Noah said once she’d left.

Todd rubbed his hands together, raising slightly from his chair in excitement. “Oh, that is too cool. So? Was it a conspiracy? Are the Linwicks trying to take down Arbitage because they don’t like how the school is using their money? Or is it a rival family? Is it the Torrins?”

Noah opened his mouth, then paused. “Just how into gossip are you?”

Todd reddened and sat back. He cleared his throat. “Not at all. I just pick things up every once in a while, you know? It isn’t on purpose.”

“He’s obsessed with it. Fortunately, he still knows how to keep a secret when he’s properly motivated,” Isabel said. “But you’ve got my interest too. Especially if something bad is happening to the noble houses.”

“Right. Well, I won’t beat around the bush. I killed the Hellreaver Ape.”

Isabel and Todd stared at him, both clearly waiting for a punchline to a joke that never came. The grin on Todd’s face faltered.

“What? You?”

“It had a… grudge against me,” Noah said. “Because of all the monkeys I killed in the forest. And I felt the same way toward it.”

“Gods above,” Isabel murmured. “It was a Great Monster. A weak one, but a Great Monster. You’re Rank 1. How did you possibly manage to take it down? If it was Magus Moxie, I could have seen it, but… Rank 1.”

“I cheated,” Noah said plainly. “It shouldn’t have been my victory, but it came down to me or it. Unfortunately, I think you can imagine what the problem is now.”

“Yeah,” Todd said, quickly turning serious. “You’re dead if they figure out you did it. Are they onto you? Do you need our help escaping?”

Noah chuckled. “No, but you aren’t that far off either. I don’t think they really suspect me for the same reasons you were surprised, but I’ve recently learned about a significant threat in the vicinity of Arbitage—a demon, to be precise. One that’s around Rank 5. It isn’t anything I can deal with or even report due to the circumstances of the Hellreaver. Thus…”

“You’re leaving,” Isabel finished, her face darkening.

“I’m proposing a field trip,” Noah corrected. “I won’t leave if you don’t. The threat hasn’t acted yet, so who knows? Maybe it won’t. I don’t know.”

“Where would they even let you go? If they suspect you of something, they won’t let you leave Arbitage,” Todd said.

“The Linwick Estate. One of the investigators is my brother,” Noah said. “I’m pretty sure he’ll agree to take us there. There’s an obvious drawback, though.”

“Yeah. We have their runes,” Isabel said, swallowing heavily. “That’s not the safest spot for us to go.”

“Which is why I won’t make the decision for you,” Noah said. He pushed away from the podium and stepped around it. “Don’t choose now. Think on it overnight. I don’t think they have any way to detect that your runes are from them, but I’m not sure. It may very well be safer to stay here. I won’t choose for you.”

“We’ll think on it and tell you our decision by tomorrow morning,” Isabel said, exchanging a look with Todd. “It sounds like we might be in danger either route we take.”

“Possibly,” Noah agreed. “For now, I’ll wait until my brother wakes up from the drunken stupor I put him in. I’ve got to convince him anyway if we want to get anywhere.”

“You put an investigator in a drunken stupor while he was investigating a murder that you committed?” Isabel asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No comment,” Noah replied.

“That’s badass,” Todd said with a huge grin. “Were you always this awesome?”

“I’m not sure awesome is the right word here.” Isabel shook her head. “This is some pretty dangerous information, Professor. Why did you share it with us without using a Rune Oath?”

“Maybe he thinks we’re going to get killed,” Todd said. “Could be possible, especially with a Rank 5 demon strolling around.”

“It’s not that,” Noah said with a sigh. “I was thinking about Rune Oaths—actually, this might as well be our lesson for today. I haven’t been a great teacher these past few weeks, so it’s time I got started again.”

“A lesson about Rune Oaths?” Todd asked as his nose scrunched. “How about you just tell us how you killed the Hellreaver? That sounds a lot more fun.”

“Another time,” Noah replied. “You can start, though. Tell me what a Rune Oath is.”

“Unbreakable promise,” Todd said promptly. “One that screws both people over if one of the two dies. It can shatter your runes or even kill you.”

“Right,” Noah said with a nod. “Let’s focus on the first half. Unbreakable is a really bold word, don’t you think?”

“I’d say it’s pretty accurate.” Isabel crossed her arms and leaned forward, her brow darkening. “I’ve seen how they work. I’ve seen what they do.”

There’s a can of worms behind those words.

“I’m not arguing that they work,” Noah said, raising a hand. “Rather, I’m arguing how they work. Let’s make a hypothetical. You and I are mortal enemies. We’ve been trying to kill each other for years. We’re tired. We want out of the fight—but neither of us trusts the other.”

“Sure,” Isabel said with a shrug. “I see where you’re going. Then we make a Rune Oath to stop fighting each other.”

“Great,” Noah said. “Tell me what oath you’d swear.”

Isabel thought for a few moments. Beside her, Todd’s brow furrowed in concentration as well.

“Something simple, maybe? Like: I promise not to harm you as long as you do the same toward me,” Todd offered.

Noah hid a smile. This was a far cry from their first lesson, where both Isabel and Todd had been barely willing to cooperate with him, let alone actively volunteer information without him having to prompt them.

“No,” Isabel said, shaking her head before Noah could even speak. “That leaves way too much up for interpretation. Harm is too subjective a word. What if I reached a higher rank than Professor Vermil? I could do something to him that I don’t consider harmful and possibly slip past the Rune Oath’s restrictions. As long as he survived, I wouldn’t get any backlash.”

“Damn. Good point,” Todd said, pursing his lips. “What would you do, then?”

“I’d have to really think about it,” Isabel admitted. “I can’t come up with a single oath that could possibly encompass everything this quickly.”

“And therein lies the problem, at least for me,” Noah said. “I’m not saying that Rune Oaths don’t work. But I’m not a contract expert. The more general I make the terms of the oath, the less it actually binds you. And the more specific I get, the more loopholes I leave. If I extensively studied Rune Oaths, I’m sure I could figure out a way to write one that was borderline unbreakable by all but another expert.”

“There are people that do that,” Todd provided. “They aren’t cheap, though.”

Figures. Lawyers exist here too, I guess.

“As I said, they’ve got a place,” Noah said with a nod. “I had Moxie swear a Rune Oath just a little while ago.”

“So why not us?” Todd asked.

“Because you’re my students,” Noah replied. “Moxie has her own commitments to her family and the school. If she didn’t swear a Rune Oath, there are probably people who could have forced her to answer the question. This way, she has an excuse to avoid it. Granted, if she really tries, I have no doubt she could find a way to slip around it. But the two of you didn’t ask to be dragged into this. Moxie’s family will protect her if things go poorly—but you don’t have that, do you?”

Isabel and Todd both looked to the side.

“You didn’t make us swear a Rune Oath because you want us to have a way to wash our hands of you if someone figures it out?” Isabel asked.

“Yes. If someone tries to force information out of you, just give it to them. Nobody can do that to Moxie, but from everything I’ve seen, they won’t have such scruples with you. You are not responsible for my failures. I’m your teacher. The burden is on me.”

“I’m not telling anyone shit. That’s not how I do things.” Todd said, crossing his arms. He paused for a moment. “Okay, normally it is. But not this time.”

“Me neither,” Isabel said. “I’m not helping any nobles. Good riddance to the Hellreaver.”

“I certainly won’t complain, but don’t put yourselves in any unnecessary danger,” Noah said. “And you might not want to be too happy the Hellreaver is gone. It was keeping the monkeys in a state where we could train against them without much risk. I’m afraid I’ve messed up our practice grounds.”

“We can just go somewhere else,” Todd said.

“Yeah.” Isabel nodded. “We have to start fighting monsters that think for themselves eventually.”

“I agree,” Noah said. “But keeping the training wheels on can’t hurt. Either way, we’ll figure something out. There are other places with Great Monsters. For now, though, I need the two of you to think about what you want to do in regard to the trip.”

“We will,” Isabel promised. “Tomorrow morning, next to the transport cannon.”

“Tomorrow morning,” Noah confirmed. “Take this seriously, Todd. I see that look in your eyes.”

Todd cleared his throat. “Yeah, we will.”

“I always do,” Isabel said.

“Good,” Noah said. He bid them farewell and left the classroom. There was still a lot he had to prepare for, no matter what decision his students made.


Chapter Sixty-Eight



“I’ve been meaning to ask,” Noah said as he and Lee headed back toward his room after dismissing the students. He lowered his voice. “Are you really just a Rank 1?”

Lee sent him a shifty gaze that Noah was starting to get familiar with. She turned her eyes away and cleared her throat aggressively.

“I’m not mad,” Noah grumbled. “I just want to know how much stronger you are than you implied.”

“Rank 3,” Lee admitted. “Rank 1s of de—ah, my kind, don’t last very long. Either you get stronger quickly or you die.”

Noah nodded his understanding. They walked in silence for a few minutes.

“What did you teach while I was out?” Noah finally asked. “I’ve been lax on my stretches—again—but I’m sure you’ve covered more than that.”

“Basics of imbuements” Lee replied, clearly relieved to break the silence with a new topic. “Moxie and Emily already knew all of it, but it was new for Isabel and Todd. At least, it should have been from what they said.”

“What does that mean?” Noah asked, pausing as they grew closer to Building T.

Lee’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah, you weren’t there. Todd already knew how to imbue things.”

“Huh? Why? Did he study?”

“No! Get this. He was doing it on accident,” Lee said with a snicker. “Can you imagine that? He was mistakenly doing Body Imbuement. He’s a natural at it. Didn’t even realize what he was doing until I pointed it out.”

Noah blinked in surprise. “Seriously? That’s great to hear. But what was he⁠—”

Noah trailed off, realization washing over him. “Damn. That explains a lot. He was imbuing his eyes to use his Heat Rune, wasn’t he?”

“Yep! Not the most advanced application, but imbuing a body part tends to make it better at whatever the aspect of the magic you’re imbuing it with. So, with heat, they got better at sensing heat. I suppose they might have also gotten really hot as well, but that’s why intention is important when imbuing anything that’s actually meant to do something.”

“Interesting,” Noah mused. “Any idea why Todd was so good at it?”

“None. He clammed up when I started asking questions, and I didn’t really care too much. It’s much more fun to just practice. Isabel wasn’t too bad at it herself. We just practiced some basic Body Imbuements and got into a little sparring. I didn’t even know it was possible to do temporary, on-the-spot imbuements like what Todd was doing. Haven’t been able to replicate them myself yet.”

They reached the entrance of Building T and headed inside. Noah glanced over at Lee as they headed up the stairwell.

“You’ll have to catch me up on this stuff before our next class.”

“It shouldn’t be too hard. I don’t have to worry about you accidentally killing yourself with overdraw. That’ll shave off a lot of testing time.”

Noah repressed a grimace. “Lovely.”

Arriving at the door, Noah could hear Brayden’s snores even before he unlocked it. He and Lee silently stepped inside.

“What now?” Lee whispered. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not sleeping in here.”

“I never said anything about sleep. He’s going to be out until tomorrow at the earliest,” Noah replied. He walked over to his desk and scooped up his quill, ink bottle, and a pile of papers. Sliding his flying sword into his belt, he crept back out.

“Hunting again?” Lee asked once he’d closed the door.

Noah chuckled. “Considering I’m still a suspect, that’s probably a monumentally stupid idea. I won’t deny that it’s tempting, though. It’s been too long since I filled my runes. I had to spend a bit of energy making Moxie a Greater Wind Rune, but just a few kills should get that taken care of.”

“So what are you doing?”

“Theorycrafting.” Noah held the papers up in front of him. “How much do you know about rune combinations? It’s got to be at least a good bit since you’re Rank 3.”

“I know some. I wasn’t lying about having runes that humans don’t, though. I’m not sure how relevant my information will be to you.”

“Well, then you can just keep me company. I’m going to go to the library and see what I can dig up on combinations. There’s nearly nothing there, but I’m sure there’s got to be at least a tidbit of information. In the meantime, do you think you could compile some information on demons? I need to know a lot about them.”

“The library? Really? You?”

“Hey, I’ve used it before. Just because I don’t like sitting still much as of late doesn’t mean I’m incapable of it,” Noah muttered. “You have no idea how much I’d rather just go punch things and use magic. Luckily, learning new magic is interesting.”

And I can’t afford to just keep making decisions based on what’s fun.

“Miracles do happen,” Lee said. “But you’re right—I doubt you’ll find much there.”

Noah glared at her. “Aren’t you supposed to be encouraging me?”

“I’m relaxing. That was one of the things I wanted to do as part of the contract—the one that isn’t technically enforced.”

“Oh, whatever. I’m still going to try my luck.”

Lee snickered again. They headed across the campus, the dusk light washing over them and making their shadows dance in its orange hue. The library was largely empty when the two arrived.

Two librarians sat at the desks, talking to each other in hushed tones even though nobody else was there. When Noah and Lee approached, they fell silent.

“Can I help you?” one of them asked, pushing a strand of hair out of his pale face.

“I’m looking for information on Rank 2 runes.”

The librarian glanced at the ranking on Noah’s uniform. He twiddled his thumbs together.

“What sort of information? I’m limited in what I can share by your rank, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll take just about anything. Maybe just a list of rune names to start with? Anything you can get beyond that would be appreciated.”

After a moment of consideration, the librarian nodded. “I can help you with that.”

He stretched his hands out, causing a current of green and yellow energy to arc across his fingertips. It swirled into a spark, then expanded. A spinning disk of sickly green light lit the dim library entrance.

The librarian reached into it and pulled out a short stack of books, handing it to Noah.

“Two outdated dictionaries on discovered runes, no information on their make,” the librarian listed. “One compendium of Rank 2 monsters, and one travel guide of Arbitage and its surrounding areas.”

“Thank you.” Noah took the stack and headed into the library, choosing a chair next to one of the tall shelves and flopping into it. Lee grabbed another chair and dragged it into the middle of the aisle before sitting down. Noah sent her a pointed glance.

“What?” Lee arched an eyebrow.

“You’re in the middle of the aisle.”

“Do you see anyone else here?”

Noah just shook his head. He flipped the first book open and started to read. He had the whole night to kill, and he had to give the Hellreaver Ape one thing—it had made him very good at functioning on small amounts of sleep.
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Hours ticked by. Noah’s quill scratched messily on his paper, laid out on the travel guide and braced against his leg, as he compiled what little information he could from the books the librarian had given him.

Sweeping Shadow

Molten Flame

Churning Wind

Freezing Wind

Cracked Hail

Reaping Grass

The list went on, but it didn’t take Noah too long to spot the common pattern in the Rank 2 runes. Just to confirm his suspicions, he nudged Lee, who currently had her nose buried in a book about baking.

“What?” Lee asked. “I’m getting to the good part of the story.”

“That’s a recipe—you know, never mind. Could you tell me the real name of one of your runes? Or is that too secret?”

Lee lowered the book and shrugged. “I don’t care that much about it. Only humans have the weird hangup. Strong runes don’t matter if you can’t use them. My Shadow-based rune is called Cursed Concealing Shadow.”

An extra descriptor for every rank. I really want to know what a Rank 5 rune would be called then. Would it be the world’s most ungainly mishmash of words? You could trick your opponent into saying it out loud and then kill them while they fumbled over it.

Noah chuckled at his own thoughts, and Lee tilted her head to the side.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing, sorry. I just thought of something funny. Uh… can you say what runes went into it?”

“Four Greater Shadow Runes, two Cursed Runes, and one Concealment Rune.”

Three. I’d imagine the more runes you combine, the harder it’ll be to find another combination that works when you hit the next rank. So simple names would probably be better in the long term.

“Do all of your runes have three-word names?”

Lee shook her head. “No. My Shift Runes don’t. They’re called True Shift Runes. All Greater.”

“Do they only have Shift Runes as components?”

“No. There’s also an Absorption rune in the mix.”

Noah nodded thoughtfully. Two runes in the mix likely made for a more focused result, but that would also limit the functionality of the rune. Ideally, he’d be able to find a combination that covered a wide variety of things without being so complicated that it would be impossible to combine in the future, but that was a reach.

He jotted down his current runes on the paper.

Wind

Wind

Ash

Ash

Vibration

Vibration

Vibration

Noah tapped his quill on the paper.

“Intention matters when you imbue things. I assume it also matters when you combine runes?”

Lee nodded. “Yes, but you can only work with what you’ve got.”

“That’s logical.”

If I left these alone, I bet they’d just end up becoming something like Flowing Ash. Or Shaking Ash. Something like that. The Ash element is indeed interesting, but I’m not sure if it’s the exact combination I want.

Sunder will let me test out a bunch of combinations, but if I have to refill my runes every single time I swap them out, this will take forever. Not to mention I’ll waste all the energy I’ve gathered on⁠—

Wait.

Normally, people only use a small amount of energy to imbue their rune on something. That lowers the capacity of the rune until it’s filled back up to its max capacity again, like chopping off the top of a bucket and gluing it back on.

But… they also can’t split apart runes after combining them.

“Lee?”

“What now? I’m getting to the good part.”

“How much of a rune can you imbue?”

“As much as you want, I guess,” Lee replied. “But only an idiot would imbue too much of their rune at once. Think of your rune like a lake. By making an imbuement, you dig a riverbed connected to it that draws energy out of the main rune. If you fully imbue your rune, you’ve just taken the riverbed you just built, filled it with water, and moved it away from the lake. Even though there’s energy in the riverbed, you can only control energy connected to your lake, so you can’t draw energy from it anymore. That’s not even mentioning the soul damage you’ll probably take if you completely split a rune you formed away from yourself.”

“How much damage do you take from splitting a rune away or fully imbuing it?” Noah asked.

“Depends on how closely tied to you the rune is. If you’ve just grabbed it, you can imbue it completely or remove it without too much trouble. Imbuing it is a little smoother than just shattering it as well. But if you’ve combined it? Then it’s going to be really entrenched in your soul. For a demon, it would be brutal. For a human—painful, probably. It would depend. Why do you ask?”

Because if I keep a giant collection of runes that I’ve completely filled, I can mix and match them. I can use Sunder to then split them apart and store them by completely imbuing them in the paper, removing them from my mind while I test other combinations.

Soul damage hasn’t really been that big of a deal in moderation. If someone else tried to do this, the big problem is that it would be all over the moment they combined their runes, as they wouldn’t be able to ever take them apart again after that. That’s not the case for me, however. I can just keep testing combinations until I find the perfect one. I can find the perfect combinations for every single rune I make.

Noah swallowed as a tingle ran down his spine and up his arms. The scope of the idea was terrifying. It would mean eventually walking around with a veritable armory of full runes. If anyone found out, he’d have an enormous target painted on his back.

Then again, that’s already true for just about everything associated with me. If I can pull this off, I could be more powerful than any other mage at my level. I’d be able to swap my runes for anything I needed and save the old ones by imbuing them entirely into something.

That also means I don’t have to be as careful with my first combination, so long as it actually works. And, even if it doesn’t, I know Sunder can split it apart.

“You’re drooling,” Lee said, looking at him from over the top of her book.

Noah wiped his mouth, and his cheeks turned red. “Sorry. I got really excited.”

“About what?”

“Something stupid,” Noah replied, struggling to contain his excitement as he set the books back down. “I need to get a little more energy for my runes. Care to help? It’s about time I reached Rank 2.”


Chapter Sixty-Nine



Despite his excitement, Noah stopped before he and Lee walked off the campus. He was still a suspect. If they saw him leaving, there was no way he’d be able to play it off.

He could always try to use the transport cannon, but the less anyone thought about him, the better. And, as such, that was how Noah found himself standing in the garden as the moon rose overhead, waiting for Lee and saddled with a new promise.

I don’t see how collecting a few monsters for me to kill is equivalent to ten gold to use for shopping. That’s such a scam. A whole month’s salary in exchange for a few measly monsters. Lee is just taking advantage of how impatient I am, that brat.

Noah, of course, didn’t entertain the thought of simply waiting until they were on the road to find some monsters to kill. There was only so much sitting around he was willing to do, and considering Brayden was currently making his room uninhabitable, this was as good a time as any to finally make some progress on his runes.

He still had to wait for Lee to get back, though.

Mercifully, she didn’t take long. Perhaps the thought of all the things she could spend Noah’s ten gold coins on motivated her, because she returned less than ten minutes later, dragging several… things.

Noah stared at the battered tarp bags Lee had slung over her shoulder, like some perverse, twisted Santa Claus. One of them twitched. It had taken far too little time for her to get to the Scorched Acres and back.

“Lee,” Noah said slowly. “I told you to get me monsters. What do you have in there?”

“Monsters,” Lee replied cheerfully. “Go on. Stab them.”

“I am going to open this bag. If there’s a human inside it⁠—”

“They’re Skinwalkers.” Lee rolled her eyes. “They smell different. It was pretty easy to spot them, especially because they were lurking in alleys, hoping someone would be stupid enough to walk past them. It was easy to steal a few bags and ‘nap them. Go on. Stabbing time.”

Noah pressed his lips together. He wasn’t quite sure how perverse Lee’s humor was. There was the very mild possibility that she’d actually grabbed a bunch of random people and stuffed them into the bags.

He used his rusty flying sword to cut a hole in one of the bags. They were already bloodied, so it wasn’t like Lee was about to return them anytime soon. A furious eye stared out of it at Noah—centered in the middle of someone’s chin.

Noah stabbed it. Energy slithered into his body, all pouring into his Greater Wind Rune since the rest of them were already full. He grimaced in distaste.

“Right. It’s a Skinwalker. Why was its eye there, though? Not very convincing.”

“If you bounce them around hard enough, they can forget what they’re supposed to look like.” Lee shrugged. “I wasn’t particularly gentle. That would have meant taking longer, and you aren’t a very patient person. Go on, then. There’s another.”

Noah shook his head and stabbed it. A moment later, he superstitiously wiggled the sword around in the bag to take a glance at what he’d just run it through. He quickly looked away. When Lee said they could get a little scrambled, she meant it. The Skinwalker’s face looked like it was stuck in a washing machine.

Energy rushed into his body again. His rune hummed within him, and he let out a satisfied sigh as he felt the power coming off each of them finally equalize once more. They were all full once again.

“Told you,” Lee said.

“They had more energy than most of the monkeys I killed,” Noah concluded. “They didn’t put up much of a fight, though. I almost feel bad.”

“You paid ten gold for an express service, so you got an express service. Now you’re complaining about it.”

“Okay, okay. Sorry. I hope express service includes taking care of the corpses.”

“Of course it does,” Lee said, affronted. “What sort of business do you take me for?”

Noah didn’t grace her with a reply. Lee gathered the dead monsters up and zipped away, presumably to eat the bodies and somehow dispose of the bags. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be found by anyone who was particularly prone to fainting.

He smiled to himself as he felt the power of his runes shifting within his soul. They were ready. It almost felt like they were asking him to combine them, and Noah wanted to oblige. He nearly did it at that very spot, but he forced himself to wait until Lee returned.

She strolled back up to him several minutes later and gave a curt nod. “They’re tossed.”

“Good. I’ve got a question,” Noah said. “I’m about to combine my runes, but I don’t want to do something stupid. Is there anything I should know other than intent matters?”

Lee rubbed the side of her neck and frowned in thought. After a few moments, she shook her head. “No. Combining things is pretty easy as long as you’re concentrated. The hard part is not combining them into something completely useless. You’re sure that your current runes will go together? If they don’t, you’re going to be in trouble.”

No, I won’t be. And no, I’ve got no idea if they’ll work. The ratio seems decent to me, though. Although maybe I should have another Wind Rune and one less Ash Rune. Ah, screw it. I’m not waiting for that. If this doesn’t work, I just split them apart with Sunder.

“How long will combining my runes take?”

“A minute or two. It’s fast. Just stay concentrated. I’ll keep watch to make sure you don’t get interrupted. You’ll see what to do the moment you try. It’s instinctive.”

Even for someone not from this world? I suppose we’ll see.

“Thank you,” Noah said with a smile. He sat down in the garden next to a bush with large, white roses that had closed themselves for the evening and let out a slow breath. Noah focused his attention on within himself, and the world fell away.

Seven beautiful, fully charged runes formed around him. Above them, Sunder and Combustion swirled in the air, waiting for their turn to be summoned. Noah turned in a slow circle, taking a moment to admire them.

Let’s see. Lee said that this would just come naturally. Combine. Mix. Do something.

Noah envisioned the runes converging on each other. To his surprise, a thrum passed through his mental space, and they started to move. The circle fell apart, his seven runes floating to hover before him.

Pressure emanated from them, resisting his will as he tried to merge them together. It was nothing compared to the energy that Sunder put off, and while comparable to Combustion, it was still far less.

Without too much difficulty, Noah brought them closer and closer. The edges of the runes began to touch. A dull whine filled Noah’s mind, and he focused on his goal. Sound. Sound and heat, possibly. Even though he’d yet to actually manage to make a proper spark with Vibration, he knew it was possible, so it wasn’t too far of a stretch.

His brow furrowed with concentration, and the runes continued to merge. Lines overlapped one another, and the whine grew louder. Noah wasn’t sure how, but his soul form was sweating.

The runes started to shudder with energy. Power crackled around them, hissing and popping as seven became one. Noah’s mind resonated with their energy, and the only thought left in his mind was his vision of what he sought.

And then, with a brilliant chime, they snapped together. The clean note was followed by a sharp click, almost like popping the cover onto a metal container. It was, for lack of a better word, satisfying.

A blast of energy washed out of the rune, and a flash lit up the darkness. Noah blinked in surprise, taking a step back and raising his hands defensively. Spots floated in front of his eyes for several moments. He slowly let his hand lower, squinting.

Floating before him was a single rune. Its energy was a ruddy vermillion and gray mixture, and it was made up of long flowing lines and sharp jutting angles in a circular pattern.

Pyroclastic Resonance

A huge smile crept across Noah’s lips. The combination had worked. He stepped closer to the rune, examining it more closely. It glowed with energy from all the previous seven runes, but it wasn’t full—it was just a little over half of the way there. It felt exactly as powerful as all seven Rank 1 runes had been, even when it was only partially full.

It’s not just that, though. Combining them will let me do a lot more with an individual rune and it also opens up a lot of room to make more runes. It’s a massive net gain.

Noah walked in a circle around the rune. The pressure it was exuding didn’t seem constant. It was stronger in some locations than others. A small frown flickered across his features. The more Noah looked, the more something felt flawed about the combination. Unlike the even rings of pressure that had come off all the Rank 1 and Master Runes, this one felt… bumpy.

Damn. The combination isn’t actually perfect. That has to be it. Too much Ash, perhaps? I need to get another Rank 1 Greater Wind Rune. I wonder…

Noah pulled himself out of his mindspace and found Lee standing before him, watching him curiously.

“Did it work?”

“Yeah,” Noah said with a grin. “It worked.”

He went to stand and nearly headbutted Lee in the stomach. She grabbed him before he could, and Noah grunted in surprise.

“What the hell?”

“Relax. You just let a ton of energy seep into your body. Combining runes makes a reaction that releases power, so you’re stronger and faster than normal for a few minutes until your soul absorbs everything,” Lee said. “How full was your rune? The more synergized the runes you combine are, the more max capacity you’ll have compared to what you initially had.”

“About 50 percent,” Noah said, blinking as Lee helped him sit back down.

“If there’s a perfect combination, then I’ve heard that your rune can be as low as 10 percent full because of how much the capacity has grown,” Lee said. “Fifty percent is pretty decent. All that excess energy will help expand your soul and then dissipate. Just sit for a bit. What rune did you get?”

“Pyroclastic Resonance.”

“Fancy name,” Lee observed. “Might be difficult to combine. Are you just going to focus on it?”

“I think I’ll figure something out,” Noah said with a wry smile. Even if the combination wasn’t perfect, he was beyond excited. The next step was already waiting for him to take it. “I need to do something. Do you have a piece of paper or something on you? I need to imbue a rune.”

Lee blinked in surprise. “It’s a bit early. I wouldn’t imbue anything quite yet. Wait until you’ve filled it at least a bit.”

Noah opened his mouth. Then he slowly closed it. Telling Lee why he wanted the paper would technically also give away exactly what Sunder did. He chewed his lower lip, then nodded.

That isn’t something I can share. Sorry, Lee.

“Right. I got ahead of myself,” Noah said sheepishly. “Do you know if I can still form Rank 1 runes? Or do I have to somehow go straight to Rank 2?”

“Nothing would stop you from getting Rank 1 runes again, but it would just be a waste of energy in many cases,” Lee said with a frown. “Your soul absorbed the excess energy from the combination, which makes you Rank 2. That means it’ll be able to handle another Rank 2 rune whenever you absorb it. The increase in your soul’s size is enough to let you hold another Rank 1 rune, so you could combine another set of seven Rank 1 runes into a new Rank 2 rune. That growth scales, so combining Rank 2s into a Rank 3 gives enough room to hold a new Rank 2 or seven Rank 1s—though it can be more, based on how strong your soul is.”

“I see,” Noah said slowly, taking a moment to think over everything Lee had said.

“Starting from scratch again would be a lot of work,” Lee added with a frown. “Just remember that your soul can only ever access seven runes actively. Everything else will just sit around—leeching power or doing nothing—until you combine it.”

Ah. That explains it. So every time I combine runes, it’ll make my soul grow a little larger and give me more room to house a bit more, eventually allowing me to get another set of seven Rank 1 runes. I bet that by the time I’m Rank 3, my soul will be large enough to house extra Rank 2 runes or forty-nine Rank 1 runes. Damn, that’s complicated. I can see why people would generally avoid building everything from scratch after Rank 1 or 2.

But this way I can continue to combine runes rather than having to imbue the existing ones onto paper to make space. So it’s still viable, but it would take a long time to deal with if I wanted to customize every single rune.

“Would that mean I could technically combine eight runes at once rather than seven?” Noah asked.

Lee shook her head. “Not unless you want to blow your combination up. Only seven. Never more, never less. Nothing else will work. I have no clue why, but that’s just how it is.”

“I see. So, aside from making it normally, I could just find a Rank 2 rune in nature, on a monster, or buy it from someone?”

Lee nodded. “Yes. You could also get rid of your current Rank 2 rune if it didn’t work right or the combination was very poor. Your soul can handle Rank 2 runes now, so you don’t really need that initial combination, but it’s a big loss if you give it up. That’s a lot of wasted energy, not to mention the soul damage that you probably took if your combination failed that badly.”

“Makes sense. Back up a moment. I want to test this thing out,” Noah said. He waggled his fingers, then held a hand out. Lee quickly put some distance between herself and him. Noah paused for long enough to make sure she wouldn’t mistakenly get caught up in anything, then called on the magic of his new rune.

It flowed instantly, and Noah whistled softly. His lips tingled as magic poured out from between them, and the air around his head warmed. The note sounded off—more haunting than it should have been.

“Impressive,” Lee said sarcastically. “That was the spookiest whistle I’ve ever heard. I hope your magic leans more toward the pyroclastic side than the resonant one.”

Noah ignored her. He called on Combustion, just drawing a small droplet of the Master Rune’s strength, then snapped his fingers. A spark of flame rolled up from his fingers, and Noah whistled once more.

The flame lunged, following the sound of his voice. It whipped around his head like a flaming bullet, the whistle elongating into a shrill, screaming note as the fire accelerated. Then it vanished, burning away and leaving a grinning Noah sitting before a wide-eyed Lee.

“That was… a good bit cooler,” Lee admitted.

Noah’s smile widened. He was going to have a lot of fun with this.


Chapter Seventy



“Lee?”

“What?” Lee asked, raising her head from the small mound of leaves she’d piled on top of herself. It had been an hour and a half since Noah had combined his runes, and while he’d been playing around with his new magic, Lee had tried to make herself a cocoon of dried leaves. It wasn’t working too well.

“I’ve got another question. Just how hard is it to find a perfectly combined rune?”

“A good number of powerful demons have them, from what I’ve heard, but in terms of people I actually met—not many. I’ve only got one myself, and I found it—I’ve got no clue what actually went into it. I’d say it’s probably really hard, especially up here.”

Noah nodded thoughtfully. That lined up with his own suspicions as well, and it made him lean even harder toward building a massive library of runes to mix and match. If he found a perfectly combined rune, great. He wasn’t going to rely on luck, though.

“One more question, then. How much would it cost for you to get me one more Skinwalker? It’s a service to the university, after all. These things are dangerous.”

Lee let out a long, suffering sigh. “You suck. Do you see my blanket? Do you see what you did to it?”

“One gold.”

“Ten.”

“Absolutely not. That’s an entire month’s pay.”

“Won’t the school pay you more now that you’re a Rank 2?”

Noah paused. “Probably. But I’m not paying you ten gold for what amounts to about ten minutes of work for you. Three gold.”

“Three gold isn’t enough to buy anything.”

“Are you kidding? That’s three of my fancy uniforms. That’s enough to buy so much!”

Lee pushed herself out of the pile of leaves and flicked one of them from her hair. “Wait, really? I thought a meal was one gold.”

“One silver,” Noah said, aghast.

“Oh. Whoops. I mixed up gold and silver.”

Noah’s eye twitched. “You’re telling me you would have gotten those monsters for ten silver?”

“One gold it is!” Lee zipped off before Noah could say anything else. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Somehow, it felt like he’d just gotten scammed by a child.

He rubbed his forehead. Either way, he’d gotten what he needed. Lee was out of the area for a little while. Noah took the grimoire from his side and flipped it open, flipping through the pages until he arrived at a blank one near the end of the book.

There weren’t many blank pages left, but he’d only need one for his purposes right now. Noah grinned to himself, closing his eyes and slipping into his mindspace. It felt a little odd to only see a single rune emerge from the darkness, but he was about to rectify that.

Sunder lowered, shifting down to hang directly above Noah as he approached the Greater Pyroclastic Resonance Rune. At least, he assumed it would still be called a Greater Rune, considering every rune that had gone into it had been Greater.

He swallowed heavily, pausing for a moment. A flicker of indecision ran through his body. If Sunder didn’t actually work exactly how he thought it would, all his progress would be gone and he’d be back to square zero—or worse, left with a damaged Rank 2 rune stuck in his soul.

Noah’s eyes narrowed.

I’m not second-guessing myself. I saw the vision. I know how Sunder works. I’ve seen it work on monsters. I know it can do this. Intention and power are all that matter.

He reached up and touched Sunder. Energy sparked, pouring through the back of his hand and into his body. His veins darkened, but to Noah’s surprise, the intensity of the pressure was slightly better than it had been the last time he’d called on Sunder. It was still overwhelming, but not nearly as bad as it had been.

Reaching Rank 2 and getting that extra energy to strengthen my soul did a lot. I wonder if I’ll be able to properly control Sunder soon.

Noah’s veins pulsed black, and his bones creaked under the pressure of the Master Rune. Grimacing, he raised his other hand and reached for the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune. Thoughts of the Sunder Rune would have to wait before he let it rip his body to shreds on accident.

Energy sparked at Noah’s fingertips as they brushed across the Rank 2 rune. Then it leapt free, slipping from his body and instantly relieving the burden. Noah let out a relieved breath and straightened as a black line flashed, splitting the air.

It carved straight through the center of the rune. Energy swirled around it as the lines of the rune pulled apart, swirling into the dark expanses. Seven sparks glittered from the destruction, blooming all around Noah.

One by one, his former runes snapped back into existence around him, each one burning with power. Noah held his breath for a moment longer, waiting to see if anything else would happen, but it didn’t. He let it out in a huff.

It works.

Each of the runes was completely full as well, which pleased Noah even further. Combining the runes hadn’t drained their energy. There had simply been more energy to fill in the Rank 2 rune because of their synergy, even though it wasn’t perfect.

That does beg the question of what energy was actually used to combine the runes, then. It had to be something, and if the power didn’t come from runes, then it must have come from elsewhere in me. Is there another energy source that I’m spending and remain unaware of? I’ll have to look into that.

Noah would have loved to fiddle around with his runes more, but he still had work to accomplish before Lee got back. He opened his eyes, dismissing his mental space, and looked down at the blank page in his grimoire.

Pressing his hand to it and envisioning his Greater Wind Rune, Noah gathered a small portion of the energy, about half of what he’d used to imbue the rune for Moxie. He pulled the energy away, draining it permanently and sending it out through his fingers.

Lines seared into the paper, forming swirling lines. Noah raised his hand away, smiling as he saw the Wind Rune manifest itself. When he gently probed at it, he could still feel the energy lying within the paper.

That’ll do.

Noah closed the book and lowered it. Now, all he had to do was wait for a little longer until Lee got back.
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“Got it,” Lee said, dropping down beside Noah over an hour and a half later with yet another bag slung over her shoulder. He swore, jumping and turning to look in her direction.

“What happened?” Noah asked. “It took you so long. Did anything go wrong?”

“No. I got distracted watching a squirrel sleep.”

Noah resisted the urge to grind his teeth. Lee was doing him a favor. It had only been an hour. That was still far faster than it would have been had he done it himself.

“Thank you,” Noah said. “Skinwalker?”

Lee nodded. “It was pretty hard to find. I don’t think there are many more on campus. It doesn’t help that I’ve been killing them the last few days. I got hungry.”

Noah opened his mouth. Then he let it close with a click. Technically, Lee was just helping the school. There wasn’t exactly anything to complain about there.

“Good job, I think,” Noah said. “Just don’t get caught.”

“Sure thing. I was planning on doing that before, but now that you’ve told me not to, I’ll make sure to keep that in mind.” Lee tossed the bag onto the ground in front of Noah.

Noah rolled his eyes and grabbed his sword, running the bag through. There was a strangled hiss, which promptly deflated. A rush of power entered Noah’s body, and he caught a glimpse of a warped face through the hole in the bag before he looked away.

He didn’t need to look to tell that the energy had already refilled his Greater Wind Rune.

“Do you just hit them on everything in your path?” Noah asked, repressing a disgusted grimace as he nodded to the bag.

“Well, I don’t exactly try to avoid things. It keeps them less aggressive,” Lee replied. “Don’t feel bad. They’re pretty stupid.”

“I never said I felt bad. We’re doing them a favor. Maybe they’ll come back as something less evil.”

“Who knows? Could be that death is just the end,” Lee said with a shrug. “I guess you wouldn’t care, given that you seem to be immortal.”

“No, death is⁠—”

Noah broke off, then shook his head. “Eh. We’ll find out when we get there. Thanks for the help.”

“I’d say it was no problem, but it was really about 1 gold’s worth of a problem. Why’d you need another one so soon though?”

“Wanted to test out gaining energy in my Rank 2 rune.” Noah stole a page from her book and shrugged. “Are you complaining? It’s free gold.”

“Fair enough. I’m going back to sleep, then. Don’t make me mess my leaf blanket up unless something is actually wrong.”

“One more thing—could you think about what it means to be a demon and try to summarize it? I’m going to need to learn how they act if I’m going to pass off as one.”

Lee snorted. “That’s easy. How do humans act?”

“Well, I guess it depends on the—ah.”

“Yup. They’re all different, but a lot of us tend to be pretty arrogant. If I had to choose a defining trait, I’d go with that.”

“Well, maybe think about typical traits and stuff like that? Just something I can work with.”

“Sure. I’ll see what I can come up with.”

“Thanks.” Noah sank back into his mental space as Lee got to work reburying herself.

As soon as he arrived, Noah gathered his energy and enveloped the seven Rank 1 runes, bringing them together. They merged easily, sliding together without any issue. There wasn’t even the resistance he’d felt the first time he combined them, and he soon found himself standing before a Pyroclastic Resonance Rune, 50 percent of the way full.

Weird. Why was it so easy this time? I didn’t even feel the energy go off. Is it because my soul has already adapted to housing Rank 2 runes? Fascinating. It’s like a balloon, then. It got stretched out from the initial combination but was still stretched after I split it up using Sunder. I bet I’ll get some more growth when I form another Rank 2 rune. Logically, that goes in the other direction as well, though. If I remove the high-rank runes, my soul will probably deflate, and I might have to work my way back up. I’ll have to be careful to avoid removing too much at once.

Everything depends on how much each rune makes the proverbial balloon stretch. Yet another thing to look into. Damn. At this rate, I’ll forget my list of things I want to research before I manage to get around to solving them.

Noah let his eyes open and dismissed his mental space. There was still one last thing to do before he’d be satisfied for the night. He glanced down at Lee, who was now a small mound in the ground.

Shaking his head with mild amusement, Noah took out his grimoire and flipped over to the Greater Wind Rune he’d imbued in it. Placing his finger on the page, Noah pictured the rune in his mind.

And then, he drew.

Energy coursed from the book and into Noah’s body, forming a brand-new Rank 1 Greater Wind Rune in his mind. Noah’s lips stretched into a wide grin as he felt the rune awaiting his command. He glanced down at the book, but the rune was still there. He’d managed to avoid draining all of the energy.

Perfect. Maybe I’ll be able to salvage the page.

This is incredible. Once this Wind Rune is full, I’ll replace one of the Ash Runes and see if that’s the perfect combination.

Noah resisted the urge to let out an evil laugh. He’d never been one for them, but he felt like the world was opening up before him. Had Lee not been trying to sleep right next to him, Noah might have actually let it slip.

Instead, he sat down on the ground and leaned against the light purple trunk of a large tree. It wasn’t the most comfortable place he’d ever slept, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Tomorrow, he was going to put his new rune to use. He almost felt bad for whatever monster happened to be in his way.

Almost.


Chapter Seventy-One



Noah’s sleep was interrupted by a hand violently shaking his shoulder. His eyes snapped open, and a blade of wind swirled to life at his fingertips as he jumped back, preparing to dive out of the way of a Slasher. Moxie yanked her hand back, vines whipping around her defensively.

“Whoa! Relax,” Moxie said.

Noah blinked. He let his magic fade away, slowly lowering his hands. “Moxie? Why are you here?”

“Because I was looking for you, idiot. You weren’t in your room.”

“Brayden was snoring too loudly.”

“I could tell. He slept through me breaking in,” Moxie said, her lips pursing. The vines slithered back into her clothes, and she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I figured something out. I’m glad I caught you alone. You’re in danger.”

“Actually, I’m not⁠—”

“Lee isn’t a Skinwalker,” Moxie said, cutting Noah off. “I was thinking about what you told me. I’ve been studying Skinwalkers. At first, I thought she was either a very powerful one or a new breed. We know so little about the monster species that it was possible, but after what we talked about yesterday, I realized I had a bad case of tunnel vision. Maybe I’m the idiot.”

“Moxie—”

“Not now,” Moxie snapped. “Just listen. I don’t know how I didn’t catch this sooner. That demon threat you were worried about—it’s not hiding out and lurking. It’s in plain sight. Lee is the demon.”

Moxie stared at Noah, waiting for him to react. He just rubbed the back of his head.

“Is that a bad thing?”

Moxie blinked. Then she drew a deep breath and let it out in a violent huff. “Yes. Skinwalkers are motivated by hunger, as far as we’re aware. Demons aren’t. There’s very, very little known about demons, but we know one thing—they’re incredibly dangerous. They seek out suffering. I could possibly believe that a Skinwalker could be convinced to lie low, but not a demon. It’s more likely that she’s just biding her time, waiting for the proper moment.”

“I don’t really think that’s the case. I don’t know a lot about demons, but even if Lee is one, aren’t there different kinds or something? She’s not like that. You’ve spent a good amount of time with her. You know that.”

“Demons are one of the most dangerous monsters that have been discovered since the Long Night. You’ve got no idea what you’re talking about if you think there’s the slightest possibility that a demon would ever be benevolent. They are literally born with runes that can only gain power through causing suffering.”

“Wait. There are runes that can get strength through things other than just normal energy?”

“Yes, there—damn it, Vermil. Not now. Focus. Where is Lee? We need to find a high-rank teacher and take her down before she starts killing people. She’s the threat you were so worried about, and she’s probably just concealing her strength. I don’t know what her endgame is, but it doesn’t matter. If we don’t act now, I don’t want to think about how much damage she could cause.”

Noah opened his mouth, then paused.

How do I know Lee wasn’t actually the literal demon that Vermil was trying to summon? She says she just slipped through, but I don’t have a way to know that for sure. I could try to make her swear a Rune Oath, but if Moxie is right, then I doubt she’s going to⁠—

No.

She wasn’t lying. I refuse to believe it. Moxie’s fears aren’t unjustified, but Lee isn’t like that.

“I don’t think you’re correct,” Noah said. “I won’t try to pretend I understand much about demons, but I know Lee. She’s not some scheming monster that’s just waiting to strike when my guard is down. You said yourself that not a lot is known about demons, right? Maybe she’s different. It’s not fair to treat her like that when we have no reason to believe it.”

“She’s a demon.”

“And I’m Vermil.”

Moxie clenched her hands. “Something tells me you don’t have any idea how serious this is. Stop being idealistic for a moment. Ignore your emotions and think logically, you idiot. I also liked Lee, but we need to put the students first. She’s a threat.”

“She is not.”

“Vermil. Enough. We both know that I know more about this than you. You aren’t just betting your own life on this. It’s the lives of your students and mine as well, not to mention anyone else who could get caught up in this.”

“It’s not a bet. I trust her. And besides, even if I’m wrong, it’s only⁠—”

“It’s only what?” Moxie asked. “Death?”

Yes.

“Never mind.” Noah shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. Have you even considered speaking to her for a second?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Noah saw the pile of leaves that Lee had buried herself beneath shift. He gritted his teeth. The worst possible thing that could happen would be for Lee to reveal herself now. He wasn’t sure Moxie wouldn’t just attack on sight.

“Speak to her? Why? I’m not immortal, and we know how fast she is. I’m not confident I could beat her in a fight. We need a stronger professor to handle this.”

“Not to trick her, Moxie. To find out if she’s really this terrible being like you’re making her out to be.”

Moxie’s brow furrowed. Then her eyes went cold, and she shifted her stance, understanding washing across her features.

“You knew. You already knew.”

“Only for a day,” Noah replied. “And I know she wouldn’t do anything like what you’re saying. Just have a conversation with her, Moxie. Give her a chance. Keep your guard up more around her or something, but it’s completely unfair to judge her for—what, rumors you read in a book? You can’t say that we know almost nothing about demons and also say every single one of them is evil.”

Moxie drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m sorry, Vermil. I can tell you want to see the best in everyone. I wish I could do the same, but I put the life of my student above my feelings. And not just her. The lives of your students. Surprisingly, even your life. I won’t let you risk everything because of a gut feeling. I came here to warn you, but if you aren’t cooperating, then I’ll just have to do things without you.”

Noah’s hands clenched. He gritted his teeth and reached into the pocket of his coat, pulling out his pipe. Despite having it for some time now, he still hadn’t had a chance to use it properly. It was on his list of things to try now that he’d gotten Combustion, but he just hadn’t gotten around to it yet. Noah pinched a large bunch of the Flashgrass off and put it into the pipe.

“Please don’t,” Noah said softly.

“This isn’t about what we want,” Moxie ground out. “It’s about our students. We can’t let emotion cloud our decisions.”

She spun. Noah drew on his Wind Rune and shot forward, passing Moxie and spinning to face her. Moxie’s lips pressed together, and vines curled at her feet, slithering out from the hems of her pants.

“Don’t,” Moxie warned. “You know what happened the last time we fought.”

Noah put the pipe between his teeth. “That was last time, Moxie. Things change. Just like people. That’s how it works. And that’s why you should be giving Lee a chance to at least give you her side of the story before you do something rash. She’d never do something stupid like trying to fight you.”

He put extra force in the last sentence as he saw the leaves twitch. If Lee came out, the chances of him convincing Moxie of anything would probably drop to zero. She’d assume they were working together to actually try to kill her, and then all bets would be off.

“Last chance,” Moxie said, her tone banded with steel. “Get out of my way, Vermil. I don’t want to hurt you. You’re a decent person, but I’ve made my stance clear.”

Noah raised a finger to the pipe. The Flashgrass combusted instantly, a thin plume of smoke rising into the air as it started to burn.

“Maybe we’ll just have to let our magic do some of the talking.”

“You don’t have a Shield. If you attack me, I’m going to treat you like a real enemy. You’re aiding a demon. There won’t be any talk afterward. You’ll be dead.”

“Only if you win.”

The plume of smoke rising up from Noah’s pipe erupted, turning into a writhing snake of flame. Ash intermixed with the fire, roiling like a black sea within it.

Vines whipped out for Noah. He shot himself out of the way with a burst of wind, leaving a trail of glittering black and red smoke behind him. It whipped down, burning through several of Moxie’s vines.

The acrid smoke stung Noah’s throat, and his eyes watered, but he grabbed all of it before it could enter his lungs and forced it away. He exhaled, blowing a thick cloud of smoke out toward Moxie. Then, as it passed by his lips, he ignited it with Combustion.

A sheet of roiling fire washed out in a roar. Moxie’s eyes widened, and she thrust her hands toward it. Her body flashed green as her Shield lit up, blocking the attack. At the same time, the plants all around Noah rustled to life.

He ducked under a flower as it whipped past his head, then narrowly avoided a huge tree branch as it creaked down, trying to impale him.

Damn. This is the absolute worst spot for me to try to fight Moxie. There’s going to be too much damage if I let this go on for more than a few seconds. This fight can’t drag out.

The last of the flames faded away, revealing Moxie who had enveloped herself in a leafy cocoon. Noah’s magic had scorched it, but her plants had somehow avoided catching fire. The cocoon unfurled and Moxie stepped out, her face cold.

“You reached Rank 2,” Moxie said.

Noah drew in another deep breath, catching the smoke and allowing it to curl out from his lips. This was going to have to be fast. Moxie was too smart to let the fight run long, and she was still stronger than he was.

He blew, causing the cloud to stretch out before him and carrying it even further with his Pyroclastic Resonance Rune. Then he let out a sharp whistle. The fire cloud lurched forward, expanding like a blanket toward her even as Noah combusted it. Moxie whipped vines forward, attacking him and blocking the explosion at the same time. She was already starting to adapt, but Noah had no plans of letting her figure any more out.

As soon as the fire blocked him from her vision, he dropped to the ground and, using the cover of the flame as a Shield, darted forward. Moxie spotted him quickly and went to redirect her magic. Plants grabbed at Noah’s feet, nearly tripping him up.

He directed the cloud of smoke between them and ignited it. Moxie flinched back as the fire erupted, and she raised her hands defensively to keep it from reaching her. Noah called on Combustion once more, but he didn’t summon any flame.

Instead, he canceled it, turning the air inert. The ash went out instantly, starved of any way to ignite, and Noah threw himself through the cloud. He slammed into Moxie, driving his shoulder into her stomach and knocking her to the ground.

The breath was knocked from her lungs with a woosh, and her eyes widened as she tried and failed to draw a breath. Noah grabbed her in a bear hug, not letting her escape.

“Enough of this. I could detonate my magic right now. Would your Shield save you? Just listen to me, damn it.”

Moxie pressed her lips together, not willing to waste air responding. Despite that, her plants swayed at the ready, refraining from attacking for the time being. Noah’s lungs started to burn from the lack of oxygen, but he was in a better spot than Moxie was.

“If Lee wanted you dead, she would have fought. Even though this is to protect her, she isn’t doing anything.”

“What?” Moxie asked.

Noah released Combustion and air rushed back into their lungs. He jerked his chin toward the pile of leaves.

“Lee. Come out.”

They rustled, and Lee’s head poked out of the pile. Her eyes were slightly redder than normal. Moxie stiffened in Noah’s grasp.

“If she was this self-centered monster that you think all demons are, don’t you think she would have helped me fight you?” Noah demanded. “You were threatening to get her killed.”

“I-I don’t understand,” Moxie muttered. “Was this your plan? Just to trick me?”

“How could it be? You’re the one that came to find me,” Noah replied.

Lee sniffled. She turned and shot off in a blur, vanishing into the garden. Moxie stared at where the demon had been standing. Then she slumped in Noah’s arms, and the garden was silent once more.


Chapter Seventy-Two



Noah released Moxie, rolling to the side and rising to his feet.

“You’re smart, Moxie. But how do you know that the information you have on demons is correct? Has Lee ever given you a reason to doubt her?”

Moxie wasn’t in a hurry to stand up.

“I don’t know. But what if you’re wrong?”

“Then Lee kills us. I’d rather be wrong and be the idiot that trusted my friends than the monster that turned against them because they were told to. When you die, it won’t matter anymore. You’ll have to live with your decisions, not your fears. And, if you live on fear, that’s all that you’ll have left to keep you company.”

Moxie didn’t respond immediately. She slowly sat up, still looking at where Lee had been.

“We weren’t friends. Co-workers, at best.”

Noah shrugged. “If that’s what lets you sleep at night.”

“We only knew each other for a little while!”

“Time is such a weird thing,” Noah said with a frown. “I don’t see the obsession with it. Short, long, whatever. What matters is how you spend it, not how long you have. And, in the long run, you don’t have all that long anyway.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Moxie asked, finally looking up at Noah. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Forget it,” Noah said with a sigh. “If you try to attack me again, I don’t think I’m going to be able to win.”

Not without using Sunder, and that means one of us isn’t walking out of here alive.

“You’re saying you won’t try to stop me if I go after her?”

“I’m saying you’ll win. I’ve already told you my stance.”

“Why do you care so much?” Moxie asked. “Why go through the risk? It doesn’t make sense. You’re putting yourself on the line for someone you aren’t even responsible for.”

“Is it responsibility, or is it avoiding responsibility by just assuming the worst to skirt the problem?” Noah asked. “I’m not saying you should blindly trust every demon. That would be stupid. But you haven’t even tried talking to Lee to find out more. You’re just jumping to conclusions.”

Moxie sat upright. She flicked some flecks of ash from her shoulder, then rose to her feet, pulling her gaze away from Noah and toward the direction that Lee had gone. Her hands clenched.

Noah remained silent as Moxie stood there. He’d already said his piece. There wasn’t anything else he could say that would change her mind.

“How do you know you’re right?” Moxie finally asked. “What if you trust the wrong person?”

Noah shrugged. “Then you die. I already told you. But… dying is one moment. Living is every single other one. Focus on all the moments you actually live through, not the single one at the end. If you decide that trusting Lee is the wrong decision, then decide that. But make sure you actually believe it.”

Moxie swallowed. “I need to think.”

“Then think. I’m sure Lee didn’t value your opinion of her at all. She definitely didn’t care that one of the few people she’s met thought she was a bloodthirsty monster that was just trying to manipulate them for their own selfish gains.”

“Damn it, Vermil. What do you want from me? I have a duty.”

“I never said you didn’t,” Noah said. “I’m a terrible professor. We’ve established this already. Why do you care about what some evil monster like me thinks anyway? Seems odd. I’m sure some people would think your trust in me is nearly as bad as trusting Lee.”

Moxie’s fists clenched, and she looked away. Vines slithered at her feet, whipping in anger as she withdrew them and pushed the rest of the garden back to its original state. Some of the plants had been burned and damaged from the fight, but she shifted those parts farther away from the path to hide them.

“I’ll hear her out,” Moxie said. “Take me to her.”

“Nope.”

“What?”

“I don’t know where she is, Moxie. There’s no conspiracy or grand plan here. She just ran off because you hurt her feelings. If you want to do something about that, then go find her yourself. I don’t belong in that conversation. If you think she’s just some monster, then go find those other professors and hunt her down. I’ll be sitting here.”

“Doing what?”

“Waiting,” Noah replied. “To see if you’re an idiot or not.”

Moxie sent one last look at Noah, then turned and strode off. He crouched to the ground, crossing his legs as he sat and pressing his palms against his knees. A minute passed. He let out a heavy sigh and massaged his forehead.

“Damn. That could have gone better.”

“She hates me.”

Lee stepped out of the bush behind Noah. He looked over his shoulder at her but didn’t say anything.

“See? That’s how people are supposed to respond,” Lee said, nodding in Moxie’s direction and flopping down beside him. “She’s probably going to go find professors to hunt me.”

“Maybe,” Noah allowed. “Do you think they could catch you?”

“Depends. Not if they’re Rank 3. But if there are Rank 4 professors… probably.”

“I see. I think Moxie was just scared. She’s trying to protect her student and isn’t thinking rationally. Or maybe she’s trying to think too rationally and isn’t pitting her own experiences against what she’s been told.”

“Does it matter?” Lee asked. “She’s still going to try to kill me. I’m going to leave, and now you might as well.”

Noah shrugged. “What I told her about you goes for me as well. We’ve already established that I’m an idiot.”

Lee snorted, then sniffled again. Noah didn’t look back at her. There wasn’t much privacy outside, but it was better than nothing.

“You can’t just sit here if you want to find out,” Noah said. “She did go looking, you know.”

“So what?”

“So nothing. It’s up to you in the end. You’re the person that Moxie needs to apologize to, and if you don’t want an apology, that’s up to you. But if you want an apology, you’re going to need to let her give it to you.”

“And if she’s just going to find professors to kill me?”

“Maybe she is. I don’t know,” Noah replied, rubbing his chin. “I suppose the logical thing to do would be to get out of here, just in case. Avoid the risk. Maybe you could rejoin the kids and me if we end up deciding to leave the school. Or you could be an idiot. I’m always partial to the latter option.”

Lee shifted behind Noah. He waited a few moments, then turned around. She was gone. He let out a thoughtful grunt and turned back around to rest his chin in his palm. He just hoped that he had read Moxie correctly.
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Moxie found Lee sitting in the shade of a gnarled tree. She could have sworn she’d just passed that tree a minute ago and seen nothing there, but it was a moot point now. The two stared at each other for several seconds.

With slow, deliberate steps, Moxie walked up until she was a few body length’s away from Lee. Then she sat down.

Neither of them spoke. They just sat there, silently watching one another. Finally, Moxie let out a slow breath, adding to the gentle rustle of the garden plants around them.

“How do I know?”

“Know what?” Lee asked. “That I’m not going to try to kill everyone?”

“Yes.”

“How am I supposed to prove it?”

Moxie looked to the side. “I don’t know.”

They fell silent again. The breeze rustled Moxie’s hair and chilled her skin as the sun dipped below a heavy cover of gray clouds, removing its light from the day.

“How long does it take to become friends with someone?” Lee asked abruptly.

Moxie blinked. “What? I don’t know. It’s not like there’s a timer on it. It just… happens.”

“Would you hurt your friends?”

“I don’t have friends,” Moxie said promptly. “They’re not appropriate for me. I can’t afford them yet.”

“You need to buy friends?”

Moxie frowned. “No. But you need to be able to provide for them. Friends are people you protect, and I’m not strong enough to protect anyone yet. If I were, I wouldn’t be worried about you. Why are you asking this?”

“Because I’m curious. If there isn’t a limit on how long you have to know someone, then Vermil is my friend. Isabel and Todd are my friends. I thought you were one too.”

Moxie pressed her lips together. “Can demons have friends? I thought you valued suffering and power more than anything else.”

“I don’t think so,” Lee said softly. “I haven’t had any before. The Damned Plains aren’t very good for caring about people. I just wanted to leave. Helping people feels good. I didn’t think anyone would ever care about learning from me.”

That’s the reason I teach—no, damn it. I’m not agreeing with a demon. I know what they are. I’ve read about them. They’re manipulative. This is just a trick.

But… what if it isn’t?

“Why didn’t you tell anybody earlier?” Moxie asked. “If we’d known instead of me suddenly finding out⁠—”

“You would have tried to kill me then as well. That’s what all humans do. I know. I wouldn’t have even told Vermil if I could have. I didn’t want this to end.”

Moxie closed her mouth. Lee was right. The time when she’d learned hardly mattered. Demons were too dangerous to be left alive.

Right?

“But—”

“Humans just kill everything they don’t like,” Lee said, cutting Moxie off. Her eyes flickered with anger. “I can’t blame them, but it pisses me off to see you acting so much better than us. You’re exactly the same. How many monkeys has Vermil killed? And I saw that professor trying to cheat to make Isabel lose the exam. How is that any better than anything demons do?”

That’s not the same thing.

Moxie didn’t actually say her thoughts out loud. They sounded weak, even in her head.

“Between us, I’m the only one who hasn’t acted according to my so-called nature,” Lee continued, rising to her feet. “You did exactly what the other demons that I did manage to speak to said you would. Vermil is the only one that didn’t, and that’s only because he⁠—”

Lee cut herself off.

“He’s an idiot. Yeah,” Moxie continued, shaking her head. “If everyone was like he is now, maybe the world would be a different place. But, more realistically, we’d just all be dead. He’s not strong enough to act the way he does. You need strength to show mercy, and I don’t have it.”

“Then maybe you aren’t stronger than he is at all.”

Moxie rose to her feet as well. “It doesn’t matter. My duty is to my student. I need to protect her. That is my duty.”

“And I’ve been teaching her how to fight. I’ve been teaching you.”

Moxie bit her inner cheek. “How am I just supposed to trust you?”

“Would this have been any different if you’d found out my identity in a year rather than now?”

“No.”

“Then it doesn’t matter. Nothing I could do would ever convince you. Even if I made a Rune Oath, you’d just think the wording was some form of trick. They’re not exhaustive. There are always loopholes.”

“So what am I supposed to do?” Moxie demanded. “I can’t trust you. You can’t trust me.”

“I never said I didn’t trust you.”

Moxie faltered. “What?”

“You showed up alone. Doesn’t that mean you trust me, at least a little?”

Moxie paused. “I—Well, I didn’t think you would attack me.”

“Why?”

Moxie ground her teeth together. She was losing ground so fast that it felt like it was falling out beneath her feet.

“I don’t know.”

“Is it because you still wanted to be friends?”

“I don’t have friends.”

“Why not?” Lee asked. “Friends help each other. It’s nice. Do you want to be a demon? Because that’s what I used to hear other demons say when they turned on each other, breaking their alliances for just a little more power. You sound just like them. What’s wrong with trying to trust people? Isn’t it better to be betrayed than to be alone?”

Moxie’s hands lowered to her sides. Despite herself, a quick burst of bitter laughter slipped out of her lips. “Spoken like someone who’s never been betrayed.”

Lee stared at Moxie silently, which made the female professor’s heart twist.

Damn it.

“You really thought I was your friend?” Moxie asked.

Lee didn’t respond.

Moxie’s eyes prickled. She blinked in surprise, raising a hand to her face. It was wet.

“Then you really can’t trust me,” Moxie said. “Don’t you see what I’m saying? If you feel that I betrayed you, there’s no way you could possibly⁠—”

“I still trust you,” Lee said. “I still want to be friends.”

“How?” Moxie demanded.

A small smile flickered across Lee’s face. “Maybe I’m just a bit of an idiot.”

Moxie stared at her. She felt like her mind was trying to split itself in half. No option felt like it was the right one. No matter what she did, the alternative could come back to bite her. She could fail.

She could fail again.

Her chest tightened and her stomach flipped. Moxie’s hands clenched at her sides.

It isn’t just my life that I’m betting. But she could have made a move already. I was so panicked about there being a demon. But what if⁠—

I’m just going in circles. This is pointless.

I don’t want to live like this.

Moxie slowly raised her gaze again. “I’m sorry, Lee. I… I may have misjudged you.”

Lee blinked in surprise. “You want to be friends?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“Yes, but I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

Moxie stared at Lee. “You came here fully expecting that I would betray you? Again?”

“It would technically just be once, since you’d just be sticking to the first betrayal. But, yes. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

I know what I’m supposed to do. Emily’s safety is the only priority. I shouldn’t risk it, even if I believe Lee.

But… the Torrin family doesn’t know. This is a decision I can actually make for myself, one where they don’t have a knife to my back. When was the last time I could actually do that?

“If you aren’t planning to hunt me down, I can offer you a Rune Oath,” Lee offered. “Then again, if you are planning to kill me and you make one of those, it’s not going to go too well for you when the oath rips your runes up as I die.”

Noah’s words echoed irritatingly at the back of Moxie’s head.

Am I going to be an idiot or not? If I accept the Rune Oath, that will help ensure Emily wasn’t at risk—but it would show that I don’t actually trust Lee in the slightest. I know what the Torrins would do.

But if I accept the oath and Lee does find a way to wiggle out of it, I won’t be able to safely fight against her because I’ll cripple my own runes if she dies. I’m not an expert on Rune Oaths either—I couldn’t make one that was really effective on the spot.

Even if I could… Maybe, just this one time, I can trust someone because I choose to, not because the family told me I had to, even if it isn’t the right move. It’s not just Lee I’m putting my faith in here. It’s Vermil.

“I don’t need a Rune Oath,” Moxie said, clenching her fists by her sides. “And that clearly goes both ways, just like you said. I want to believe you, Lee, but I need to protect Emily as well. Just promise me that you really don’t have any plans to ever hurt Emily or any of the other students. A normal promise. Not a Rune Oath.”

Lee inclined her head. “I promise.”

They were silent for a few moments. Moxie blinked a few times in rapid succession and glanced over her shoulder, clearing her throat.

“Is that it? I haven’t done this before.”

“I don’t know,” Lee muttered. “Neither have I.”

“It doesn’t feel like enough.” Moxie bit her lower lip. “Vermil was right. I didn’t actually think about what I knew about you when I made my judgment. I just listened to some vague warnings in an old book without putting any thought into it. This was wrong, even if my suspicions were right.”

“It’s okay. I forgave you already.”

“That easily?” Moxie demanded. “But how do you know that I’m not⁠—”

Lee took a step toward Moxie. Then she reared back and punched her in the face. Moxie swore, stumbling back and raising a hand to her stinging cheek. The blow hadn’t been anywhere near the strength that Lee could have used—she knew from the training sessions they’d had.

“There,” Lee said. “Is that better?”

Somehow, yes.

Moxie rubbed her cheek, working her jaw. “I suppose I deserved that.”

“Usually, demons solve their problems by trying to beat each other to death. I never really liked the idea all that much, as I prefer being alive, but I suppose there’s an appeal to a good punch.”

A small smile crossed Moxie’s lips. “I suppose there is.”

“Should we head back before Vermil starts wondering if we’re killing each other?” Lee asked.

Moxie nodded. “That might be a good idea, yes.”


Chapter Seventy-Three



Noah busied himself by playing with his rune. He’d already lit the Flashgrass on fire, so there was no reason to waste the smoke. From what he could tell, he still had good control over Ash, likely due to the pyroclastic aspect of the Rank 2 rune.

However, his control over wind was nearly nonexistent when using it. His only remaining Wind Magic was from the Greater Wind Rune. He made a few low-pitched, trilling notes by whistling, then warped them. The air heated around him as he played with the sound they made, as dissonant as it was.

There’s definitely vibration in that. I wonder if it works just as well as a Vibration Rune, though.

Noah pressed his hand to the ground and sent a small pulse of energy out into it. The dirt beneath him whumped, bouncing up in a circle around him like water on the surface of a submerged speaker. Noah grinned and raised his hand.

Good. I’ve still got access to most of my magic, then. I’ll have to figure out what else I can actually do by combining the ash and sound, then.

Noah wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but he looked up, tearing away from his thoughts as he heard the sound of leaves crunching around the edge of a nearby shrub. Lee and Moxie stepped out from behind it. Moxie’s face had a bright red imprint of a fist on it.

“I see you’ve come to an agreement.”

“Not really,” Moxie said.

“Yep,” Lee said.

They glanced at each other.

Moxie chewed her lip. “I’m still thinking stuff over, but I may have been acting a little too rashly. I heard Lee out.”

“Ah. Good,” Noah said. He rose to his feet, brushing the dirt off his pants. “I was starting to get bored. I’m glad to hear that we’ve gotten things fixed up. It’s about time I go find my students and see what their thoughts are.”

“Do they know?” Moxie asked as Noah turned to head out of the garden.

He paused and glanced back at her. “They don’t know a lot of things. That’s why they’re students. It is my job to evaluate challenges and make sure that they only face what they’re ready to handle. So long as they don’t go trying to kill anyone they shouldn’t be, I reckon everything will be fine—up until the Linwick Estate, at least. That still needs some thinking.”

Moxie cleared her throat. “I already spoke to Emily about that and she’s more than willing to get some more training in, especially since you promised to give a proper demonstration of those aggressive training techniques you use.”

“Good to hear. In that case, I’m heading out.”

“I can find Brayden and make sure you meet him before he wanders off somewhere,” Lee offered.

“That would be greatly appreciated,” Noah said. “Thank you. And don’t forget compiling information about demons I asked you for.”

Lee just nodded. She hopped, grabbing onto a low-hanging branch, and swung herself over the tall shrubbery, vanishing behind it. Moxie’s eyes traced her through the air.

“Not having second thoughts, I hope.”

“No,” Moxie replied, walking with Noah as he headed out of the garden. “Nothing like that. At least, not about Lee.”

Noah raised an eyebrow, but Moxie didn’t expand on her words. She looked lost in thought as they emerged onto a cobbled path and continued onward toward Building G. They walked in silence for a few moments before Noah broke it with a question that had been building ever since he’d combined his runes.

“Why does the first rune combination matter so much?”

Moxie glanced over at him, pulled from her mind. “What?”

“You know, with Lesser and Greater Runes. There was so much importance put on it and making sure that the combination was good, but in the end, you’re still a Rank 2 mage. Couldn’t you just break the combined rune if it was bad? It’s not like you lose your Rank 2 status, so you could just replace it with a different Rank 2 rune.”

“There are some people that do that,” Moxie said. They both stopped talking for a moment as they passed by a group of other professors. Once they were gone, Moxie continued, “But it’s dangerous. When you combine a rune, you’re binding it together with energy from your soul. That makes it very closely integrated with you. If you shatter it, your soul takes some severe damage—and it can last for years or even be permanent. There’s a chance the effects won’t be too bad and you’ll get away with it, but I’d rather not gamble with my future with such poor odds.”

“I see,” Noah said slowly. “But what about⁠—”

“Imbuing it?” Moxie asked with a wry smile. “You aren’t the first to think of that. Fully imbuing a bad rune would probably have better chances, but you’d still be completely giving away part of your soul. That’s not going to be pretty.”

I suppose that makes sense. I wonder just how bad the damage would be, though. Is my own soul recovering faster than it should for some reason, or have I just not taken truly bad soul damage yet?

“One more question in this vein. If people can fully imbue runes, what stops large families from just farming them? You know, force some poor sap to donate his rune and give the whole thing to someone else.”

Moxie’s face darkened. “Some do, but nobody would dare admit to it in public. That goes strictly against the treaties that were established after the war between the Bastions. Also, it isn’t proven, but a lot of people believe that if you fill your runes yourself, you have much better control over them than anyone who just picked up a full one. And none of that even mentions the price.”

“Price?”

“Catchpaper isn’t all made the same. No material is. Containing runic energy is not easy. The Catchpaper I gave you could handle up to one full Rank 1 rune. If you want something that can handle a full Rank 2 rune, you’re going to need to shell out a lot more gold. The higher up you go, the better material you need. It goes the same way for imbued items. It’s why good Shields are so expensive, and Shields are the most basic items on the market. Core, but basic.”

Noah blew a raspberry and shook his head. “Makes sense. Good stuff doesn’t come cheap. Damn. I was hoping.”

“Hoping for what?” Moxie asked as they drew up to the front of Building G. “Were you going to look into imbuing things more? You skipped those lessons with Lee, so I figured you weren’t interested in it.”

“I was tied up in extenuating circumstances.” Noah cleared his throat in embarrassment. “I assure you that I’m very interested in just about everything we can do with runes. Speaking of money, actually, just about how much would Slasher claws and other bits sell for? I’ve got a bit of a collection.”

“It depends on who you sell them to. They wouldn’t be worth all that much here since we’re right next to the Scorched Acres, but you might get a decent price if you try to sell them near the Linwick Estate.”

“Good point. I suppose I’ll lug them with me,” Noah said.

They reached his classroom in the center of the building and stepped inside. Isabel and Todd were both already there, waiting. Two leather bags sat on the tables behind them.

“We’ll go,” Isabel said before Noah could even speak.

“Ah. Well, that was fast. Any questions?”

“Are you going to be able to give us any more answers safely?” Todd asked. “You didn’t want a Rune Oath last time, but this feels pretty important. Are you sure you don’t want one?”

“He probably doesn’t want his soul scarred when you burn your own head off with a fireball,” Isabel said with a laugh. She grabbed a bag off the table and tossed it to Todd before picking up her own. “We’re ready to leave.”

“Maybe I should go get Emily,” Moxie said. “I thought this would take a bit longer.”

“What can I say?” Noah asked. “I’m very efficient. Maybe it’s rubbing off on Isabel and Todd. Let’s get going. The only step left is to convince Brayden that this is a good idea, and I’m going to need to speak to him privately for that.”

“Are you going to threaten him or something?” Todd asked as the group headed out of the classroom.

“Of course not. I don’t think I’d last very long in a fight against him,” Noah said with a laugh. “No, I’ve got other methods. I can be very convincing. Moxie, could you and the kids meet me at the base of the transport cannon once you’ve collected Emily? I’m going to branch off to meet Lee.”

Moxie shrugged. “That’s no problem with me. Just try not to piss off anyone too important.”

“No promises,” Noah muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Brayden and Lee were both in Noah’s room when he got back. Lee had perched herself on top of a stack of papers that she’d moved on top of his desk, and Brayden was sitting on the barrel of rum that Noah had bought the previous night. Once Noah arrived, Lee hopped down and slipped out the door behind him, pulling it shut.

“You took your sweet time,” Brayden said through a yawn. “I’ve got work to do, Vermil. Last night was nice, but I can’t slack off all day.”

“Of course. I understand. I only asked you to speak with me again because this is about work.”

Brayden tilted his head to the side. “About work? The Hellreaver?”

“Related to it,” Noah said. He glanced over his shoulder. Brayden took the hint and summoned his Shield, sending purple light washing over the room.

“You can speak freely,” Brayden said. “What is it? Do you know something?”

“I’d say it’s more than just something,” Noah replied. “You asked me what I was doing. If everything was going according to plan.”

Brayden nodded slowly, not sure where Noah’s angle was. “Yes. Father was impatient. There’s only so much time we have to work with. But you assured me there was nothing to worry about.”

“There isn’t,” Noah said. “Because there’s nothing left to do. You’ll have to forgive me—I’ve been very careful, and I had to make sure that everything was properly aligned before I told you anything more.”

“Anything more about what? Either you’ve done it, or you haven’t. You—wait.” Brayden’s eyes narrowed. He took a step back, then studied Noah’s face closely. “What are you saying, Vermil?”

“What do you think?” Noah asked. “You know me better than most, Brayden.”

Brayden glanced down at the barrel beneath him. His gaze sharpened as he looked back up at Noah. “Were you celebrating more than just my arrival?”

“I was,” Noah said with a wry smile. “I was drinking to success—our success. Yours, for discovering who killed the Hellreaver. Mine, for accomplishing the task that I set out so long ago to do.”

Brayden’s eyes went wide. He slowly rose to his feet, watching Noah in disbelief. “You mean… you’ve trapped it in you? You’ve had it just… sitting there? This entire time?”

“It took longer to find a balance with it than I thought. Housing something this powerful inside your body isn’t easy,” Noah said. “I wasn’t lying about that amnesia when you went off to our estate. But now we’ve come to an agreement.”

Brayden swallowed heavily. “I don’t believe it. It’s over?”

“No, Brayden,” Noah said. “It’s only getting started. I need you to take me back to Father. It’s time we had a chat.”


Chapter Seventy-Four



The rest of that conversation didn’t take long. Brayden had bolted to his feet, excitement and trepidation intermixing in his features, firing off a series of rapid questions. Before Noah could even try to think about answering them, Brayden said that he needed to prepare for the trip and promised to meet at the transport cannon at Noah’s suggestion. Then he vanished out the door, leaving Noah staring at his receding back.

“Well,” Lee said, slipping into the room. “That went quickly.”

“Easier than I thought it would be,” Noah admitted. “It sounds like everything is lined up.”

“Except for my shopping,” Lee said. “You owe me a lot of that.”

“That I do,” Noah agreed. He fished in his bag and pulled out a gold coin. He was already running short for the month, but it wasn’t like one gold was going to buy anything lifechanging. Noah handed it to her. “I’ll get the rest when I get paid. I might be selling some monster parts when we get to the Linwick Estate. Moxie said they won’t go for much here.”

Lee took the coin happily, and Noah set about stuffing his travel bag full of everything in the room that looked like he might need it. A quill, a pot of ink, several sheafs of paper, and all the spare clothes he could fit.

“Do you need anything?”

“Me?” Lee asked. “No.”

“What about that demon info, then?”

“Honestly, I couldn’t think of a ton,” Lee admitted. “Most of the strong ones were assholes. They’d never admit that something scares them, even if it does, and they’re incredibly arrogant. They’re also usually more than happy to break contracts whenever they can if you give them room to.”

“Who would have thought,” Noah said with a dry smile.

Lee cleared her throat. “Aside from that, they were all pretty different, and I didn’t really know any of them that well. No different than you and some random human.”

“Then I suppose we’re good. Let’s head to the transport cannon and meet up with the others.”

[image: ]


Todd and Isabel were already there when Noah and Lee arrived. They’d claimed a bench together with Emily, but there was no sign of Moxie.

“Where’s Moxie?” Noah asked, coming to a stop beside the students. Lee crouched next to the bench and picked up Todd’s bag, shuffling through it.

Todd raised a finger, then lowered it as he decided against questioning Lee. Isabel gave him an approving nod, and Noah suppressed a laugh.

“She’s still getting some things for the journey,” Emily said. She shouldered her own pack—which Noah couldn’t help but notice looked considerably more comfortable than the ones Isabel and Todd had—and leaned forward. “I’ve never managed to convince her to let me out of Arbitage, no matter what the situation was. How’d you manage it?”

“Bribes.”

“What?” Emily’s eyes widened. “You found something she wants? Impossible. Tell me.”

What’s that supposed to mean? She’s not that much of a sourpuss.

“I was joking,” Noah admitted. “I just convinced her it would be the best choice we could make for the time being. Besides, there’s that survival exam coming up pretty soon. A month and a bit, I think. This is good experience.”

Emily’s face fell. “Blast. I was really hoping there was something that would actually work to bribe her with. She’s just too damn rich.”

Rich?

Is that why Moxie gave me so much money when I asked for a loan for a few days? Whoops. Maybe I read into that a bit too much.

“I never knew she was rich,” Noah said conversationally. He left the sentence off, hoping the silence would spur Emily into saying more. To his pleasure, it did.

“She’s a Torrin,” Emily said, a note of pride in her voice. “Main branch too. One of the mages with the most potential we’ve ever had. She could have been a soldier, but she chose to be my teacher instead.”

Todd glanced at her, blinking in surprise.

The way you say “soldier” makes me feel like it’s more than just someone who fights, since that’s what everyone seems to do here. Maybe a specialized warrior? That guy I ran into a while ago mentioned soldiers as well—Silvertide, I think his name was.

“Why didn’t she become one?” Noah asked. “Decided against it?”

Emily grimaced. “Never mind. It’s not important. Being a soldier isn’t everything it’s held up to be. She’s much better off in a safer job, like teaching at Arbitage. There’s a big difference in defending one of the Bastions and risking death every day for the small chance of getting famous.”

Todd’s fist clenched around the edge of the bench. “That’s not true. Soldiers are the ones who discover a lot of the new runes. It’s not about getting famous. It’s about finding new magic and getting stronger because you want to push yourself.”

Emily shrugged. “I won’t argue with that. You’re not wrong, but it doesn’t change the fact that most soldiers get themselves killed before they accomplish anything. There’s a reason you don’t see many noble soldiers around. We actually value our lives.”

Todd’s eyes tightened in anger. He shifted, then caught himself as he glanced down at Lee, who was still ruffling through his bag. Pressing his lips together, he leaned back into the bench.

“That’s a weird way to pretend that you just don’t care about the lives of anyone else and just try to take credit for the work other people do. You came to school to get training to be a bureaucrat. I’m here to actually get the strength that you’ll pretend to have.”

Emily rose to her feet, spinning toward Todd. “Are you implying that anyone could possibly give better training than Magus Moxie? Your teacher hasn’t even shown up for half the classes in the last few days, and now he’s a suspect for⁠—”

“For what?” Todd asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Killing a Great Monster? How can you simultaneously imply that he isn’t good at what he does and that he killed something that would normally need a Rank 3 mage to take down?”

“I’m right here, you know,” Noah said, but both of them ignored him.

Lee pulled an orange out of Todd’s bag and stared at it curiously. She poked at it with a finger, then held it up and gave it a small squish.

“He’s a mage. Just like Moxie, just worse.” Emily took a step toward Todd.

“As if.” Todd snorted. “He’s a soldier pretending to be a mage.”

Noah didn’t get a chance to ask what Todd meant. He heard footsteps behind him and turned as Moxie walked up, a glower on her face.

“What is going on over here?” Moxie asked.

“We were having a discussion,” Emily replied tersely.

Lee squished the orange. It splattered everywhere, and she jumped up, looking sheepishly at the pulped fruit in her hand as everyone spun to look at her. Isabel quickly looked away, her cheeks reddening as she tried to suppress a laugh.

“Oops,” Lee said, holding the mess out to Todd. “It was soft, so I wanted to squeeze it. It didn’t squeeze very well.”

“Uh… you can keep it,” Todd said.

Lee looked down at the remains of the orange. “What do I do with it?”

“Normally, you eat it. But⁠—”

Lee threw the entire thing into her mouth, skin and all.

“It’s kind of mixed up with the peel now,” Todd finished. Lee swallowed once without chewing.

“It’s mushy.”

“Because you squeezed it,” Todd muttered, while Emily snickered.

Well, that’s one way to defuse a situation. I’m not sure if that was intentional or not, but well done.

“Well, that’s that,” Noah said before Emily and Todd could get back into things. “Are you all ready? Brayden is going to be finding us shortly, and then we can get going.”

Moxie nodded. “I just had to collect some things for the trip. I’m ready. Is he going to meet us here?”

“He said he’d find me,” Noah replied. “I don’t suppose anyone brought a deck of cards?”
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Nobody had. Luckily, the argument didn’t restart now that Moxie had arrived, so they all just sat around awkwardly instead. Noah spent the time leafing through his grimoire, scanning the runes, and pondering what rune he’d try to make after he perfected Pyroclastic Resonance.

They didn’t have to wait too much longer. Before the sun could make its way too far in the sky, Noah heard the telltale thuds of Brayden’s approach. It really was impressive—he couldn’t tell if the large man was intentionally loud or if he just couldn’t help himself. It sounded like a herd of stampeding elephants had all been overlaid onto a single spot.

Noah snapped his book shut and turned as Brayden came to a stop beside them. He carried an enormous leather bag over one shoulder, and the sun glinted off the hilt of his uncomfortably large sword.

“Vermil!” Brayden said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’ve got everything all settled out. This will be an enjoyable trip.”

His gaze rose to the rest of the group.

“Hello,” Lee said, waggling her fingers at him.

Brayden inclined his head toward her, then looked at everyone else. “And the others. Of course. You wouldn’t want to abandon your duties as a teacher, even during a personal errand.”

He didn’t sound too convinced about it. His eyes fell on Moxie as his face tightened.

“Why are you coming?”

“We’re working together on a joint exercise right now,” Noah replied smoothly. “Moxie and I have very different areas of expertise, so we decided it would be best to intermix our knowledge to make sure our students got the best we could offer.”

“Right,” Brayden said slowly. “How magnanimous of you.”

“We won’t be following you all the way to the Linwick Estate,” Moxie said. “Is there a problem with that?”

“None at all,” Brayden replied. “So long as you can protect yourself. More is always better on the roads.”

“I’m glad to hear you think so,” Noah said. “Shall we go, then?”

“In a moment,” Brayden replied. “I’m still waiting on the last two people to show up.”

“There are others?” Noah asked, tilting his head to the side. “Who?”

Brayden glanced over his shoulder, then raised a hand in greeting. Noah followed his gaze, and his stomach clenched in distaste.

Walking down the road toward them were Magus Allen and Edward, both carrying travel packs.

God damn it.


Chapter Seventy-Five



The expressions on Allen and Edward’s faces soured just as fast as Noah’s did. They ground to a halt, looking from him to Brayden.

“Why are they here?” Allen asked, his tone clipped.

Brayden looked from Allen to Noah, blinking in surprise at the tension between the two groups. “Vermil is reporting back with me, and he didn’t want to leave his students behind. I figured we could take care of two problems at once.”

“You know, I’m with Allen on this one,” Noah said. “Perhaps it would be best if we left these two particular groups separated. Magus Allen and I don’t see eye to eye on everything, and I suspect we’ll have some difficulties on this trip.”

“I vehemently agree,” Allen said, crossing his arms. “The idea of sharing travel accommodations with this man for any longer than I absolutely need to is abhorrent. His attitude may rub off on Edward—and isn’t he under investigation?”

“Yes. By me. And it’s good to hear about your complaints,” Brayden said, “but I don’t care about them. I’m not doing this trip twice. We don’t have the luxury of using a portal unless you want to go find someone to make it for us and have the coin to pay for their time and energy. Of course, you’re welcome to go on your own.”

Allen pursed his lips, then shook his head. “Very well. So long as Magus Vermil keeps his distance, we will do the same.”

“I can work with that,” Noah said.

Hm. I wonder why Magus Allen and Edward need to get to the Linwick Estate. I’ll have to keep an eye on that. Maybe there will be something useful.

“Is there anyone else coming?” Lee asked. “At this rate, we might as well pick Arbitage up and drag the rest of the school along with us.”

To Noah’s surprise, Brayden snorted in amusement.

“No. This is everyone,” Brayden said. “More than I expected, but Vermil does have a way of surprising me. This will be a one-and-a-half-week trip. Maybe a bit less if things go well, but they never do. Let’s get it moving. The less time we waste, the faster I can get back to things that are actually relevant. I don’t have a Wind Rune, so I won’t be flying around anywhere. This will be a fully on-foot trip. Have any complaints—feel free to go on your own.”

Nobody said anything.

“Do I need a tent?” Noah broke the silence. “Or will there be enough lodgings on the way?”

“I never use one,” Brayden replied with a shrug. “It’ll be fine. It’s not the weather we’ll have to be worrying about.”

And, with that, they were off. Noah and Moxie exchanged a glance as they fell in step, their group staying a ways ahead of Allen and Edward, who sullenly stayed behind the party. Brayden’s long legs set his pace at such a rate that Lee and Isabel had to power walk to keep up with him, and Noah wasn’t doing much better.

They crossed campus, heading through the market square and past a section of buildings that Noah had never been in before. He kept himself from craning his neck too much.

Once we get back, I’m going to take a little time to actually explore the area. I keep telling myself that, but I haven’t really had a chance to just sit and get to know the world yet. Maybe I’ll have the opportunity to do that at the Linwick Estate.

The odd group made good time, but Arbitage was massive. After two hours of walking, they’d only just left the main buildings of the campus behind. It was another three hours before they finally broke away from the last vestiges of the campus. The paved path turned into a wide dirt road, and the number of travelers passing by them steadily decreased.

Throughout the entire day, Edward and Allen never drew close to them. They kept back, whispering to each other in hushed words. Noah was perfectly happy with that, although he couldn’t deny being somewhat curious as to what they were talking about.

He considered trying to use his Pyroclastic Resonance Rune to try to pick up the vibrations from their voices, but he still hadn’t had nearly enough time to figure out how the rune worked to try anything like that.

And that would also probably require Body Imbuement, the lessons which I unfortunately missed because of the Hellreaver blasting my mind with psychological warfare. Stupid monkey. I’ll get Lee to fill me in tonight.

Once they’d completely broken away from Arbitage, what greeted them were long, sweeping plains of grassy hills. The grass was a deep, ruddy yellow and orange that almost reminded Noah of the Scorched Acres, but it wasn’t actually dead.

Dotted throughout the grass were stout bushes with long, bright red flowers sprouting all over them. They rippled easily in the wind like miniature fires, and many of them were concentrated around the path that they were on.

The bushes leaned toward them as they passed, brushing against their skin. Noah stepped to the side, avoiding one of the grasping flowers.

“I’ve never liked them much either,” Brayden said, glancing back at Noah. “Weird little suckers. They’re trying to take the energy from our runes. Luckily, these are far too small to actually do any damage. Arbitage just keeps them around as a statement.”

“They’re pretty,” Isabel said. A flower reached for her, and she plucked it from the bush. The rest of the flowers on it hissed and peeled away from her. “And the bushes learn to avoid you if you carry one of these around.”

“That’s kind of gruesome. You’re basically carrying around one of its children,” Todd said as Isabel stuck the flower above her ear.

“Effective, though,” Brayden mused. “I’ve never heard about that particular strategy. Not bad. I don’t want a flower in my hair, though.”

“Why not?” Moxie asked. “They’re rather pretty.”

“Allergies,” Brayden replied with a grunt. “I don’t want to break out.”

Well, that wasn’t the reason I thought he was going to give. Fair enough.

The rest of the day passed quickly. The bushes petered out the farther they got from Arbitage until they only dotted the landscape around them rather than covering it. As the moon started to rise over the horizon, Brayden finally slowed his walking speed near a large clearing at the side of the road.

A big pit in the center of the clearing still had several logs sticking out of it, though several of them were little more than charcoal.

“We’ll rest here for the night,” Brayden said, trudging over to the firepit. He raised a hand, running his thumb along a wide gold ring on his index finger. It shimmered purple. Brayden waved his hand through the air, leaving a streak of light behind.

A pile of dry grass poured out of the rift in the air, falling into the pit. The energy faded away a moment later, and Brayden lowered his hand, sitting down with a yawn. “Does anyone have any Fire Magic to get this lit?”

“I can do it,” Noah said, walking up to the edge of the pit and kneeling beside it. He touched his hand to the grass and used Combustion. The grass ignited instantly, and the flame quickly swept through the dry kindling. Within moments, a dull fire had roared to life and was steadily starting to consume the larger logs.

Edward and Allen stalked up to the side of the pit.

“You,” Allen said, pointing at Isabel. “You’ve got a Stone Rune. Make housing, would you? I’d rather not sleep without any cover at all.”

How the hell did he know?

Noah tensed, readying his magic, but something gave him pause. Allen hadn’t spoken as if he’d caught Isabel in something. It was more like he was just stating a fact. That wasn’t how he would have approached it if she was in trouble.

A small smile flickered across Isabel’s face. “That would probably be some good practice, though I’m not sure if you’re confident enough in my abilities to sleep in any form of structure I create. I wouldn’t ever want to disappoint a magus, though.”

Isabel knelt, pressing her hands to the dirt. It rumbled, and a sheet of stone rose up from within it. Several more followed, molding themselves into a rough cone shape with a gap at the front.

A droplet of sweat rolled down Isabel’s forehead, and she pushed herself back to her feet, letting out a small sigh. “I don’t have enough energy to make more than that right now. Maybe in ten minutes or so.”

Allen let his gaze sweep over the cone, then ducked inside. He prodded at it, then stepped back out.

“Acceptable work, even if my rune is completely wasted on someone of your stature.”

Isabel, you sly girl. You took a second Greater Stone Rune to hide the fact that you got the first one from me if anyone questioned it? That’s brilliant.

Isabel caught Noah’s approving look and flashed him a quick grin. She turned her back on Allen and Edward, walking over to sit on the side of the firepit opposite to Brayden. Todd joined her.

“Lee, care to catch me up on what I missed on Body Imbuement?” Noah asked, rubbing his chin. “Tomorrow morning, I’m going to be doing some combat practice again. I’d imagine that there are probably some monsters in the area.”

“There are,” Brayden put in. “If you want to do any training against them, though, I’d recommend the hour before the sun rises. The most dangerous ones like the cover of the dark, but the scavengers pop out in the late evening and early morning.”

Noah blinked, then nodded. “Early morning it is, then. Thank you.”

“Nice to see you caring about something other than—well, you know,” Brayden said, turning away and starting to wander off. “You needed a break after all that work you’ve been doing.”

“So, Body Imbuement?” Noah prompted Lee. “Is it similar to normal imbuements?”

“It is,” Lee said with a nod. “But it’s harder than imbuing a lot of normal materials because you’re working with organics that you actually care about. You’re going to want to start by using a very small amount of energy to trace your rune on the chosen body part. Then, every day, you retrace it. That’ll steadily build up your body’s relationship with the imbued part instead of a sudden transition that does a lot of damage to your system.”

Noah nodded his understanding. “That makes sense. It’s a long-term modification rather than just a sudden change. Clever.”

“I had a good teacher,” Lee said, her eyes darkening.

“You did?” Moxie asked, walking up to join them. “I thought⁠—”

“Failure,” Lee finished. “I blew my limbs off a few times.”

Emily winced from behind Moxie.

“That’s a lot of healing potions. Was your family very wealthy?”

Lee blinked, then giggled. “Rich in strength. How has your imbuing been going?”

Emily screwed her face up and crossed her arms. “Badly. I can’t get my Nature Rune to bind with my stomach. It just keeps fading away.”

“Use a little more energy,” Lee advised. “That’s the imbuement that Moxie has, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Moxie allowed. “But my rune was Rank 2 when I imbued it. More energy to work with. I didn’t use your technique, though. I just did it in one go. Had some potions on standby in case I messed up.”

“Did you?” Emily asked.

Moxie winced. “Yes. A lot.”

“Body Imbuement is difficult,” Allen said, speaking to Moxie directly for the first time since they’d left Arbitage. “Attempting it with Rank 1 runes is dangerous. Why are you taking these risks with your student? Vermil, I understand. His pupils are not of worthy cloth. It doesn’t matter if they’re injured.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed.

Is he trying to bait me? Moxie mentioned that he might have been biding his time to get back at me, but there’s no way Brayden would side against me… right?

Gah, I hate this prick. I’ll just wait. Now isn’t the time.

“Don’t talk about my students like that,” Noah said curtly. “They achieved results on the last exam, and that’s all that matters.”

Allen grunted. He ducked into the small shelter Isabel had built him and turned his back on the rest of the group.

“Sour old man,” Moxie muttered under her breath, drawing a snicker out of Lee.

Edward glared at her, but he didn’t dare speak out against Moxie.

“Don’t be too hard on him,” Brayden said. “Father went to school together with Allen, even though Father hit Rank 4 well before he did. Allen typically means well, even if he isn’t the best at showing it through words.”

Brayden traced his hand through the air again. The ring on his finger twinkled. This time, he reached into the rift and pulled out a large wooden box. Brayden popped the top off, revealing an assortment of meats and cheeses.

“Shall we eat?” Brayden asked, setting the box down. “Actually, I don’t care if you join me. I’m eating, though. Anyone else is welcome to as well.”


Chapter Seventy-Six



Dinner went quickly, though it was one of the few times that Noah had actually eaten instead of sustaining himself off monsters in recent memory. It was strange—he’d thought that he’d value the taste of food more than many other things after spending so much time dead. Instead, after the first meal or two, it had lost a lot of its call to him. It was just another way to survive.

That didn’t stop him from stuffing his portion of meat and cheese into his mouth happily. Isabel erected several more stone tents in the time it took them to all finish eating and start preparing for the night—seven, to be precise.

Once the food was done, Brayden clapped his hands on his knees and rose to his feet. “I’ll take first watch. Moxie will take second. Allen will take third. Vermil will take fourth. Good?”

They all nodded. And, with that signal, everyone headed off to bed. Noah stepped into the small hut that Isabel had made. He was tempted to slip right back out into the night, but that was a poor idea. He couldn’t risk someone seeing him leave. Waiting too long wouldn’t be optimal, as he’d have less time to find out what monsters were in the area and figure out how to fight them.

I’ll wait for Brayden and Moxie to swap shifts. That should be the best time for me to sneak out.

And so Noah settled down. He had some time to kill, and it was as good a time as any to practice some Body Imbuement now that Lee had given him the rundown.
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Brayden stretched his arms over his head and yawned. He glanced up at the moon, which was now well along its track through the sky, and rose to his feet. Brushing dirt off his backside, he thumped over to Moxie’s stone tent.

He wasn’t particularly silent, but the dirt helped muffle his steps far better than stone. He tapped his knuckles against the stone. Moxie stepped out an instant later, ducking through the dark opening.

“That was fast,” Moxie muttered.

Brayden shrugged. “They always seem fast to the sleeping and long to the waiting. There shouldn’t be much trouble, if any at all. Even a Torrin should be able to handle this.”

A tiny grin flickered across his face, making it impossible to tell if he was trying to insult her or just playing around. Brayden turned and headed off to his own tent, which was over twice the size of the others.

Moxie watched him leave. A vine slipped from the cuff of a sleeve and curled around her palm. She absentmindedly stroked it with a finger, like one would pet a snake. The fire had burned down to dull cinders, and a thin pillar of smoke curled into the blueish-purple sky.

A breeze, just enough to bring goosebumps up on her skin, swept through the camp. Moxie walked up to the firepit and looked into the embers. The night was quiet. Almost too⁠—

A rumble shook the camp. She sent a glance back at Brayden’s tent. He was snoring. Loudly.

Moxie’s eye twitched. She paused for a moment, waiting to see if anyone would wake up. Nobody did.

Well, at least he was fast.

Moxie’s hands tightened into fists. She knelt, and the vine pushed itself into the ground, pulling away from her as Moxie stood back up. The vine grew in size, rising until it stood taller than the tents. Its tip curled into the shape of an eye.

That’ll do for a few minutes. That’s all I need.

Turning, Moxie strode away from the camp. The open plains weren’t the best for hiding, but they were sloping enough that after just a few minutes of walking, she’d completely lost sight of the camp behind one of the other hills.

Moxie’s eyes swept across the red grass, now dulled by the moonlight, and landed on a large bush. She approached it, trepidation building in her chest, and knelt on the ground beside it. Pulling a small seed out of her pocket, Moxie pressed it into the dirt.

Even as she leaned back, a small crack came from beneath the ground. Soil churned and rose as a form pushed out from it. Within moments, an old woman had risen from the ground. She leaned heavily on a wood staff that was only slightly less wizened than she was, and her thinning white hair was pulled into a bun behind her head.

Despite her age, the woman’s eyes were brimming with intelligence—and a warning of danger. She looked around, adjusting her grip on the staff, and grimaced.

“What is this location, Moxie? Such ugly surroundings.”

“We’re on a trip, Magus Evergreen,” Moxie replied, bowing her head slightly.

“It has been a long time since you last reported,” Evergreen said, disapproval in her tone. “And now you go on a trip? What has possessed you?”

“I have been very busy. More has happened than I had expected. A lot more,” Moxie said, forcing herself not to let any of her emotions show in her body. Evergreen was a master of reading body language—among other things.

“The more that happens, the more you should be reporting,” Evergreen said curtly. She tapped her staff against the ground. The ground beneath them cracked and shifted. Roots swirled out from beneath it, rising up and forming a dome above the two of them. “It has been weeks since you last spoke with me. What has happened?”

Moxie bit her inner cheek. “A lot, Magus Evergreen.”

“Out with it. Are you a chided schoolgirl or a Magus of House Torrin? What has gotten into you?”

“Nothing. I am just tired. The Hellreaver Ape is dead.”

Evergreen arched a thin eyebrow. “Dead? Fascinating. The Linwicks must be furious. When did that happen?”

“Very recently,” Moxie replied. “Within the week.”

“Fascinating. Continue. We will discuss more after your report is complete.”

“Emily passed the exam.”

“Of course she did. She’s a Torrin,” Evergreen said, speaking as if Moxie were a child. “Next, girl. The Hellreaver was interesting, but I’m more interested in the Linwicks. You told me you were getting close to one that could be easily manipulated. What is the progress on that?”

“We are traveling together as we speak.”

“Alone?” Evergreen’s eyebrow rose even higher. “I did not realize you possessed such talent. Perhaps even the prickliest of roses still has a flower.”

Moxie’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t dare let any anger slip through the mask of her features. “Not alone. We go with our students and Brayden in the direction of the Linwick Estate.”

“The Linwick Estate? Whatever for? Do you plan to strike on your own?”

“No. I… It is a training field trip.”

“A training trip.”

“Yes.”

“I see,” Evergreen said, piercing Moxie with her cold gaze. “An odd choice. There is no doubt in my mind that Emily would have passed this upcoming exam without such a frivolous waste of time. What if she is injured? Arbitage is safe. The wild is not. You were never this reckless before, Moxie.”

Not nearly as safe as you think.

Moxie swallowed. “I believed it would be a good teaching opportunity for her.”

Evergreen scoffed. “Delusional child. Still believe you’re a teacher after all this?”

The old woman stepped forward and jabbed her finger into Moxie’s chest. The young woman winced but didn’t move.

“You are not a teacher. You are a guardian. A servant. Your job is to protect Emily. To do what she asks and to ensure no harm comes to her. Yes, yes, you may share knowledge to make sure she isn’t completely incapable, but I would not have her pure line stained by your incompetence. The teaching will be done by a proper member of the Torrin family once she is strong enough. There is no rush to push her to greatness. That is how the great fall. Once she reaches Rank 4, we will have more than enough time to properly bring her up.”

Moxie’s back stiffened with anger, but she bowed her head in understanding. “Of course, Magus Evergreen. But she wanted to go on this trip.”

Evergreen pursed her lips. She walked in a circle around Moxie, forcing her to turn to keep her eyes on the older woman. “Then I suppose you are doing at least part of your job.”

Moxie remained silent, waiting for Evergreen to speak again.

“You didn’t finish answering the question. What of this strange Linwick that you encountered? Will he be pliable to our plans? Or is this just a dalliance—another way for you to try to skirt your duties?”

“I would never dream of acting against the Torrin family’s will.”

“Fast response. Very practiced,” Evergreen said with an approving nod. “Good. Then all goes well with him?”

“I am… unsure how useful he will be,” Moxie said, choosing her words carefully. “I may have overestimated the strangeness I told you of. He is still a Linwick. I had just avoided him for so long that he managed to start improving himself in that time.”

Evergreen’s lips pursed in annoyance. “Disappointing. You made it sound like he trusted you enough for us to manipulate him. Are you certain there is no further path here?”

“None,” Moxie said firmly. “He is the same person I always knew, just with a cover of respect. He may share something of relevance about the Linwick family in time, but he is not worth us putting any extra attention to.”

“And what of the Hellreaver?”

“I am unsure,” Moxie replied. She used every single strand of training that the Torrin’s had inadvertently given her over the years to make sure her face remained as straight as possible. “There are several under investigation.”

“Who?”

“I do not know all of them,” Moxie admitted.

“But you know at least some,” Evergreen said.

Moxie’s fingers twitched at her sides. “Vermil was under suspicion.”

“Fascinating. One of their own, and a Rank 1 at that? How could that be?”

Moxie just shrugged. After a moment, Evergreen yawned and glanced at her fingertips. They’d started to blacken, like the ends of a rotting plant.

“We’re running out of time. Is there anything else that you need to inform me of today?”

“Nothing right now,” Moxie said.

“You shall continue doing what you have been, then. I am not convinced that the connection to this Linwick is not an angle we can use. You were so confident before. Pursue it. I expect to see results, Magus Moxie. We do not keep you around for mediocrity.”

“Understood, Magus Evergreen.”

“Good. Continue on your path, then. If Emily has requested this, then you shall continue to do as she asks. Ensure she does not come to harm, though, Moxie. I trust I do not have to tell you what will happen if she does.”

“And what of her own feelings?” Moxie asked, a spark of rebellion igniting an instant before she could crush it out. “What will she think when she learns of all this and that her teacher never had any choice in the matter?”

Evergreen’s lips twisted into a cold smile. “That’s hardly your concern. Watch that flame inside you, girl. It’s not healthy for plants to be near such heat. They’re likely to burn.”

Black wrinkles spread across Evergreen’s skin, quickly covering her entire body. It deepened, expanding to her clothes and hair. Then the elderly woman fell away, blowing into thin scraps that dissipated in the air. The root cage peeled away from Moxie and slithered back underground, leaving her alone in the darkness.

Moxie’s hands clenched at her sides as she looked at the dirt before her. She bit her lip so hard that the taste of copper filled her mouth. Then she rose, brushing the dirt from her pants, and headed back to the camp. For some reason, the night felt colder than it had been when she’d left.


Chapter Seventy-Seven



Brayden’s snores covered Noah’s steps as he padded out of the camp. As soon as he’d heard the large man fall asleep, Noah had slipped out of his tent and crept away. He’d caught a glimpse of Moxie beside the firepit before he left, but she still looked half-asleep and hadn’t noticed his departure.

Noah continued for a few minutes, cresting hills, until the camp was behind him. The cool night prickled against his skin and made his chest yearn for—well, something. He wasn’t exactly sure what.

The hills around him were fairly empty. There were bushes, grass, and the wind. Normally, that would have been perfect. However, Noah was currently in the business of trying to find a monster to annoy, and there was a very stark lack of monsters in the area.

He jogged, keeping to a straight line, to make sure his trip back to the camp would be as easy as possible. Of course, he’d memorized the way, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t get lost.

Noah continued for a little under half an hour, finding nothing but more and more bushes. Brayden had made it sound like there would be a large number of big monsters roaming around at night, but as far as he could tell, he was alone.

Or, more likely, I can’t see them. Nighttime predators are often stealth hunters, right? More birds, maybe?

The sky was empty, devoid of everything but the moon and some wispy gray clouds. Noah squinted, trying to tell if something was somehow blending into the night, but he found nothing in the air.

Okay, maybe no birds here. Underground, then. I’ve been walking for quite a while and haven’t found anything, though. I wish I could have left my gourd back at the camp so I could be a little less careful, but the risk of someone finding it while I was out is just too high.

Noah knelt, studying the grass at his feet. Aside from its color, it really did just look like normal grass. He chewed his lower lip.

If I were a monster hiding underground, what would make me want to come out? I suppose predators usually don’t expect prey to be strolling around casually. It’s possible they’re avoiding me because they don’t know how strong I am. That means I need to sniff one of them out.

Noah’s gaze landed on one of the bushes that dotted the landscape. They supposedly drew runic energy out of passersby. That meant they had energy themselves—and typically, whenever there was a resource to harvest, there was something there to leech off it.

He approached the bush carefully. It was a good bit larger than the ones that had been along the path near Arbitage. Noah walked in a circle around it, keeping his magic ready to jump aside at the first sign of trouble. He pushed some Flashgrass into his pipe, though he wasn’t lighting it yet.

Noah completed the circle and crossed his arms. It was a bush, and now he felt like an idiot. The flowers were all closed for the night, and they didn’t even lean toward him when he passed by. Noah nudged one of them.

The bush rippled, leaning away from him. Noah suppressed a laugh. He poked the bush again, then shook his head.

If these are the monsters in the area, I don’t think I’m going to be able to get all that much training in for the kids. But… if they feed off energy, there has to be something in the area that actually has that energy. Where is it?

Noah prodded the bush again. Once more, it leaned away from him. A small frown crossed Noah’s face.

What good does pulling away do a bush? It’s not like it can go anywhere.

There was a soft shuffle from behind Noah. He spun as the ground behind him started to churn and shift. A long nose poked out of the ground, followed by a shaggy, tubular body. What looked like a huge mole clawed its way free, snuffling aggressively as it turned to look in Noah’s direction.

It was a little larger than he was tall and about twice as long. The monster didn’t have any eyes, but it clearly knew exactly where he was standing. Noah shoved his gourd into his travel bag and tossed it to the side as hard as he could, giving it a boost of wind to make sure it went far enough.

The monster’s nose twitched, and it stood perfectly still, trying to figure out where Noah was. He watched it, ready to move at a moment’s notice. Noah was pretty sure he could have killed the beast already, but that was defeating the purpose of why he was here in the first place.

Did the bush somehow summon this? Maybe a symbiotic relationship of some sort?

Noah waved his hand. The monster didn’t respond to it. It looked to be well and truly blind. He gently shifted his weight, his magic at the ready. Not an instant later, the mole lunged at him, snapping with wide, sharp teeth.

He launched himself back with a blast of wind, hopping as he hit the ground to keep his momentum. The moment Noah’s feet touched down, the mole whipped its head toward him and bit at him again.

Noah resisted the urge to ignite the Flashgrass in his pipe. The purpose of this wasn’t to kill the monster.

He and the mole spent the next minute in a strange dance where he led and it followed, matching every single move but never quite being able to catch up with him. Noah moderated his usage of the Greater Wind Rune, using as little energy as possible to make sure he didn’t run out midway through the fight.

It wasn’t full, so there wasn’t nearly enough for him to practice as much as he would have liked. Luckily, even though the mole’s movements were snappy when it struck, the monster itself wasn’t particularly fast.

Noah confirmed that he could outrun it, then sprinted back to make sure it didn’t lose interest and leave. For the most part, the monster just snapped at him whenever he got close. It would only give chase for a short while before pulling back, seeming more interested in protecting the bush than attacking him.

Interesting. Not nearly as dangerous as some of the stuff in the Scorched Acres. They’re a bit fast when you’re close to them, but not anything too crazy compared to Slashers or Maulers. I wonder if they use hearing or some form of tremor sense to figure out where I am.

Noah lifted himself into the air with a burst of wind. The mole turned toward where he’d been standing, and Noah clapped his hands loudly in the air above it. Tilting its head slightly to the side, the mole shifted from foot to foot.

It didn’t move again until his feet hit the ground, when it charged him upon landing. Noah dodged the monster again, skipping back until it gave up on the attack.

None of its moves were exactly the same, but it clearly had a preferred style of fighting. Noah was confident that both Isabel and Todd could handle it, but it wouldn’t be as straightforward as the monkeys had been.

I really need to find another Great Monster and make sure it doesn’t get any pieces of my soul so I don’t have to kill it again. Damn Hellreaver. Causing me trouble even after it’s dead.

Oblivious to Noah’s internal debate, the mole sniffed at the red bush. Content that it was safe once more, it started to burrow its way back into the ground. Noah approached it and the mole froze, jumping up and turning toward him.

Not the best memory of these things either. Does it have no object permanence? I can’t imagine these were what Brayden was talking about when he said there were threats, though.

The back of Noah’s neck prickled. He couldn’t place exactly what it was, but all the fights he’d been in over the course of the last few weeks had trained a sense that he couldn’t exactly place. It wasn’t one of the normal five senses as much as a combination of all of them—and it was telling Noah that something was wrong.

He ignited the Flashgrass in his pipe and spun, searching for the threat. It wasn’t the mole, as the monster was still sitting beside the bush. He tensed his muscles, waiting for something to jump out of the ground.

Instead, it came from the sky.

A streak of black flashed through the night, moving so quickly that Noah barely even saw it. It slammed into the mole, which let out a shrill shriek of terror and fury. As the two collided, Noah got a glimpse of the fast-moving form.

It resembled a vulture, but its body was pitch black and sleek. Its talons were long and curved. They left deep gashes across the mole’s back as the two monsters struggled, but it was clear that the bird had a huge advantage.

Even though it wasn’t quite as large as the mole, the bird shredded the other monster within moments. It whipped its large, pointed beak down into the mole’s head, killing it with a hollow thud.

Filthy little thief. That was my kill.

The bird ruffled its feathers, hopping onto the dead mole’s back and staring at Noah down the bridge of its beak. It looked to be sizing him up, but something was giving it pause. After a moment, Noah realized that it was the light coming from his pipe.

“Scared of fire?” Noah wondered aloud, igniting the smoke. A flash of flame rose up into the air, and he let out a low hum. It swirled around his head, then shot for the bird.

It squawked and fluttered back, lifting into the air to avoid the magic. Its ascent wasn’t particularly graceful or fast, but the moment it was in the sky, Noah nearly lost sight of it. The bird blended into the darkness so perfectly that it might not have even been there without the bright grass to contrast against it.

Noah snapped his fingers and ignited the smoke around him once more. Several streams of flaming ash shot out toward the monster, lighting the area up. It screeched, pulling away once more and taking off higher into the sky.

Even though he knew where it was, Noah could barely spot the monster. He whipped a blade of wind at it, and the bird tried to dodge to the side, but it wasn’t fast enough. It carved across its chest, cutting through thick feathers and sending several fluttering to the ground.

That was evidently far too great an insult for the bird to ignore. It dropped like a rock, shooting straight for Noah. A series of sparks went off around him as he ignited the Flashgrass, sending it streaking straight into the bird.

It flew straight into the expanding cloud of superheated ash and screeched in pain as the smoldering motes enveloped it, catching on its feathers and setting it alight. The bird flapped desperately, trying to get away, but Noah had no intention of wasting free energy.

He touched the cloud of smoke that still hung between him and the bird and poured energy into it. A deep thrum echoed through the night, traveling along the motes of ash and into the bird’s body. It shuddered violently, its beak clacking against itself. The smoke solidified an instant later, turning into a sharp spike of embers and ash. Noah drove it forward, into the back of the bird’s skull.

An instant later, energy rushed into his body. The bird crumpled to the ground, the fact which made Noah smile. It had about as much energy as the Maulers did. Not exactly the most dangerous enemy he’d fought, but their camouflage made them considerably more of a threat than most of the enemies in the Scorched Acres.

Our target for training will be the moles, then. In the early hours of the day, the birds won’t be anywhere near as dangerous. Now, let’s see. I need to find some more moles to practice on before I make any claims… I’m going to need more bushes. A lot more bushes.


Chapter Seventy-Eight



Noah practiced throughout the rest of the night, all the way up until just before it would be time for his watch. He was faster than he had been in the Scorched Acres, though he had to take more frequent breaks to recover the energy in his Wind Rune as it was no longer full.

Easily two or three dozen of the moles fell to Noah’s hand under the dull moonlight. He liberated them of their teeth—he wasn’t sure what else on them would be worth much, and the idea of carrying a bag of eyeballs or other organs around just didn’t sit right. They’d all be mush by the time he got them to the Linwick Estate.

When the morning started to approach once again, Noah was so confident in his abilities to handle the moles. He’d spent the majority of his time sitting around and goading the monsters into attacking, trying to determine just how dangerous they were.

To Noah’s delight, he suspected there was likely a Great Monster somewhere in the area. The moles, while definitely not quite as one-minded as the monkeys, definitely acted the same. They wouldn’t show up until he started messing with one of the bushes, after which they would arrive and attempt to protect it.

A small part of Noah almost felt bad for what he was doing. The moles weren’t aggressive, and they had no interest in him the moment he left the bushes alone. Unfortunately, they yielded fairly good energy, and Noah wasn’t about to risk trying to use his training method if there was any chance the monsters would act irrationally.

Besides, he was only killing them. There were worse things in life.

Noah made his way back to the camp in the early hours of the morning. As he crested a hill in the direction of the camp, his stride slowed as he spotted Lee at its bottom, stuffing the remains of a monster into her mouth.

She glanced up at him, then waggled her fingers in greeting and swallowed. Letting out a loud burp, Lee skipped up to him.

“Good meal tonight. Thanks,” Lee said.

“Have you been following me this entire time?”

“Yup. Watching you toast that bird was fun. The feathers didn’t taste too great, though.”

Noah opened his mouth, then shook his head. “You’re telling me that the monkeys did taste good?”

“Better than the bird. It was too boney.”

“Well, thank you. I suppose that’ll save me from explaining what I was doing if anyone sees a corpse of a monster lying around, though I didn’t think I’d get any real questions about it anyway. It’s not like these ones are protected.”

Lee arched an eyebrow. “What, couldn’t find any Great Monsters to kill?”

Noah cleared his throat. “Look, that wasn’t my fault. It started things.”

“Did it?”

“Depends on if you count monkey attacks as part of its own will. If you do, then yes.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night. When you aren’t hunting monsters, that is.”

Noah shook his head and chuckled. “Let’s get back to camp before someone starts wondering where we went.”

“You’re the leader,” Lee said with a shrug. “Do you think Todd and Isabel can handle fighting the brown tubes?”

“The moles?” Noah asked. “I think they should have no trouble with it, but I’ll probably have to enlist your help to make sure nothing goes wrong. Now that I’ve combined my runes, I don’t have a great way to act defensively with my Ash. I think the strategy for fighting the moles is straightforward, though. We’ll start slow and see how things go.”

Lee nodded, and they made the rest of the trip back to the camp in silence. The pillar of smoke rising from the campfire had doubled in intensity. Someone must have restarted the fire at some point throughout the night.

When they drew near, Lee gestured for Noah to step closer to her. She pressed a hand to his shoulder, and a ripple of dark energy washed over both of them.

Noah glanced down at his hands, surprised to find that he could barely make them out even though he knew exactly where they were. He only knew Lee’s location because he could still feel her hand.

They crept into the camp, keeping as far from Allen, who was on watch, as possible. Lee dropped Noah off at his tent, then broke contact with him. His body rippled and swam back into view.

Damn. That camouflage is powerful. No wonder Lee’s able to sneak around the way she does.

Noah didn’t think he had all that much time left before Allen would come “wake” him up for his watch, but after the whole debacle with the Hellreaver, he was reluctant to waste even a single moment.

Getting energy from killing monsters was great, but nothing truly replaced sleeping. He leaned against the side of the hut and closed his eyes, letting himself slip into oblivion.

Allen woke Noah up some time later for his watch by rapping on the side of the hut and glaring at Noah until he rose. Without a word, the Rank 4 mage swept back into his own lodgings.

The night passed silently, even if it was a bit chilly. Noah scanned the air for more traces of the dark birds, trying to see if there was any way to pick them up. At first, he had absolutely no success. But, as the sun started to creep its way up from the horizon, he caught flickers of shadow flitting through the sky.

None of them ever tried coming near the camp, and Noah suspected that the campfire was the likely culprit. Even the faintest amount of light was enough to turn the birds’ near invisibility into a mere cloak.

As Noah sat there, watching the sky, Moxie slipped out of her stone cone. She let her gaze roam over the camp before walking over to join Noah.

“Anything?” Moxie asked.

“Nothing too interesting. Boring night,” Noah said.

“Yeah. Likewise.”

They both fell silent for a few seconds.

“I’ve got a question,” Noah said, breaking the silence.

“What is it?” Moxie asked, glancing at him.

“When you had that whole… thing with Lee. Why didn’t you think I was also one?”

Moxie blinked, then shook her head with a chuckle. “Oh. I did, for a moment. Then I realized that you were way too incompetent. If I was going to believe literally anything I’ve read about de—ah, Lee’s kind, then you wouldn’t fit the bill at all. Too many stupid questions—and asking me for money, then actually returning it? Impossible. It was pretty obvious that you weren’t one.”

“Somehow, that feels like more of an insult than a compliment,” Noah muttered.

Moxie grinned and shrugged. “Take it how you want.”

“Change of subject, then. Do you happen to have a book on the locale?” Noah asked. “Or at least some information on the monsters here?”

“I didn’t bring one with me, but I did scan through one some time ago. I’ve taken this path before,” Moxie replied. “There are a few monsters in the area. Snufflers, Darkwings, and Root Fiends. I suppose there are also the plants, but I don’t know if you can classify those as monsters.”

Snufflers are the moles; Darkwings are the birds. Didn’t run into any of the last ones, though.

“What about Great Monsters?” Noah asked.

Moxie shrugged. “It’s possible. A lot of Great Monsters are pretty good at hiding. They’re often intelligent enough to understand that others want their rune—both humans and monsters. Only the most powerful wander around without any concern.”

“What about⁠—”

“The Hellreaver was put there on purpose by the Linwicks. It was basically bred to use the Master Rune,” Moxie said with a chuckle. “It was basically a spoiled brat with a Master Rune, just there to provide a good exam location for Arbitage.”

It was also a sadistic bastard. No, I’m not biased.

“Ah,” Noah said. He sat down near the fire, stretching according to some of Lee’s lesson plans. He hadn’t been the absolute best at keeping up with things over the past few weeks, but he was getting better—and he could feel his body getting slightly more limber as well. “How long do you think it’ll be before Allen or Edward blows a gasket?”

“A gasket?” Moxie frowned.

“Whoops, ignore that. Nonsense words because I’m tired.” Noah arched his back, and something popped. He let out a content sigh. “Until they get mad is what I meant.”

Moxie shrugged. “Who knows. Allen hates your guts, but he’s pretty well known for being a measured individual. I doubt he’ll actually attack you directly. Edward is a different concern. You do realize they’re almost certain to file a complaint when you get to the Linwick Estate, right?”

“I figured. Nothing I can do about that. I wasn’t going to let either of them push my students around. I’ll stand by everything I did.”

Moxie glanced to the side. “At least you actually do what you say.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind,” Moxie said, shaking her head. “I’m going to go for a run around the camp to get warmed up. Are you planning to teach that lesson you promised today?”

“Yeah. In a few minutes, I’ll go around and get the students.”

“Good. I’ll be done by the time they’re awake, then.”

Moxie jogged off. Noah watched her leave, then turned to get Isabel and Todd—nearly walking straight into Lee as she materialized beside him. Noah bit back a curse.

“God, Lee. Can’t you make a little noise?”

“No. It’s more fun this way,” Lee replied. She glanced over Noah’s shoulder at Moxie. “Did she seem to be acting a little odd to you?”

“A bit,” Noah said with a slight nod. “Is she still uncomfortable about… you know?”

Lee shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve been trying to give her a little room to think. That’s what you’re supposed to do when you make someone mad, right?”

“I am not the person to ask for relationship advice,” Noah said. “Life is too short to worry about it. Just do what makes you happy and doesn’t screw over too many people. Now, I’m going to go get Todd and Isabel. Do you want to wake Emily up?”

“Sure,” Lee replied.

They split off, heading to the appropriate stone tents. Before Noah could even reach his, Todd stepped out, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He stretched his arms over his head and yawned, then rolled his neck.

“Sup, Teacherman.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “You look very relaxed. Sleep well?”

“Like a baby. I can’t say dirt is my favorite mattress, but I’ve slept on worse. I saw you talking with Lee. Does that mean we have a class?”

“Indeed we do. And, speaking of Lee—she’s taught you imbuing, right?”

“Yeah. Apparently, I’ve been doing some Body Imbuement without even realizing it. Makes sense in a roundabout sort of way.” Todd chuckled.

“Really? Why?”

Todd’s smile faded. “Maybe later, prof. It doesn’t really matter anyway. Just some stuff from the past.”

“Sure. I’ve got something for the present anyway.” Noah pulled his grimoire out and flipped to the back, where there were still a few open pages. He tapped it with one finger. “Think you can imbue this?”

Todd blinked, then grinned. “Ah. Yeah, I can do that. Give me a moment.”

He took the book from Noah and headed into his tent. At the same time, Isabel walked out of it. Her eyes flicked down to the book, then over to Noah.

“Good morning, Professor. Are we going to get to hunt again today?”

“Yeah, we are,” Noah said. “Eager?”

“It’s been a bit since I got to put more energy into my runes, so yes. I’d also like to get some materials from them. I’ve heard the Linwick Estate is pretty big, so there’s probably a nice market there. Some spending money would be useful.” The tone in Isabel’s voice and the way her gaze had followed Todd when he’d walked into the tent with Noah’s grimoire made it very clear that she didn’t mean she wanted money to spend on trinkets.

Already looking to get your hands on some new runes, eh? Good. Keep that drive up, Isabel.

“Then we’ll make sure you can get some good practice in this morning. I’ll save the proper explanation for when everyone is back,” Noah said, rubbing his hands together. “We just have to wait for⁠—”

Todd strode out of the tent, a smug grin on his face, and held the grimoire out to Noah. He took it, flipping to the rune in surprise. Todd couldn’t have taken more than ten or twenty seconds to get it imbued.

“That was fast,” Noah said.

“He’s a natural at it,” Isabel said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t give him too many compliments—his head will inflate.”

“You’re just mad that I’m better than you at something for once.” Todd snickered.

Isabel glared at him. “I am not.”

“Sure sounds like you are.”

Isabel let out a huff. “Professor, when can we get to the training? I want to wipe that smirk off Todd’s face.”

“Once Emily and Moxie get back,” Noah replied. “Maybe start with some stretching. I’m still doing that myself.”

None of them were about to argue with that, so they all walked over to an open space in the grass and continued stretching while they waited for Moxie and Lee to show up with Emily.


Chapter Seventy-Nine



It took a few minutes, but the entire group soon gathered once again. Edward and Allen woke up as well, but they retreated to the far end of the camp. That suited Noah just fine. The less he had to interact with either of them, the better it would be.

Brayden watched them all stretch with a furrowed brow, but he didn’t say anything. Once they’d all finished, they prepared to head out of camp to find some monsters. The sun was still just barely poking over the horizon, so there would be at least an hour until it was proper daylight.

More than enough time to practice against a few Snufflers. I’ll admit, whoever names these things managed to get a good one this time around. Snuffler. Heh.

“You hunting?” Brayden asked.

“Yeah. We’re just going to do a quick lesson before we head off. I trust that’s okay?” Noah asked.

“Fine with me,” Brayden said. “Yell if something goes wrong and you need help.”

“Will do.”

They headed off, and, thankfully, Allen and Edward stayed behind. There was no need for secrecy this time around, so Noah took them over to a bush that was only a short walk away from the camp.

“Where’s the monster?” Todd asked, glancing around as Noah came to a stop before the bush. “You can’t tell me we’re about to beat up a plant.”

“The plant is involved, but it isn’t our main goal,” Noah replied. “The Snufflers are. Before we get started, let’s briefly discuss them. They’re blind but can feel tremors in the ground with pretty high accuracy. Snufflers aren’t the fastest monsters I’ve seen, but they’re not particularly smart either. Kind of a mix between the small monkeys and the Slashers, but without the claws.”

“That doesn’t sound too dangerous,” Todd said. “We can just stay ahead of them then, right? What about their moves?”

“A little more varied than what we’re used to,” Noah admitted. “But varied in a different way. The only thing I’ve seen them do so far is bite, but it’s not in any specific manner or pattern that I’ve found yet. That means your goal won’t just be to predict an exact movement but to keep distance between yourself and its mouth.”

“That means Isabel’s at a disadvantage,” Todd said, glancing at Isabel.

“I’ll just go last.” Isabel chewed her lower lip in thought. “I’ll need to see how you all fight them, but I’ve got some ideas.”

“Are they smart?” Todd asked.

“No. And, more importantly, they only care about protecting these.” Noah nodded in the direction of the bush behind him. “They basically don’t care about anything else. I don’t think Snufflers should be much of a challenge for anyone, but it’s a good point to get started—especially since I took a bit of an unintended break.”

“Can I go first?” Todd asked, rubbing his hands together. “I want to test out some of the Body Imbuements I’ve been working on.”

“Sure. After I demonstrate, though. There’s no point in taking unnecessary risks. Everyone back up, please. We don’t want the Snuffler to get distracted and go for the wrong person.”

They all took several steps back. Noah waited until there was enough distance between all the spectators and the bush, then walked up and prodded one of the flowers. It flinched back, curling in on itself. Noah pulled his pipe out of his pocket and packed some Flashgrass into it, combusting it and placing it between his teeth.

The ground behind Noah let out a telltale crack. Noah turned as a Snuffler burst from the ground, letting out a warning hiss.

Todd immediately burst into laughter. “That thing looks stupid.”

It kind of does.

“Stupid won’t stop it from ripping your face off if you aren’t careful,” Noah said, his foot scuffling on the ground. The Snuffler lunged at him, and Noah dodged to the side. Its jaws snapped through the air where he’d been a moment before, but it redirected itself the moment it hit the ground.

Noah had discovered that the Snufflers, while not very creative, were very persistent. As long as he was in the vicinity of the bush, it would continue chasing after him until one of them was dead.

“Notice how it moves,” Noah called, dodging to the side again to stay ahead of the tubular monster. “It doesn’t relent. You aren’t going to get a moment to sit around and charge some magic up. It isn’t very strong, but it keeps coming.”

He hopped back several times, avoiding a series of bites from the increasingly agitated Snuffler, then launched himself over its head with a burst of wind. The moment Noah’s feet touched the ground, the Snuffler rushed him once more.

“How fast can they turn?” Todd called out. “Can you run circles around it?”

“Let’s find out,” Noah called back. He skipped to the side, narrowly avoiding the monster’s snapping jaws, then sprinted toward its backside. The monster rotated, but its unwieldy body didn’t lend itself very well to keeping up with his wind-enhanced movements.

Noah had to slow himself down to avoid mistakenly running an entire lap around the Snuffler and ending back up in front of its teeth. He tried to position himself at its back, causing the mole monster to just rotate in a constant circle.

“It’s not smart enough to try moving in the other direction,” Isabel observed. “It’s pretty much only dangerous when you’re directly in front of it, then.”

“How tough is its hide?” Emily asked.

Noah drew on his runic energy, gathering the smoke as it rose from his pipe, and let out a low hum. A hot spike of ash jutted down, piercing into the back of the Snuffler’s neck. The monster’s legs buckled instantly as the ash cut through its spinal cord.

He dismissed the spike, turning it back into smoke, then reformed it through the Snuffler’s eye to make sure it was dead. Noah stepped back, then paused. He walked up to its head, plucked the teeth from its mouth, then straightened and rejoined his audience.

“Any more questions?” Noah asked, making sure to direct the smoke coming from his pipe down to the ground and away from all of them. Just because he could keep himself from inhaling it, that didn’t mean it would be good for anyone else.

“If you weren’t using magic to speed yourself up, would you have been faster than it?” Todd spoke up after a moment of silence.

Noah thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No. It’s still faster than I am. Maybe if I had some Body Imbuements, it would have been different, but I’m still unfortunately lacking there.”

The students exchanged glances.

“Let me at it,” Todd said, rubbing his hands together. “I want a shot.”

“Sure. Let’s go find another bush so that you can help yourself,” Noah said with an encouraging nod. “Lee and I will be watching, but pretend we aren’t.”

“Gotcha.”

The group walked a short distance to the next bush, then spread out to give Todd some room. He approached it on his own, then glanced back at Noah.

“How do I get it to come out? Just poke at the bush?”

“Yup.”

“Perfect,” Todd said. He grinned, turning to face away from the bush and reaching out for it with one hand. He waved blindly for a moment before his hand found a flower. It yanked back, and almost instantly, the ground before him started to rumble.

Flames sparked on Todd’s knuckles and raced down his arms, coursing up to his shoulders and burning brightly. They’d definitely grown stronger since the last time Noah had seen Todd using them. He raised a hand, forming a swirling marble of flame.

Before the Snuffler could even come out of the dirt and show its location, Todd fired the beam of heat. It slammed into the ground, earning Todd a shrill shriek of pain as a Snuffler clawed its way out of the earth, its namesake nose twitching aggressively. It had a large burnt patch on its forehead, but the ground had absorbed the brunt of Todd’s attack.

“I told you not to be impatient!” Isabel yelled.

“It’s called a preemptive strike!” Todd complained, but he didn’t budge from his spot. The Snuffler continued to hiss in anger as it waited to feel where Todd was, but the boy stood as still as ice.

Nice. Don’t rush things, especially against something that can’t actually see you when you don’t move.

“I should have asked this before, but how’s its hearing?” Todd called.

The Snuffler took a step in his direction, its mouth opening and letting out a low, warning hiss.

“Not the best,” Noah hollered in response. “But not the worst either.”

Todd formed another ball of fire in his hand. Then a grin stretched across his lips, and he dismissed it, deliberately raising a foot and scuffing the dirt. The monster lunged at him with a high-pitched snarl. Todd bounded back, taking far higher into the air than Noah would have expected from a mere jump.

The Snuffler skidded to a stop before it could stampede over its own bush and blindly swung its head, trying to locate Todd. The moment his feet hit the ground, the monster charged him again.

A thin beam of heat leapt from between Todd’s fingertips, catching the Snuffler in the shoulder. It burned a deep hole into the monster, eliciting a screech of pain, but it didn’t stop its charge.

Todd vaulted to the side again. Once more, he moved nearly twice the distance that Noah felt a normal jump should have been able to carry him. Skidding across the dirt, Todd spun toward the Snuffler and fired another two beams of flame.

The first one barely missed the Snuffler’s head, scorching the monster’s hair but failing to do any lasting damage. The second caught it right in the side of its head. Almost immediately, the smell of burnt hair and cooked, rancid meat filled the air.

“Ha!” Todd crowed, pumping a flaming hand in the air. “How’d you like that?”

“You could have killed it much earlier,” Emily said, crossing her hands. “Mediocre performance at best. You were just showing off.”

“I was not.” Todd crossed his arms. “It’s called practicing. Just because I can catch it off guard doesn’t mean that I should. This is training for other monsters. Stronger ones. If I waste it, then I get real practice against something that kills me in one blow.”

Damn straight.

“Good job, Todd,” Noah said. “That was very well done. Isabel was right that you probably could have waited a moment longer, but why don’t you share exactly what you did so we can all learn from it?”

Todd shrugged. “I imbued my eyes with a Heat Rune to see where the Snuffler was beneath the ground. They’re about ten to fifteen feet down, by the way. It moved a lot faster than I thought it would, though. Came at an angle toward me instead of going straight up, so I wasn’t ready to catch it quite on time. That made me miss the first spell.”

“What about the enhanced jumps?” Moxie asked. “More Body Imbuement?”

Todd’s grin grew wider. “Yeah. Both of my legs are imbued with a Fire Rune. It’s not the most comfortable, so I see why you were saying it’s better to wait until you have Rank 2 runes. My legs get really, really hot when I use the imbuements. If they were a little more optimized for energy rather than just pure fire, it would be a lot better. Still, it works.”

“You did great,” Lee said, giving Todd a thumbs-up. “Should have punched it a little, though.”

“Maybe next time,” Todd said. “Isabel, you next?”

“How about Emily first?” Isabel suggested. “Judging by the look she’s giving you, I think she wants a chance to demonstrate her own abilities.”

“I absolutely do,” Emily said, cracking her knuckles. “I’m going to beat your⁠—”

“Emily!” Moxie snapped. “Speak as appropriate for a Torrin.”

The young girl scrunched her nose in annoyance. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Let’s do this. These things are easy. I’ll show you how it’s done, Todd.”

Ah, a little rivalry. Always good for making sure everyone pushes each other harder. Perfect.

“Well,” Noah drawled, gesturing to another bush a short way from them, “there’s no shortage of bushes, and we’ve still got some time before the sun is properly up. Let’s get to it, shall we?”


Chapter Eighty



The group relocated to the next bush, staying back to give Emily room to fight. Noah had yet to see her actually using her magic, and he couldn’t deny his interest in seeing what Moxie’s student could do. There was a small, slightly over-competitive part of him that wanted his own students to be more impressive than she was.

That’s pretty petty of me, I have to admit. Although I never said I wasn’t petty. Still, best of luck, Emily. I don’t want you to perform poorly—I just want Todd and Isabel to do better.

Noah glanced at Moxie, only to find that she was sending him the same slightly guilty look that he was giving her. They both cleared their throats and looked away, realizing they’d basically had the exact same line of thought running.

Emily tapped a band on her wrist, and a Shield washed over her skin, glittering with blue light. Both Isabel and Todd pursed their lips, and Noah couldn’t blame them.

No matter what he said, having access to a Shield was a massive advantage, especially if it wasn’t used as a crutch. They could push themselves harder and try riskier moves if they had one. Unfortunately, Noah couldn’t afford them—and that meant his students couldn’t either.

“Good luck,” Isabel said, smoothing her features out.

“Thanks,” Emily replied, not turning her attention away from the bush. She flicked one of the flowers, which promptly leaned back, sending out its call to the Snuffler below. The monster pushed its way out of the ground, and Emily wasted no time in calling her magic.

Frost washed across her hands and traveled outward, solidifying into the limbs of a large bow. An arrow materialized on its string, stretching out from her pale fingers, and she pulled back on the string.

The arrow blurred forward, turning into a white streak and slamming into the Snuffler’s shoulder. The monster lurched toward Emily, stumbling on its injured shoulder, and snapped at her.

She skipped back, backpedaling to keep distance between herself and the monster. If it hadn’t been injured, Noah was pretty sure it would have caught Emily. However, that wasn’t the case. It was injured, and Emily stayed ahead of it without any difficulty.

Drawing back on her bowstring, another arrow materialized in the air, and she launched it into the Snuffler’s chest.

“She has both Water and Ice Runes,” Moxie said with more than a little pride in her voice. “She gathers the water in the air, then freezes it into ice.”

“Impressive,” Noah said. “No Body Imbuements?”

“Not yet,” Moxie said with a shake of her head. “I’ll give it to Todd—he’s a natural. I don’t think I picked imbuing up that fast myself, and I had great tutors.”

“Hey!” Lee exclaimed, glaring at Moxie. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Midway through the last class you taught, you got distracted by a butterfly.”

“It flew in front of me. That’s just asking to get eaten. Are you telling me you wouldn’t have done the exact same thing?”

Moxie wisely chose not to answer that particular question. There were some arguments that couldn’t be won, and then there were some that shouldn’t even be started. This was one of the latter.

Meanwhile, Emily was having absolutely no difficulty handling the Snuffler. Every arrow she struck the monster with slowed it even further, and she eventually put one between its eyes, putting it down.

Impressive display of accuracy. They’re perfectly spaced. She could have killed it with the first shot if she’d wanted to. But… that also wasn’t really the point of this exercise. I suppose this might have been a little too easy for her. She’s had a good teacher for quite a while, after all.

“Good job,” Noah said, giving a polite clap. “Very beautifully executed.”

“Agreed,” Moxie added. “You could have kept a little farther ahead of it, though. Have you been working on your Body Imbuements?”

Emily’s smile flickered, and she cleared her throat. Her ice bow faded away into mist and she brushed her hands, walking back to join them.

“I’ve been trying.”

“Trying?” Moxie asked.

“They won’t work yet.”

Todd sent a smug look in Emily’s direction. Noah looked at him down the bridge of his nose and the fiery young man quickly let the smile drop away.

“Progress is progress,” Noah said. “You’ll get there. It’s important to remember that everyone who puts in the effort is going to be good at their own thing. We complement each other. It’s good to be competitive and push to improve, but don’t let that turn into animosity. Take the opportunity to learn when someone is better at something than you are, then return the favor when the time comes.”

Moxie nodded in agreement. “Good advice. Isabel, are you ready to take your turn now?”

The girl flexed her fingers, let out a sharp breath, and nodded. “Yeah. I’m ready. Let’s go find the next bush.”
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Six hours ago, under the cover of the night.

Lee crouched on the top of Noah’s stone tent, hidden by the cold embrace of her runes. She watched as Moxie crept away from her spot where she was supposed to be keeping watch. She saw Noah set off no more than a minute later, likely heading to go hunt monsters.

And before she could decide which of them she wanted to bother following, a third person slipped out of their tent. Isabel poked her head into the darkness, then silently broke away and headed for the hills.

Is anyone actually planning to stay the night here? At this point, we might as well not have set it up at all.

After a moment of deliberation, Lee tailed Isabel. Moxie and Noah could both handle themselves for the time being. And, as much as Lee wanted to figure out what Moxie was up to, it would have been worse if something happened to Isabel.

The girl was completely oblivious to Lee, even looking straight at her several times as she turned, presumably to make sure nobody had noticed her escape. Lee had to cover a snicker.

Nobody’s going to spot you leaving because none of them actually stuck around.

Once Isabel had put enough distance between herself and the camp, she reached into one of her pockets and pulled out a slip of paper. Lee’s eyes shifted, turning a duller shade of yellow. Her vision focused on the paper.

A dossier on the locale. A page from one, at least. I didn’t realize you were allowed to pull pages out of books. That’s convenient.

Isabel scanned over the paper, squinting at it in the moonlight, then accelerated her pace. Lee strolled behind her, completely unnoticed, as they pressed deeper into the night. Before long, the camp was far behind them.

Only then did Isabel slow down. She let out a slow breath, a flicker of worry passing over her face before she crushed it out and set her jaw. After giving one glance at the paper, she approached a large, red flowered bush.

I’ve been wanting to see how they feel. I bet those flowers would make a really soft bed. Nice and tickly. Kind of like the fires in the Damned Plains, but cuter.

Isabel folded the paper back up and slipped it into her pocket. She pressed a hand to her chest and drew out a shimmering blue sword. Then she knelt, laying her free hand on the ground. As Isabel lifted it, a stone slab rose out of the ground. Strands of rock wound around Isabel’s arm, attaching it to her like a makeshift shield.

Gritting her teeth, Isabel tried to lift it. The Shield didn’t budge. It was too heavy. Isabel jabbed her sword into the ground, then pressed her hand to her heart again. She pulled a strand of glittering blue energy out, then pressed it into the stone.

Bands of light spiderwebbed out through the rock, giving it a faint shimmer. Isabel rose to her feet, this time lifting the Shield with little difficulty. Nodding to herself, she picked up her sword and approached the bush.

Lee tilted her head to the side curiously as Isabel tapped her foot at the base of the plant.

I wonder what she’s doing. The plants didn’t seem to be that dangerous up here. Back in the Damned Plains, there were a few that were basically just bait that some monsters used to lure fools close so they could eat them, but I didn’t notice any signs of that here.

Isabel nudged the plant again. The ground beneath her feet shuddered. Lee tensed, dropping into a fighting stance and raising to the balls of her feet. Isabel jumped back, and the ground a few body lengths away from her split apart.

A ridiculous, tubular monster clambered out from beneath the ground, its long nose bouncing as it took rapid, deep sniffs of the air. Lee nearly burst into laughter on the spot, but she managed to suppress it.

Distracting Isabel now would be really bad. I’ll save the laugh for when I can actually get away with it.

Isabel swallowed heavily. Then she charged. The moment her foot hit the ground, the tube-shaped monster bolted in her direction. Isabel raised her Shield and slammed it into the ground, bracing against it with her full body.

Blue light glittered along the stone an instant before the monster slammed into it with a loud crack. Isabel skidded across the ground, stumbling and nearly losing her balance. She caught herself and slammed the Shield down again, barely managing to get it braced before the monster was upon her again.

This time, Isabel managed to hold strong. A tremor ran down her arms and she hissed in pain. Even as the monster reared back to dart at Isabel again, she shifted and thrust her sword out, catching it across the face.

The monster hissed in pain, but that did little to give it pause. It slammed itself into her Shield again. And again. Each time, its sharp teeth scraped across the stone. Isabel flinched back with every blow, her muscles trembling as she tried to hold the much larger creature’s strength back.

Then, after several nerve-wracking strikes, Isabel spotted an opportunity as the monster backed up to bite at her again. She lunged forward, lowering her Shield and driving all her weight into the sword.

It slammed into the monster’s eye, biting deep and killing it instantly. It crumpled to the ground at her feet. Isabel bent over, dropping her Shield and sword to brace her arms against her knees and gasp for air. She slowly took control of herself again and picked up her weapons, setting off again.

Lee glanced back at the monster, then followed after Isabel.

Over the course of the next few hours, Isabel sought out half a dozen more of the monsters. On the next one, she encased her legs in stone as well. For the one after that, she formed a chest plate.

Each time she fought one of the monsters, Isabel added an extra piece of armor. Each one flickered with strands of blue light that wound throughout it. Lee couldn’t help but be impressed. For someone with no Body Imbuements, Isabel was carrying around an enormous amount of weight.

Every fight that Isabel took, she pushed herself harder. She pressed the limits of what she could do, trying to find the balance between how much she had to defend and attack. Isabel replaced her sword with a glowing spear, giving her the reach to jab at the monsters from behind the Shield, but occasionally opted to drop the Shield entirely to try to get a more powerful blow by two handing the weapon.

Lee could see Isabel steadily losing energy, even with the refreshers that she should have gotten from killing the monsters. She didn’t have many runes yet, and the amount of magic she had to be using to keep the whole set of armor up was probably enormous.

A flicker in the air caught Lee’s attention after Isabel managed to take down another of the strange monsters. A dark form flew in circles high above. Lee’s eyes narrowed and her vision shifted.

It was a monster. A fairly large one—and it was eyeing Isabel. Lee glanced at the girl, but she was still recovering from her last fight.

The bird dove.

Lee blurred. She launched off the ground, slamming into the bird. Claws erupted from her fingertips, and she dug them into the monster’s neck, ripping its head clean off. Lee’s momentum carried her through the air in a shadowy blur, bringing the two halves of the dead bird with her.

She hit the ground with a deceptively soft landing. Opening her mouth impossibly wide, Lee shoved the entirety of the bird down her gullet. She grimaced in distaste, then turned back toward Isabel.

The girl was so exhausted from the fights that night that she hadn’t even heard what had happened. Lee shook her head in a mixture of amusement and respect.

One by one, the stone pieces of armor that Isabel had collected crumbled and fell away from her. She took several more deep breaths, then straightened. Isabel sheathed the spear within her heart, then turned and headed back in the direction of the camp.

Lee followed behind her, stopping by each monster to devour its remains. Luckily, no more birds caught sight of Isabel, and the rest of the trip went uninterrupted. By the time it was over, the sun had already begun to rise.

Turning on her heel, Lee set out to figure out where Noah was. She suspected that he’d probably left a bunch of monsters lying around in his wake, and she was still hungry.


Chapter Eighty-One



“Whenever you’re ready,” Noah said.

Isabel pressed a hand to her chest, drawing a slender blue sword of energy out from within her heart. She flicked the blade, lowering into a fighting stance as she approached the bush and nudged it with her foot.

Lee tilted her head to the side, a pensive frown on her face. Noah didn’t have any time to ask her what the source of the confusion was, though. A Snuffler rushed out from the ground, spraying dirt into the air with the force of its arrival.

Its snout instantly moved to point at Isabel as she dashed in its direction, not even waiting for the monster to finish clambering out of the dirt to attack. Isabel was fast, but it didn’t look like she’d managed to get any Body Imbuements working yet—which made the Snuffler faster.

Isabel dodged to the side as the Snuffler lashed out with its mouth, trying to bite down on her. She’d moved a little earlier than Noah would have. While that made the dodge safer, it also gave her less time to counterattack before her feet hit the ground again and alerted the Snuffler to where she’d landed.

Twisting her body, Isabel brought her sword down toward the Snuffler’s neck. The blade bit deep into its flesh, and it thrashed instantly, lunging for her. She let the blade dissolve instantly, jumping back to avoid the initial attack and buying herself enough time to reform the sword.

The Snuffler charged after Isabel. It snapped at her heels, growing closer with every dodge she made. Noah watched every move, his back tense and hands clenched at his sides. Isabel was playing it a lot closer than he’d like.

Yeah, I know I’m being hypocritical, but we had much more practice against the monkeys before she started fighting this dangerously. This is her first Snuffler. Damn. I’m a terrible influence.

Isabel vaulted backward in an impressive display of acrobatics, narrowly avoiding getting chomped on the arm. As soon as she landed on the ground, she burst forward. The Snuffler, which had expected Isabel to be standing in the spot she’d landed, didn’t even realize she’d moved toward it instead of away from it until Isabel’s sword was buried in its head.

She wrenched herself upward, using the sword like a lever to fling herself into the air and over the monster. As soon as she was above its head, Isabel spun and dissolved the sword, forming a new one and plunging it into the back of the monster’s neck.

The Snuffler crashed to the ground, skidding a foot before coming to a stop. Isabel hopped down, allowing her blue sword to fade away, and let out a slow breath.

“What?” Isabel asked, noticing the looks they were giving her.

“That was a bit… risky,” Todd hedged, in the style of someone who had tried and failed to convince her of something before. “Clean kill, though.”

“Aside from the first move,” Emily said. “Also, you fight like you have a death wish.”

“Borderline suicidal,” Moxie agreed. “Effective, though. You’re going to be a menace once you get those Body Imbuements working properly.”

Noah noted that Lee still looked confused by Isabel’s performance. He would have understood if she looked impressed or worried—but not confused. Nothing about it had been particularly confusing.

Odd.

The ground thudded behind Noah. He spun, half-expecting a Snuffler, but found Brayden instead. Noah lowered his hands and shook his head.

“You are too big. Has anyone told you that? I thought there was a monster coming up on me.”

Brayden smirked. “And that’s just how I like it. Time to get moving. We’re going to be wasting daylight soon.”

Noah nodded. “We’ll do this again tomorrow. Good job, everyone. Think about how you did and what you can improve on while we’re on the road. When we make camp for the night, we’ll all discuss and see where we can all improve.”

And, with that, they set back off. Isabel took down the stone tents she’d made for everyone, and the group left the campsite behind, returning to the road.

The day went quickly, with nothing of any real importance happening. Brayden seemed to know exactly where he was going, and Noah wasn’t going to complain about that. Edward and Allen continued to bring up the rear of their small line, refusing to interact with anyone else.

About an hour before the sun could completely set behind the clouds covering the horizon, they drew up to another campsite. It was evident that this road wasn’t all that uncommon to travel.

Noah and Moxie went over everyone’s performance in their first fights with the Snufflers, discussing what the students had done best and what they could do better. Once they’d finished that, Isabel erected the stone tents once again.

As she worked, Noah spent some time seriously considering his Body Imbuements. He’d yet to properly start any of them—largely because he wasn’t sure what rune he’d actually want to imbue.

He only had a Rank 1 Wind Rune, so that wasn’t particularly inviting. Pyroclastic Resonance was stronger, but he didn’t like the idea of putting ash inside his body until he knew exactly what he wanted it to do. Intent was important when combining runes, and there was no doubt in his mind that it was equally important when performing Body Imbuement. Sticking a bunch of ash inside himself without actually having a plan for what it would do was probably a horrible idea.

That left him with his Master Runes. Sunder was off the table before the dinner even started—that was just asking to chop something important off. And so, all that remained was Combustion.

That could work, actually. I don’t know exactly how combustion engines worked on earth, but I’m pretty sure it was pretty much just using a spark to light gas, causing expansion that pushed a piston that pumped the engine. Could I just do that to my muscles? Doesn’t sound very pleasant, but seems… viable. Maybe.

Noah shelved the topic for the night—the combustion engine idea seemed promising, but he wanted to test it out on something physical before he used his own body and found out that the imbuements stuck around between deaths.

While Noah had been lost in thought, the rest of the group decided to follow the same watch system that they had the previous night. Noah took the first few hours to get some rest for himself, then crept out of the camp as soon as Moxie and Brayden swapped watches.

Unbeknownst to him, Isabel and Lee did the exact same thing.

The next morning dawned on them as it always did, and after another set of practice hunts on the Snufflers, they were off once more.

Unfortunately, their day didn’t go nearly as quietly as the previous one had. It started off just about the same—struggling to keep up with Brayden as he strode along the dirt path. The sun beat down on them, but a nice cover of clouds occasionally obscured it, keeping the day from getting too oppressive.

A gentle breeze rustled the grass and shrubbery around them. More than a few times, Noah wondered just how many Snufflers there were in the area. It seemed like nearly every single bush had one—at least, the ones that weren’t directly along the path did.

Is there like some underground city of Snufflers? Or are they more solitary and just sit around, protecting their bush? I presume they’re getting energy from it similar to the Fluffants in the Windscorned Plateau, but at least I could see what was happening there. Damn. I’m curious.

While Noah—and, judging by the blank looks on their faces, just about everyone else—was lost in thought, the horizon shifted. Even Brayden didn’t seem to notice it at first. A hill, which was generally known to stay in one place, twitched.

The movement was followed by a series of popping, crunchy tears. This time, nobody missed it. They all snapped awake, jerking their heads toward the source of the noise. The top half of a hill rose into the air, an expansive network of roots popping free of the ground and tearing as they failed to contain the hill’s ascent.

Massive, gnarled limbs made of woody, rootlike material unfurled from beneath the hill. They dug into the grass, ripping large chunks of it away in clods and throwing them to the ground.

“Gods above. What in the Damned Plains is that?” Emily asked, taking a step back in horror.

“Speak like a noble, Emily,” Moxie said, speaking more on instinct than thought as she stared at the enormous monster in awe. It was easily two stories tall, and each of its fingers was probably a few times taller than she was.

“Root Fiend,” Brayden muttered, resting his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Damn big one. Something woke it up.”

“We’re nowhere near it!” Edward exclaimed from the back of the group. “How could we have possibly woken that big creature up? Can you defeat it?”

“Yes, but I can’t protect you at the same time,” Brayden replied. “That’s got to be a Rank 3. Biggest Root Fiend I’ve ever seen.”

“Moxie and I can cover the kids,” Noah offered. Brayden shook his head.

“No, you can’t. It attacks through the ground just as easily as above it. Unless you’re a Rank 4 or already have experience fighting one of these, you’re not going to be able to hold all of its attacks back. They’re fairly stupid monsters, though. As long as we don’t move, it shouldn’t come for us.”

“I thought you said something had gotten its attention,” Edward said tersely. “Doesn’t that mean it’s already coming for us?”

“Something. Not us,” Brayden corrected. “Just don’t move.”

A bassy roar ripped out from the Root Fiend. It ripped another huge portion of the hill away, revealing a jagged, wooden face with two glowing red eyes and teeth made of sharpened bark. Each tooth was several times bigger than Brayden, and they were so large that they forced the monster’s mouth into a permanently open position.

Something shot up from the ground, flying at the monster’s face. It hurtled through the sky with incredible speed, glowing with brilliant energy that could have only been runes. Another roar split the clear day. The Root Fiend swung its arm in a huge, sweeping arc.

The glowing dot flitted to the side, avoiding the strike effortlessly. It slammed to a halt, revealing the form of a heavily armored man floating in the air, his hands outstretched before him and swirling energy gathering at the head of a huge hammer in his hands.

He reared back, growing so bright that he was nearly a miniature star—and the Root Fiend batted him out of the sky like an annoying pest. Noah’s eyes widened. The man had been shot straight toward them.

Noah reached for his magic, wanting to send a powerful gust of wind into the man before he could collide with the ground. Moxie and Brayden both stepped forward, calling on their own magic.

None of them were fast enough.

The man spun midair. He slammed feet-first into the ground like a human meteor. Wisps of white and gold smoke rose off his heavily battered armor as the man rose, brushing his arm off like he’d taken a slight tumble rather than been sent hurtling into the ground from several stories up.

“My apologies. I did not expect to see travelers here,” the man said. He gave them a sharp salute. Behind him, the Root Fiend roared in rage. It took a step toward them, shaking the ground with its enormous weight.

A beam of red light shot up from somewhere behind the hills, catching the monster in the side. It screamed in pain and twisted its huge body, searching for the source. The man before them didn’t seem to even notice.

“I hope I haven’t inconvenienced your trip too much,” he continued. “Please remain here for a few minutes until we have this handled. We’re rooting out Root Fiends in the area, if you’ll pardon my pun. My partner and I didn’t quite do our due diligence to make sure there wasn’t anyone in the immediate zone before starting the fight with this one.”

“You intentionally attacked that thing?” Edward asked, aghast. The Root Fiend let out another pained roar as a second beam of red light caught it in the side, scorching its wooden body. The monster reared back and drove its hand into the hillside with a brilliant crash, shaking the ground beneath all their feet.

The monster straightened, turning its gaze straight toward them. Its red eyes burned with malicious fury.

“Of course I did,” the man said, turning back to look at the huge monster. “It’s my duty. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Gavin, a soldier of the Arbalest Empire. Now, please excuse me. My partner needs a little assistance.”


Chapter Eighty-Two



Gavin adjusted his grip on his hammer. Noah’s eyes caught on the inscriptions covering the shaft of the weapon. They weren’t exactly runes—at least, he couldn’t see where one ended and the other started.

There was certainly something, though. Long, jagged lines ran all along it, interweaving and mixing in patterns. The rest of Gavin’s armor was similarly decorated. If it was just an artistic statement, it was very extensive.

Gavin’s hammer hummed. A faint whine filled the air, and he knelt, his greaves lighting up with a faint golden energy. The ground beneath Gavin shattered as he launched into the air, ascending to the skies in a streak of energy.

The Root Fiend reached out to grab Gavin, who flitted out of the way, moving just enough to avoid getting hit without wasting any extra time. He shot up to the Root Fiend’s head and reared back.

A shockwave rippled out of the back of his hammer. It flashed forward, leaving a streak of light in its wake, and smashed into the Root Fiend’s head with a massive explosion. The sound of shattering wood split the day as the enormous monster stumbled back, a large chunk of its jaw demolished.

Gavin’s hammer seemed to jump in his hands. He flew after the Root Fiend, avoiding its attempts to bat him out of the air, and readied another strike. A furious roar ripped free of the Root Fiend’s mouth, and spikey growths erupted all over its body.

One of them caught Gavin straight in the stomach. Noah heard Isabel and Todd both draw in sharp breaths, and he couldn’t deny the flash of concern that passed through him as well. It was for naught.

Gavin’s armor glittered with black light, and he was thrown back—but his armor didn’t break. He spun, aiming a hand behind him. A ring of red, shimmering sigils appeared behind him and he jerked to a halt.

The soldier drove his hammer into the center of the circle. Electric maroon light surged into the head of the weapon, causing it to bulge. Fragments of stone rose away from it, vibrating with the intensity of the magic filling the hammer. Pieces fell away, only to be grabbed by tendrils of red light and yanked back into place. Its head seemed to be in a constant state of splitting apart and reforming itself.

Even from where Noah stood, he could feel the pressure washing off the hammer in Gavin’s hands. His rose raised as if a current of static electricity was washing over him.

It’s like he’s got a miniature star trapped in that thing. What rank do you have to be to do something like that?

The Root Fiend let out a furious roar and swept a hand for Gavin. A beam of red energy shot up from behind the hills, catching the monster’s hand before it could complete its path and knocking it back. The Root Fiend stumbled, clutching the smoking hole in its wrist and shaking the ground with its steps.

Behind Gavin, the red circle faded away, fully drawn into his hammer. He lit up with golden energy once more and blurred toward the Root Fiend. Zipping past its attempt to strike him, Gavin arrived beside the monster’s head and swung.

His hammer connected with it, letting off a sound like a pealing bell. A brilliant red flash lit up the sky, followed by an explosion that had such force that it made Noah’s teeth rattle in his head.

An enormous chunk of the Root Fiend’s head vaporized, turned to cinders and ash instantly. The monster flew backward, slamming into a hill with a loud crash. Noah stumbled as the ground quaked beneath his feet.

“Gods, that’s insane,” Todd breathed. “Can you imagine being able to do that? That Root Fiend barely managed to take two blows from him before going down.”

The monster twitched, and Noah’s eyes widened. Evidently, the Root Fiend must have heard Todd’s dismissal of it because it refused to stay down. Lurching upright, the monster pushed itself back to its feet.

Roots wound up from the site of the huge wound in its head, knitting itself back together. Within moments, the massive monster was whole once more. It reared its head back and let out a furious roar.

Then it lifted both of its hands and aimed at Gavin. The man tossed his hammer behind him, where it floated patiently in the air, and crossed his arms before himself. His armor shimmered, then unfurled around him like a flower blooming for the first time.

Disks of metal whipped around Gavin’s hands. Golden light traced across them as they merged into a large, circular Shield covered with sigils similar to the ones that had been on his hammer.

Noah squinted, trying to make out any runes on them, but everything seemed like nonsensical squiggles. Either the runes were somehow blocked from his vision, or they were in a language that Vermil hadn’t known.

Huge wooden spikes erupted from the Root Fiend’s palm, hurtling through the air and smashing into the barrier Gavin had erected. They shattered against the glowing metal like the world’s largest, loudest hailstorm.

As soon as the barrage stopped, the Root Fiend lowered its hands, letting out a cry of fury at its lack of ability to harm the soldier. Gavin reached back, even as his armor reformed around him like flowing water, and grabbed the shaft of his hammer.

He gave it a violent twist. The head of the hammer shuddered, then shattered apart in a burst of red light. Tendrils of crackling red energy shot from the shaft, latching onto the pieces of metal and pulling them back.

They coalesced into the long, pointed tip of a javelin. Energy sparked and swirled around Gavin as he took aim. His hand lit with golden light that poured into the weapon, coursing through the interweaving designs within it.

With a roar, he let the javelin loose. It streaked through the air, slamming clean into the Root Fiend’s head. Wood erupted, folding in on itself as the javelin passed clean through the monster, piercing through it and slamming into the hills beyond.

Gavin was far from done. He extended his hand, curling his fingers. Runic energy lit up all over his armor once more, and an arc of red light sparked between his gauntleted fingertips.

Thousands of pieces of metal ripped out from the hillside behind the Root Fiend, ripping back through its body on their way back toward Gavin. The shaft of the weapon followed after them, shooting through the already-reforming hole in the Root Fiend’s head.

It slammed into his hand, and the head of the hammer reformed at the weapon’s top. The damage that it had done to the Root Fiend was extensive. The monster smoldered from a dozen different wounds that covered its body, and it didn’t seem to be able to heal nearly as fast as Gavin could inflict damage.

And then the ground erupted. Dozens of huge roots shot out from the ground below Gavin, reaching up toward him. If he’d been standing on the ground, there would have been almost no time at all to respond.

He wasn’t standing on the ground.

Gavin swore, thrusting his free hand toward the ascending roots. Part of his gauntlet flashed with red light, and a huge circle traced itself through the air below him in an instant. A massive beam of energy erupted from it, slamming the roots aside like the foot of a giant. It crushed them into the ground, ripping their fibers to shreds.

The Root Fiend lunged for Gavin, clearly hoping he’d been distracted enough by the attack to land a blow on him. To Noah’s surprise, it was right. The monster’s massive, clawed hand enveloped Gavin in an instant.

“Shouldn’t we help?” Moxie asked tersely. “I’m not so sure he’s winning.”

“He’s fine,” Brayden said with a shake of his head. “There’s nothing to worry about. Just watch and stay out of his way. Soldiers typically don’t enjoy anyone getting in their way. They’re pretty picky about things.”

“Have you dealt with them a lot?” Todd asked.

Brayden glanced back at Todd, looking at him out of the corner of his eyes. “Unfortunately.”

A shrill shriek ended their conversation. Beams of red light burst out of the Root Fiend’s hand, glowing so brightly that Noah nearly had to avert his gaze. The monster’s hand trembled as it tried to keep Gavin crushed within it, but it was futile.

Its grip was forced open. With a roar, Gavin burst free of the monster’s hand, surrounded by a brilliant swirl of red energy. Fragments of wood fell away from the Root Fiend’s crumbling hand and it swung its other one at him.

For a monster as big as that, it doesn’t have a ton of variation. I was thinking this might be a Great Monster, but Sunder didn’t react to it, and it seems a bit… dim. Can normal monsters really get this big?

Gavin whipped his hammer down. It was an amusing sight if the circumstances were ignored. A man more than several hundred times smaller than his opponent was trying to stop its hand by swinging the equivalent of a toothpick at it.

His hammer connected with the Root Fiend’s wrist. A ring of red magic washed out, and the monster’s hand shattered, smashed to pieces. Gavin flew into the air as the Root Fiend screamed in pain.

Its hands started to reform, but not in time to stop Gavin from arriving above its head and raising his hammer. It formed back into a javelin, and, matching the monster’s cry with one of his own, he launched it downward.

A red streak of lightning flashed through the air and struck the Root Fiend on the top of the head. There was a brilliant crack as it carved through the entirety of the monster’s body and slammed into the ground beneath it.

The Root Fiend’s cry went silent. It swayed in place for an instant. The light in its eyes went out, and the roots that were working to heal its wounds withered and dried. And there it remained, casting a shadow over the landscape.

Gavin’s hammer flew back into his hand, back in shape once more, and he floated down to a hill beside him. His armor was still humming as he approached them, lifting the helmet from his face to reveal the visage of a man far younger than Noah had expected. He couldn’t have been older than thirty.

“Apologies, folks,” Gavin said, pulling a gauntlet off and wiping the sweat from his brow. “I wasn’t expecting such a resilient Root Fiend. They’re usually a lot easier to take down. Nobody got caught up in the fight, right?”

“We’re all fine,” Brayden said.

“You’re incredible,” Todd breathed, his eyes wide with wonder.

Gavin let out a booming laugh. “Thanks, son. Mighty kind of you. I’m just doing my job.”

“And poorly at that, you lout.”

They all turned as a red portal split the air open, and a young woman strode out from within it. She wore light metal armor, clearly chosen to be functional but not nearly as unwieldy as what Gavin wore.

Gavin cleared his throat. “Sorry, Jess. I didn’t mean to use so much energy.”

“Stop showing off so much next time,” Jess said, shaking her head in mock anger. “Don’t be too impressed with Gavin’s magic, because half of it isn’t his. It’s mine.”

Gavin rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “This is Jess, my partner. She does all the imbuements on my weapons.”

“Might as well call me your battery at this point. You nearly drained all the magic out of my runes. You barely even used any of your own power.”

“My magic isn’t really suited for this kind of encounter,” Gavin said. “Besides, this is hardly the place. I’ll cover your dinner or something.”

Jess grinned, and Noah got the feeling she’d gotten exactly what she’d wanted from the start.

“Great. I’ll be choosing the place.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Gavin grimaced and turned to the group. “Again, I’m sorry for interrupting all of your travels. We’ll have this Root Fiend cleaned up and out of the way shortly. You’re free to continue on as you will.”

“How many imbued weapons do you have?” Todd asked eagerly, completely ignoring Gavin’s polite suggestion to get moving.

Noah didn’t say anything, as he’d been wondering the exact same thing.

“I’ve imbued every piece of his armor and have more imbuements than I can count on that weapon of his,” Jess said, a note of pride in her voice. “All optimized to draw as much energy out of the environment and as little out of me—not that Gavin ever manages to keep from draining my runes. You have any interest in becoming an imbuer?”

“I’m going to be a soldier,” Todd said firmly. “But I know imbuers work very closely with soldiers.”

Jess smirked. “I wanted to be a soldier too, but I’ve found it much more relaxing to have someone else do all the fighting while I get to do the fun stuff with rune research. Gavin might get to have the fancy stuff, but⁠—”

“I couldn’t do any of it without Jess,” Gavin finished. “Not the really fancy stuff, at least. That’s too intricate to do on the spot. I remember pretty much standing in the exact same spot you are in right now, son. Keep your studies up. Being a soldier isn’t easy, but it’s rewarding.”

“And dangerous,” Edward said under his breath. “I’ll stick to just doing stuff the normal way.”

If Gavin overheard him, he didn’t care.

“We’ve got more ground to cover today, so we’ll have to be on our way,” Gavin said. “Best wishes to all of you. Take care on the road. Come on, Jess. Let’s⁠—”

A rumble shook the ground beneath their feet. Before Noah could even finish processing it, a second vibration followed up the first one immediately afterward. Two hills near them let out a series of pops and rips as they tore free of the ground, unfurling into large Root Fiends, both slightly shorter than the one Gavin had just killed but nowhere near any less intimidating.

“Oh, shit,” Gavin exclaimed. “Jess, get them out. They must have woken up from the fight.”

“I can’t,” Jess replied through gritted teeth. “I’m nearly out of energy. A long-range portal like that is beyond me right now. I just wasted a lot of energy teleporting over here to save time.”

The Root Fiends roared in unison, their burning eyes turning to land straight on the group. Noah reached down to his pipe and packed some Flashgrass into it. Beside him, both Moxie and Brayden gathered their magic. A chill prickled into Noah’s back, marking Allen’s powers as he readied them as well.

“What rank are you lot?” Gavin asked.

“We have two Rank 4s, a 3, and a 2. The students aren’t prepared for this,” Moxie said. “We’ll distract one of them if you can get the other.”

“Understood. Just focus on holding it off,” Gavin said, slamming his helm back over his head and readying his weapon. “We’ll handle ours and get to you immediately afterward.”

Smoke poured out of Noah’s pipe as he ignited the Flashgrass.

“Stay back,” Noah warned the students as he and the other professors eyed the approaching Root Fiend. “Whatever you do, don’t engage it. Even if we’re having trouble. Understood?”

“But what about—” Isabel started.

“No,” Noah said flatly. “No matter what, you stay out of it. If you get a chance, run. Just don’t draw the monster’s attention to yourselves.”

He didn’t get time to wring a confirmation from them. The nearest Root Fiend let out a thundering screech and took a step toward them, its mouth parting in a woody grimace. Noah summoned his magic and combusted the smoke coming from his pipe.

Then he and the other professors charged.


Chapter Eighty-Three



Purple energy spilled from Brayden’s hands, covering the ground before them and solidifying into a dull, crystalline structure. It stretched out across the ground, quickly covering the surrounding red grass all around them.

“This’ll keep the roots from breaking through beneath us,” Brayden said. “Watch out for roots that come over the sides, and don’t step off unless you don’t value your life.”

A sudden series of loud cracks beneath their feet proved Brayden’s words. Noah could just barely make out several roots bunching and splattering against the Shield beneath their feet, failing to break through it.

The more I see Brayden use that Shield, the more I realize I should get my hands on one as soon as I can. They’re clearly more than just basic defensive tools.

“I’ll slow its feet,” Allen said, frost gathering around his feet as he ran beside Moxie. “Moxie, focus on restricting its movements. You should be able to control it to some degree, right?”

“I can try,” Moxie replied. “It’s still a monster, not a plant. But I can probably bind it up.”

“Then do it,” Allen said. “Brayden, can you handle finishing it off, or should I?”

“I’ll focus on keeping us alive,” Brayden replied. “If things are looking bad, then I’ll step in—but our defenses go down the moment I stop concentrating on them.”

The Root Fiend’s roar shook the air. It lifted a foot, bringing it down hard on the purple sheen that Brayden had covered the ground with. A loud clang echoed out, and Brayden’s lips thinned, but his magic didn’t falter.

Allen accelerated, growing half an inch in height. Noah nearly missed a step and fell flat on his face. Ice had formed into skates on Allen’s feet, and he was literally sliding across the ground—and with more speed and confidence than any Olympic skater that Noah had ever seen.

Do a pirouette! I’ll give you extra style points if you land it while killing the Root Fiend.

Smoke trailed behind Noah, slithering at his back as he gathered enough to work with. The biggest drawback of the pipe was its lack of ability to generate a lot of ash immediately, as he had to wait for it to kick up and give him enough to work with.

It didn’t look like it was going to matter much for this fight. The Root Fiend was so huge that, even though they were sprinting at it, Noah was pretty sure it would be at least a minute before he reached the monster.

Allen was another story. The Rank 4 professor peeled away from the rest of them quickly, ice frosting the ground beneath his skates as he continued to accelerate. His arms took on a white sheen as two massive axes formed in his hands.

A ramp of ice formed before Allen, and he launched into the air, hurtling toward the Root Fiend. The monster spotted his approach and swung an arm in his direction, roaring a challenge. A pillar of ice erupted from the ground to Allen’s side, piercing up to rise beside him nigh-instantly.

Allen slammed an axe into the pillar, redirecting himself and releasing the weapon. The Root Fiend’s hand demolished both his pillar and the axe, and Allen slammed into its chest. He drove his axe into the monster, then reared back.

Ice condensed into another axe. He drove it into the Root Fiend’s chest, then ripped the first axe free. Using the weapons like ice picks, he started to ascend the monster’s chest. Noah resisted the urge to slow down and stare in awe.

He’s a prick, but a capable one. Noted.

Noah grabbed his flying sword and threw it to the ground. With the Root Fiend’s attention on Allen, he was more than willing to get closer. It jerked to life, and he launched forward, shooting past Moxie and nearly splattering himself on the monster in the process.

His flaming ash hurtled behind Noah like the tail of a dragon, desperately trying to catch up to him. His whistle was lost to the wind, but its effects weren’t. The fire instantly swirled and shot for the Root Fiend’s head, striking it between the eyes.

The monster’s skull was singed. It roared, taking an earth-shaking step back and batting at its face. Wind whipped in Noah’s face as he flew around it, checking how much damage his attack had done. The results were far worse than he’d hoped.

He’d scorched its head, but the Root Fiend was already starting to heal the damage he’d done. If he was going to do serious damage to the monster, he’d need to use more energy or a different approach.

Wood creaked as the Root Fiend’s body rippled, with spikes. Noah quickly put distance between himself and the monster, but Allen was still on top of it. He craned his head back to see how the older professor would handle the attack.

To his surprise, the Root Fiend had frozen midway through. The spikes that had started to emerge from within it trembled, as if it were locked in an invisible battle. Moxie stood at its feet, vines trailing from her arms toward the monster. Her hands shook with concentration, but she’d managed to lock it down.

Allen continued his ascent, climbing to the monster’s neck. Ice swirled into another huge axe in his hands, and he reared back like a woodcutter before bringing the blade into the Root Fiend’s neck.

A loud crack echoed through the day. The axe bit deeply into the monster, burying itself several feet into it. Ice spread from the wound, worming deeper into the Root Fiend’s body. It roared and lashed out with its leg, ripping Moxie’s vines apart.

Ice flashed across Allen’s body right before the Root Fiend brought its hand down on its neck with a brilliant crash. In the distance, Noah dimly picked up the sounds of Gavin and Jess’s fight against the other Root Fiend, but he’d completely zoned them out. His eyes were focused on the spot where Allen had been standing.

Is he dead?

The Root Fiend’s arm jerked. It shuddered, pulling at its neck. Fingers of frost curled over its palm and down its fingers. A grin crossed Noah’s features. The monster’s hand was stuck to its neck. Allen had frozen it.

Noah launched himself at the Root Fiend’s head once again. It spotted him coming, one of its burning eyes flicking up toward Noah. Roaring, it swung its free hand. Noah jerked down, barely avoiding getting swatted like a fly, before readjusting his course and flying himself straight into the monster’s forehead.

He gritted his teeth, trying to slow down, but hit it with more force than he’d been intending. The impact nearly knocked the pipe from between Noah’s teeth, but he managed to grab onto the monster’s craggy features. His sword slipped from his feet, plummeting to the ground below.

Noah ignored it. He dug his hands deep and sharpened his heated ash into spikes. It peppered the monster’s eyes and lips, probably feeling like dozens of annoying little bee stings.

Annoying or not, the Root Fiend roared in fury. The movement nearly knocked Noah free of the monster’s head, but he managed to keep his fingers dug into the gnarled skin. He clambered up its head, then called deeply on his magic and sent a powerful vibration ripping through the monster’s insides.

It occurred to Noah a moment too late that it probably wasn’t the best idea to make the thing he was only barely holding onto start to shake. A violent tremor rocked the monster, and its teeth cracked as they knocked against each other.

A second shudder ran down the Root Fiend as Allen shoved its hand away, emerging from a sphere of hardened ice to hack at the monster’s neck with his axe again. Frost continued to spread from where he stood, and it already covered the shoulder he stood on.

The Root Fiend raised a foot, trying to take a step forward. Vines shot from the ground and wrapped around it, yanking the monster back down. More and more vines erupted from beneath and along the monster, binding it tightly and restraining its movements.

Wood creaked as the vines started to squeeze, trying to wring the life out of the Root Fiend. Roots churned beneath Noah—the monster was likely repairing the damage his magic had done to its insides.

I bet Sunder could take this down, but using it here is a terrible idea. I can’t let anyone else know I have it.

Vines snapped beneath Noah. The Root Fiend tore its foot free of Moxie’s vines and stomped on the ground, shaking the earth. Moxie stumbled, and Lee darted to her, yanking the young woman back an instant before the Root Fiend’s foot slammed down where she’d been standing.

“Can’t you do anything more?” Noah yelled to Allen. “We aren’t doing enough damage to it!”

“I’m doing more than you are,” Allen roared back. “It’s resistant to cold magic because of how quickly it regenerates. I’ll kill it, but it won’t be fast—and that’s assuming I don’t get squashed first. We need Brayden to act.”

Noah risked a glance back down at the ground. Ripples of energy were washing across the Shield that Brayden had put on the ground, and most of them were concentrated around the students.

The Root Fiend was barraging the Shield with attacks, trying to break through it. Brayden’s face was taut with concentration. Despite his words and disinterested attitude toward the students, he was holding the defenses firm.

“Brayden is protecting the kids. He isn’t going to be able to fight without putting them at risk.”

“Then shut up and wait,” Allen snarled. “There’s nothing else I can do against this. My domain isn’t going to be useful against anything like this. It’s too damn big. I’m not a damned soldier, I’m a professor.”

Domain? What the hell is that?

The Root Fiend roared again. Vines tore away as it ripped itself completely free of Moxie’s hold. More vines reached out, trying to rebind it, and the monster reached up toward Noah with one of its enormous hands, blocking the sun out and casting a shadow over both him and Allen.

“I’ve got an idea!” Noah yelled. “Keep it off me!”

“I’m not your servant,” Allen roared back, but a wave of ice shot past Noah’s back and slammed into the Root Fiend’s hand, shoving it to the side just enough to force it to miss.

A white chain materialized in Allen’s hands, ending in a long, jagged point. Allen slammed the chain into the Root Fiend’s neck, driving it deeper with a powerful blow, before grabbing the other end of it and jumping over the monster’s side.

His skates scraped against bark as he accelerated, leaving a trail of ice behind him. Allen skated down the Root Fiend’s arm, going in increasingly tight circles around it and binding the monster with the chain.

Allen jumped free, swinging back to the monster’s chest. The chain creaked behind him, tightening and pulling the Root Fiend’s hand into a scrunched position. Ice groaned as it tried to keep the monster contained.

Noah summoned all the ash he’d gathered since he’d lit his pipe, gathering a huge cloud of molten smoke, and sending it flitting through the opening of the Root Fiend’s mouth. He continued to pour smoke into the monster, drawing it from the Flashgrass the instant it emerged.

His pipe sputtered as he drained the imbued grass of its energy, but Noah didn’t dare cut corners. With the amount of smoke he was about to use up, he wasn’t going to get another shot anytime soon.

The Root Fiend roared in fury. Allen’s ice chains shattered, but vines rose up from the monster’s own body to take their place. The Root Fiend stumbled as Moxie’s vines wound between its feet and crawled up its side, worming their way into its body.

This should be enough smoke.

Noah reached out, touching a thin strand of smoke that connected him to the huge mass of it churning within the Root Fiend’s body. He drew every last speck of energy within his Pyroclastic Resonance Rune, and he felt the magic thrumming in his body like the beat of a drum.

“Smoking kills, kids,” Noah muttered to himself. Then he called Combustion.

A flash leapt down the thin trail and into the Root Fiend’s mouth. For an instant, there was silence.

The Root Fiend’s eyes bulged as a massive explosion rocked its insides. The roots beneath Noah ripped and tore apart, flinging him from his spot on its head. A tongue of fire ripped free of the monster’s shoulder.

A second one burst from its mouth. Within an instant, a dozen spots on the Root Fiend’s body erupted in flame. Its head cracked as a huge ball of fire rolled out of its mouth, ripping huge chunks of it apart.

The Root Fiend crumpled, falling inward on itself as the fire consumed it from the inside. Flame spread throughout its dry body, overwhelming its regeneration. The monster’s screams were quickly swallowed by the roar of the fire, leaving Noah plummeting toward the ground in silence.


Chapter Eighty-Four



Noah slowed his fall with a powerful gust of wind, trying to keep himself from turning into a pancake the moment he reached the ground. A group of vines rose up, curling into a disk beneath him. Noah slammed into them, knocking all the air from his lungs. He groaned at the force of the impact, but it was better than having every bone in his body turned to mush. The vines dropped him into Moxie’s arms.

She set him on the ground, keeping a hand on his shoulder to steady him. He appreciated the gesture, as his entire body felt like it had been wrung dry from the amount of magic he’d just burned through.

“Thanks,” Noah said, brushing some of the soot off his clothes and staring up at the growing pyre before them. Once its regenerative properties had gotten overwhelmed, the creature had gone up like a pile of hay. “Do you think it⁠—”

A shudder rocked Noah’s body as energy poured into him. It filled his Greater Wind Rune instantly and flooded into his Rank 2 rune, giving it at least 20 percent more of its capacity before sputtering out.

Noah drew a sharp breath and clutched his chest.

“Are you okay?” Moxie asked worriedly.

“Yeah. Just—just a lot of energy,” Noah managed, staring at the Root Fiend in awe.

What a rush. No wonder people go after powerful monsters like this. It wasn’t even a Great Monster and it gave me this much energy.

Noah shook his head and looked toward the other Root Fiend. His heart skipped a beat. It stood tall, its eyes blank and empty. Sprouting from the center of its chest was a huge golden blade, still smoking with energy. The roots around the wound had peeled back in a desperate attempt to avoid the burning energy, but it was to no avail.

The magic sputtered out, and the purple Shield running along the ground slithered away as it returned to Brayden.

Gavin and Jess both sprinted up to the group, slowing as they saw that the other Root Fiend was dead and everyone else was still alive. Gavin’s eyes caught on the smoking remains of the Root Fiend and he let out a slow whistle.

“Who did that?”

“He did,” Jess said, bracing her hands against her knees and taking a few short gasps of air before pointing at Noah. “I saw him jump off the Root Fiend’s head like a suicidal maniac a moment before it blew up.”

“Damned Plains,” Emily gasped, staring at Noah with undisguised shock. “How did you do that?”

“Lots of smoke and an enclosed space,” Noah replied. “Explosions cause expansion, so I realized that if I pumped it full of enough gas and then lit it up… boom. Anti-smoking advertisement.”

Everyone stared at Noah.

“Did he get hit on the head?” Gavin asked.

“Vermil is always like this,” Moxie replied, but even she looked impressed.

Brayden studied Noah, his expression unreadable. Beside him, Allen and Edward both stared in disbelief. Noah couldn’t help a tiny smirk from flickering across his lips.

“You… Who are you?” Allen finally managed. “You aren’t a Rank 2.”

“Sure I am,” Noah replied. “As I said, it was just an application of some basic physics—if you can even call it that. Basic logic, maybe? Nothing that no one else could have figured out. I just happened to have the proper skillset to capitalize on it.”

Allen stared at Noah down the bridge of his nose, as if trying to mesh the man standing before him with the one that had clocked him in the chin during the exam in the Scorched Acres. Noah could practically see the gears turning in the older professor’s head.

“Are you playing some sort of game?” Edward asked. “Why do you act so incompetent when you can do… that?”

Edward gestured vaguely at the smoldering remains of the monster behind them.

“I don’t know about him, but I’d do it just to see that look on your face,” Todd said with a smirk. “When are you going to show us how to do that, Teacherman? You’ve been holding out.”

Gavin’s gaze crawled across Noah so closely that he suppressed a shudder. It felt like the soldier was trying to dissect him with just his gaze.

“Have you had any soldier training?” Jess asked. “You fight like one. I was watching.”

Noah shrugged, slightly uncomfortable with all the attention he’d gained. “Not intentionally.”

“Well, if you ever give up on being a professor, you might want to consider a career change,” Jess said with a small laugh. “We could use someone with that kind of creative thinking.”

“Back off,” Brayden said playfully, slapping Noah on the shoulder with a huge hand and nearly swatting him into the ground. “He’s a Linwick. One of ours.”

“You’re kidding. Seriously?” Gavin asked, blinking in surprise.

“Not the main branch,” Brayden admitted. “But neither am I.”

“Ah. Makes more sense. I was wondering when the noble families started sending their own into the meat grinder,” Gavin said, an edge of bitterness in his voice even as he chuckled. “Either way, we’d be happy to have someone like you. Vermil, was it?”

Noah nodded. “Yes. And thanks for handling the other two monsters. It would have been really bad for all of us if we had to fight all three at once.”

“Well, they probably only attacked because we were here in the first place,” Jess admitted. “I’m glad nobody was injured, though. Truth be told, we’re probably in all of your debt. Our duty was to keep citizens out of the fight, and we got you wrapped up in it.”

“All’s well that ends well,” Brayden said with a shrug. “It was a good exercise. I haven’t had to properly use my Shield in a while.”

“Then we’ll be off and not hold you any longer,” Gavin said. “If there’s anything we can do for you, ask around for us. I’ve got to go get a team to help me clean this mess up.”

Gavin pressed a hand to his armor. It flickered with golden energy and disassembled, melding into a long board on the ground by his feet. Jess stepped onto it, holding onto his shoulders.

After a farewell nod, the board flared with energy. It launched forward, taking to the sky and bringing the two soldiers with it. Todd watched them leave, longing in his eyes. Isabel nudged him, and Todd shook his head, tearing his gaze away.

Allen continued to stare at Noah, as if he couldn’t comprehend what had just happened.

“What?” Noah asked. “Did you really think I was that incompetent?”

“Do you really want me to answer that question?” Allen asked.

Noah laughed, much to his annoyance. “No, I’d rather you didn’t.”

“You’re really a Rank 2?”

“Yes. Why would I lie about that? I only recently ranked up.”

Allen grunted. “Who trained you?”

“Who trained you?”

Allen pursed his lips. “Very well. Brayden, we should continue. It is possible that this fight could have caught the attention of more monsters.”

Brayden nodded. “I was about to suggest the same. Let’s get moving. No point wasting good time.”

And with that, they were off once more. Noah could practically feel the gazes of Allen and Edward burning into the back of his neck as they walked, but the two remained at the back of the party, back to their silent, sullen selves.

Lee, whom Noah had lost track of during the last few minutes, re-emerged beside him and Moxie. The female professor gave her a small nod, which she returned. Noah wasn’t sure what it was about, but at least it looked like they were getting along.

“You never really answered me,” Emily said, increasing her stride to walk beside Noah. “How did you do that?”

“I already said. A lot of smoke. It’s really unhealthy for you, you know. Especially when it explodes.”

“Not the magic,” Emily said. “You’re a Rank 2, but you charged that thing without a second thought. Didn’t you hear Brayden say that it was a threat to even Rank 3 mages? You could have died, but I didn’t even see you blink.”

Ah. That’s because death doesn’t matter. You should try it sometime. The first few years aren’t all that bad. It’s the waiting that really sucks.

“Fear is a tool,” Lee said, answering for Noah. “It lets you know when you need to run. Some enemies can’t be defeated. But at the same time, too much of it holds you back. Understanding your abilities will let you determine when you should flee and when you shouldn’t.”

“So he just understands what he can do very well?”

“Something like that,” Noah said. “A lot of training in the field builds confidence and experience. I also knew I had some good backup. I wouldn’t have run at that thing like an idiot if Moxie and Allen hadn’t been backing me up, or if I hadn’t known that Brayden had you all protected.”

Well, I would have if I was alone, but that wasn’t really the question.

“Magus Moxie and Allen aren’t trained to fight, though,” Emily said.

Noah repressed a laugh.

Sounds like somebody hasn’t seen Moxie when she’s mad. Or when she’s trying to convince me she’s an ally.

“They looked pretty effective to me,” Noah said dryly.

“That’s different. They’re professors. Of course they’re very talented at magic, that’s their job. But they aren’t soldiers. Their job is researching and studying, not fighting.”

Moxie’s eyes flicked away, and something passed across her face. Her face was back to normal so quickly that Noah barely even noticed it.

Was that… shame? Embarrassment? Odd.

“You did see Allen, right?” Noah asked, sending a glance over his shoulder. “Not to compliment the guy—his head is big enough as it is—but he was skating circles around the Root Fiend. That doesn’t look like something all that easy to accomplish.”

Emily cleared her throat. “Allen is the head of the trick skating club on campus. He’s shown me a few tricks.”

Noah nearly missed a step. “What?”

“He’s the skating instructor,” Emily repeated. “A really good one. I’ve been in his after-school class for about a year now. He does a lot of tricks like that. It’s part of the show.”

“Huh. Well, that’s not something I would have guessed. I guess we all have to have hobbies,” Noah said.

“Exactly,” Emily said. “Which is why I want to know what yours is. How’d you fight like that?”

“It’s because all he does is fight,” Todd said, walking up beside Emily. “He has no other hobbies. He’s a soldier in a professor’s clothes. The Teacherman.”

Todd put extra emphasis on the last word, making Noah’s nickname sound like an off-brand superhero from a failing franchise.

How did he even come up with that?

“Please don’t spread that around,” Noah said with a defeated sigh. “But Todd is right. I’m afraid my knowledge in all areas other than punching things really hard and making them blow up is sorely lacking. I trained Todd and Isabel for it by having them fight monsters over and over, remember? That translates. It doesn’t help them do much other than kill monsters, though. I’m lucky Moxie has partnered with me, to be honest. I’m going to be needing her expertise for literally every part of this other than killing.”

“Killing monsters is all that matters,” Todd said. “Kill monster, get energy. Upgrade runes. Kill bigger monster. Easy.”

“You’re an idiot,” Emily said, snorting with laughter. “He’s right. You really do need a proper teacher if you think that’s all there is to runes.”

Todd and Emily glared at each other.

Ah, lovely. All is back to being as it should be.

As they continued walking, Noah couldn’t help but notice that the rest of the group had fallen silent, all seemingly lost in their own thoughts. Lee seemed to be watching Isabel, who was continuing to send glances over her shoulder at the remains of the Root Fiends receding behind them.

Moxie just looked straight up sick, though she was fairly good at hiding it, and Brayden seemed… pensive, for lack of a better word. Noah repressed a sigh. Something was clearly up with everyone, but he had no idea what it was.

I’ll have to pull Moxie aside soon. I also need to figure out what a domain is. Allen seemed to treat it like it was important. Tonight should be good. The more I learn, the more I realize I have absolutely no idea just how deep all of this goes.


Chapter Eighty-Five



They didn’t need to camp out that night. As the evening started to fall, the wooden walls of a village appeared over the hills. Shingled roofs of both wood and stone houses poked over its walls, and several small pillars of smoke rose up from chimneys within it.

The faint scent of cooking meat and spices hung in the air, just enough to make everyone salivate. Not a single word was said between any of them as they accelerated, making their way toward the town.

There weren’t any guards at the open gate, and the motley group strode inside without difficulty. Packed dirt paths ran down the road, trodden down by years of movement to form roads.

The majority of the town was clustered at its center, while the living areas were scattered along the town’s edges. Noah could hear the sound of avid conversation coming from deeper into town.

As they headed deeper, it became clear that almost everyone had congregated around two large, two-story buildings near the town center. Neither of them had any identifying signs, but it was clear from the tables past their windows and the smell of food coming from within them that they were inns.

“The stars are nice,” Brayden said, striding up to the door and ducking down as he pushed it open, letting golden light from inside wash out onto the evening shadows, “but I’d much prefer a real bed.”

Isabel and Todd both glanced at each other uneasily. Before Noah could speak up, a frown flickered across Brayden’s features.

“I’ll pay, since I’m the one suggesting it,” Brayden said. “It’ll go on the Linwicks’ tab anyway.”

With that, he strode inside and thumped into the tavern. Noah and the others followed Brayden in. Every single eye in the tavern turned toward them as Brayden’s imposing form lumbered over to the counter and slapped a gold coin down on the counter. It looked puny in his fingers.

“Rooms for all of us,” Brayden rumbled. “Meals as well.”

The barkeep, a diminutive woman with graying brown hair and a pudgy face, swallowed and took the coin carefully. She reached to give him change, but Brayden shook his head.

“Put the extra money in the food. I don’t need your coin.”

Brayden turned toward the tables, then paused. He reached up and traced a purple line through the air with his finger. Everyone in the tavern stiffened, but Brayden just reached inside it and pulled out ten more gold. As if it were the most normal thing in the world, he stacked the coins on the counter.

“I-It’s not this expensive to stay for the night,” the barkeep stammered. “You don’t have to⁠—”

Brayden turned and lumbered away, his eyes on an empty table with four chairs around it near the corner of the room. People shuffled their chairs out of his way as he passed, craning their necks to watch him pass.

He stopped at the side of the table and studied one of the chairs. It looked like a doll’s toy in comparison to him. Brayden grabbed a nearby table and pulled it over, then sat down on top of it. The wood creaked dangerously under his weight.

“That’s what the extra gold was for, I think,” Noah said.

The barkeep swallowed and nodded, carefully taking the gold and strode off into the back. Noah and the others walked over to the table, and Brayden gestured for them to sit down. Nobody budged.

Brayden bared his teeth. “Sit down.”

Isabel and Todd were the first to move, taking two of the chairs on one side of the table. Brayden pointed at Edward, then tapped the table. Swallowing, the Linwick boy took his seat. Allen sat down across from him.

“I’m not sitting on the table,” Noah said. “I’m pretty sure it would break if we put any more weight on it.

Brayden snorted. “It’ll break anyway. Sit somewhere else, then. I’ll babysit the children. I’m sure you’d like a break at this point.”

Allen didn’t look too pleased to be included in the group of children, but he just shook his head and didn’t say anything. Noah shrugged. He wasn’t exactly frothing at the mouth to spend time with Allen yet.

Noah walked over to a table a short distance away and flopped into one of the chairs. Lee and Moxie sat down beside him. He couldn’t help but notice that the tavern was still silent, as it had been ever since Brayden entered.

Brayden seemed to notice it too. He turned, making the table creak again beneath his weight, and glared at the room. “Get back to it already.”

Instantly, everyone burst back into chatter, not willing to anger the huge man. Noah suppressed a laugh.

“That was some seriously impressive work back there,” Moxie said, keeping her voice just loud enough to be heard over the conversation around them. “Maybe you getting the best of me back in the garden wasn’t just a fluke. Well done.”

“Thanks. You weren’t half-bad yourself,” Noah said. “I needed a lot of time to get things ready. Wouldn’t have been able to do it without your vines. Or Allen, I suppose. I like him less than you, though.”

“I nearly got squished. If Lee hadn’t grabbed me, I don’t think my Shield would have blocked the Root Fiend’s foot.”

Lee shrugged. “It wasn’t much.”

“It was enough,” Moxie said, drawing her lips thin. “But I shouldn’t have been that close in the first place. I didn’t perform the way I should have.”

“It’s fine,” Noah said. “We won in the end.”

“But we could have lost,” Moxie said. “We only get one chance at these things. I can’t afford to be making mistakes like that.”

Noah opened his mouth, then closed it. “I guess you’re right about that. It makes me think about what Emily was talking about, though. What exactly is the role of a professor in relation to a soldier? I thought professors were meant to fight and hunt monsters too.”

Moxie let out a small breath of air. “Professors are researchers. We’re paid by Arbitage to mentor students and research rune combinations, as well as what monsters have what runes—among other things. Sure, we’re meant to be able to fight, but we’re not meant to be able to fight, if you know what I’m getting at.”

Noah scrunched his nose. “I guess. Just what are we supposed to be teaching if not just fighting?”

Moxie shook her head. “The proper ways to interact with other nobles. You know, what you saw me teaching Emily? Strategy. Ways to run businesses. Basic knowledge. Survival skills. Fighting as well, obviously. It’s a big part of the curriculum, but it’s not all of it. We aren’t soldiers.”

“So I’m learning,” Noah said. “About those things you listed off—all the ones that weren’t fighting, actually…”

“They can sit in on my class,” Moxie said, rolling her eyes. “I was wondering when you were going to ask. Maybe you should as well. Once certainly wasn’t enough.”

That’s honestly a really good idea.

“Brilliant,” Noah said. He glanced at Lee. “Maybe both of us need this.”

“Why’d you look at me like that?” Lee asked. “Are you implying that I don’t know how to interact with people?”

“Just a bit.”

A waitress interrupted their conversation, walking up to their table to place a basket full of bread and butter before them. Before she could even leave, Lee grabbed a huge handful of the bread and squished it into a ball before popping it into her mouth.

The waitress swallowed. She picked the basket back up and headed back into the kitchen.

“Okay, I might see your point,” Lee said through a mouthful of bread. She swallowed, then wiped her mouth with a napkin before shaking it in front of her face. “I know how to use this thing, though.”

“Good job,” Noah said dryly.

The waitress re-emerged, this time with two baskets. She set them both back down on their table before hurriedly retreating to avoid having to get any more. Noah grabbed a roll for himself.

“Say, Moxie?”

“Yes?”

Noah lowered his voice and leaned close to her ear. “I’ve got another question. What the hell is a domain?”

Moxie snagged a roll of bread herself and cut it open, slathering some butter on its inside with a knife. She lowered her voice to match Noah’s volume. “Do you know how to do literally anything other than fight?”

“Do you want an honest answer to that?”

Moxie sighed. “Domains are the reason that there’s such a big power discrepancy between Rank 3 and 4. The Gap.”

Noah nodded knowingly. “Ah, yes. The Gap. Of course.”

“Domain is the manifestation of your runic magic around you. It lets you keep other people’s magic from getting inside your body unless they can overpower it and also summon magic without having some form of physical contact with the space you’re trying to bring it into as long as it’s within your domain.”

Damn, that’s significant, especially if the range of this domain is large. That could be a huge boost in power.

“And that’s not even the only benefit you get from reaching the middle ranks,” Moxie continued. “The lengthened longevity is a real nice benefit as well.”

The what? You get to live longer when you reach Rank 4? The one thing that I’m still actually worried might take me for good is old age. Either that or I end up in a revival loop of dying and waking up constantly because I’m so old that all my organs shut down on me. I can avoid that by getting to the next rank?

“Two hundred and fifty years,” Lee put in. “That’s how much more you get at Rank 4. For us, at least.”

“For us as well,” Moxie said with a nod. “And then more with every rank after that. The headmaster is Rank 6, and I’ve heard he’s over seven hundred years old.”

Holy shit. Goodbye, death. I’m going to live forever. Take your lines and shove them up your ass.

Noah popped the bread roll into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Moxie specified that Rank 4 was the entrance to the middle ranks, which implied that ranks 1 through 3 were considered ‘low,’ and there was probably a set of them that were classified as ‘high’ above that.

“Seven through nine,” Lee said, reading Noah’s lips before he could even bring the question out. He cleared his throat.

“The high ranks. I know.”

“Right,” Moxie drawled. “Good for you.”

“I’m not sure if I’ll ever even reach Rank 4,” Lee said with a small frown. “My runes aren’t really that well combined. Surviving the ascent to Rank 4—it’s not common for my kind. We don’t usually have the liberty to make sure our combinations work well due to the… competition. Usually, the force of the ascent ends up ripping us to shreds. I guess that’s what makes the ones that survive so strong.”

“Is that why you’re still Rank 3?” Noah asked, slowly pulling more puzzle pieces together.

There’s some form of bottleneck that separates these rank groupings. Presumably, passing the bottleneck is also what lets people’s souls expand enough to get the domain.

Moxie grimaced. “You don’t have to put it that bluntly. I’m… having difficulty determining what my strategy is going to be for my rank-up, and I can’t really afford any combinations. Guesswork is a terrible idea when your entire future is at stake, so I’m just sitting on it for now.”

I could fix that for you. All of it.

But… that would involve revealing Sunder’s power. I can help both of them, but this isn’t the time to reveal Sunder. Especially not before we get to the Linwick Estate, with all this other shit happening. I will do it, though. I need my allies to be powerful. They’ve both been stuck for a little while, though. There’s no need to jump the gun.

“Your family doesn’t provide you with a rune combination?” Noah asked, frowning. “I thought that was kind of the point of noble families.”

Moxie’s features hardened. “No. They don’t.”

That was clearly the end of that particular conversation. Noah glanced at the other table, but they’d all gotten their food and were furiously eating to avoid drawing Brayden’s ire. No more than a few seconds later, the waitress arrived at their table and deposited three bowls of stew before them. She darted away the moment the food was out of her hands.

Lots to think about, but no point rushing it. For now, I’ve already got enough to focus on improving. I want to figure out what other Rank 2 runes I can get my hands on and push my Pyroclastic Resonance Rune further. I know it can do more than what I’ve seen, especially with the Resonance aspect. But for now… food.


Chapter Eighty-Six



The rest of dinner passed quickly. Brayden had clearly paid far more than the inn had expected because the waitress came around with an individual key for each of them. It didn’t take long before everyone had gone up a thin set of stairs at the back of the tavern to retire to their rooms for the night.

Noah was pleased to find that, while plain, the bed in his room was more than comfortable—and it was certainly an improvement over the ground. Before going to bed, he spent an hour on Body Imbuement. He was leaning heavily toward testing out Combustion, but the Master Rune just didn’t seem to work the same way others did. Even though he could tell it had an energy capacity, when Noah tried to imbue it, the rune stubbornly resisted. He didn’t want to risk pulling too much of its power and end up mistakenly permanently imbuing himself when he still didn’t know if they would stick around through death, so Noah ended up spending more of his time fiddling with the Master Rune than actually imbuing it. Eventually, when it started to get really late, he headed to bed.

The night passed in a flash, and before he knew it, the sun was crawling through the lone window in the room.

By the time Noah rolled out of bed and headed down the stairwell back into the tavern below, several others were already there. Brayden stood beside a table, next to Lee and Moxie, who were sitting at it. He’d opted not to even bother using a table as a chair.

“Morning,” Noah said, walking up to join them. “Are we setting off?”

“Soon,” Brayden replied. “I want to restock. I typically travel alone, so I’m running out of supplies at a faster rate than I’d prefer. The innkeeper is already out getting what I asked for, so I’m just going to hang around a little.”

“Good opportunity to explore the town,” Moxie offered. “It’s been a while since I’ve been outside of Arbitage in any capacity other than work. There might be something interesting.”

“In this little rundown hole?” Brayden cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Help yourself, Torrin.”

I’ve never actually gotten a chance to do anything outside of Arbitage other than kill monsters. I’d love to see what a normal town is like.

“I’ll check it out as well,” Noah said. “Lee, you coming?”

“Nah. Sounds like a lot of effort,” Lee replied, covering a yawn and draping her arms over the back of her chair. “I’ll stay here and sleep.”

Brayden just nodded. He still looked a little more absentminded than Noah recalled him being when they’d first met, as if he were lost within his own head.

“I’ll keep an eye on everyone else. Don’t wander off for too long. We leave in an hour,” Brayden warned.

Moxie and Noah both nodded. The woman rose from the table and pushed her chair in before heading out of the tavern, Noah on her heels. The town looked a lot more welcoming in the daylight, though it was much more tightly packed than he’d grown used to after spending months in Arbitage.

“Where are we headed?” Noah asked. “Is there a market square or something?”

“There should be a street of merchants somewhere,” Moxie replied. “This town is pretty small, so I’m not sure how big the market will be, but you never know where you’ll find a hidden gem.”

They strolled through the city streets, moving at a brisk but comfortable pace. Several passersby made a double take when they spotted Moxie’s uniform, but nobody bothered them. If anything, people made an extra effort to avoid getting in their way.

Unless Moxie herself has been here before and has a reputation, then Arbitage has quite the reputation. Or is it just the rank on her uniform that has the reputation?

Noah took in the sights of the town as they walked. The majority of the traffic around them—as little as it was—was on foot, though there were a few people walking around with hand-drawn carts.

The town itself strongly resembled what he would have imagined a medieval one would have looked like, though it didn’t smell nearly as bad as he would have expected.

It didn’t take him and Moxie long to locate the market area. It was only a street behind where their tavern had been and already had inviting smells rising from within. Several multicolored cloths crisscrossed through the air above it, providing shade to the variety of wooden carts that had been arranged along the street. Not all the carts had anyone sitting at them, but all of them had their wares laid out.

Trusting people. Probably a pretty tightly knit community then, if they’re trusting the other merchants to watch over their stuff.

Noah let his gaze roam over the carts. It reminded him more of a farmer’s market than anything else. There were dozens of fruits that he didn’t recognize, along with quite a few that he did.

The carts bore everything from basic weaponry and utensils to small paintings on pieces of wood. He half-expected the merchants to start calling out to them as they passed, but nobody addressed him or Moxie.

Are they uncomfortable?

Noah opened his mouth to voice his thoughts when something caught his eye. He grabbed Moxie by the sleeve, staring at a table piled high with papers—each bearing a rune.

Holy shit.

“Moxie,” Noah said to get the woman’s attention. “Look at that. He’s got hundreds of runes just sitting around.”

The merchant, a bearded man with a barrel chest, noticed the interest in Noah’s eyes and grinned. He grabbed a sheaf of papers and waved them around encouragingly.

“Ten gold per rune,” the man said. “A good deal. One you won’t find anywhere else.”

Noah walked over to the stand, his brow furrowed. Moxie had said that the runes cost hundreds of gold, but the merchant was selling them for what was essentially a pittance—granted, not one he currently had the funds for.

He picked up one of the papers, then shuffled through a pile. He pulled out a Rank 1 Greater Fire Rune and pursed his lips. It wasn’t a secret that there was a lot of variation in runes, even among ones that had the same type, but it looked pretty different from the Fire Rune he’d had Todd replace in his book.

Moxie grabbed Noah by the arm and pulled him away from the stand like a lost child. The merchant rolled his eyes and muttered something under his breath.

“What?” Noah asked. “Did you see those runes?”

“Never buy runes from a random market vendor,” Moxie said, shaking her head.

“I was about to ask about that. Just how much variation can there be in a rune?” Noah asked. “The one I saw on that paper looked pretty different from the Fire Rune I have. Like, really significantly different. Almost like a completely different rune.”

“Because it’s a bad forgery,” Moxie said. “How do you think the noble houses have kept the prices on runes so high? Even if there’s a chance of them burning up when you learn them, it wouldn’t be that difficult to mass-produce a rune as long as you’ve got enough monsters to kill and time to waste. Runes don’t regulate themselves.”

Noah opened his mouth, then let it close. His lips pressed thin, he realized what Moxie was implying. “They flooded the market with fake runes?”

“Not just them, to be fair. A lot of people will skimp on the energy they need to imbue their rune, leaving you with a pretty picture that doesn’t have enough energy to actually let you learn it. The noble houses haven’t helped, though. Unapproved vendors aren't allowed to sell runes in major cities, so they have to sell next to them in places like this. They consistently pump fake versions of runes into the market to make sure that the only people you can safely buy from are their own vendors.”

“That’s pretty damn dark,” Noah said, glancing over his shoulder at the merchant. “So he was knowingly trying to scam us?”

Moxie shrugged. “Maybe. Most of the people selling runes aren’t the ones using them, especially if they’re in small towns like this. He probably just picked up his stock from someone else who got it from someone else. There’s always the chance you get a good rune in the pile from someone who legitimately imbued it, but it’s just gambling. A lot of people try anyway, but I don't think it’s worth the money.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Noah said, pursing his lips. “Thanks for the warning. While we’re on the topic, do you know why the noble houses are so dead set on keeping runes restricted? I obviously understand the whole power thing, but this almost seems like a step beyond that.”

Moxie let out a heavy sigh. She paused by a cart selling fruit pies, nearly causing Noah to bowl into her. She dug a few silver coins out of her pocket and bought two pies from the vendor, then headed over to a bench in a gap between the carts.

She sat down, and Noah took the spot beside her.

“Lots of reasons,” Moxie finally said before taking a bite out of the pie. She chewed for a moment before speaking again. “Power is the biggest one, but fear plays a big part in it as well. The Arbalest Empire is isolated, and we like it that way.”

“Elaborate?” Noah asked.

Moxie took another bite out of her pie. “The headmaster is Rank 6. He’s the most powerful mage I know of. The leaders of most noble houses are around Rank 5 or 6, and I don’t know anyone that’s of a higher rank. Not locally, at least.”

Empire means there’s an emperor or empress, doesn’t it? What about them?

“There’s no emperor,” Moxie said, reading Noah’s features like a book. “Not anymore. I’m not going to give you an entire history lesson, you lazy bum. Go read a book about this.”

Noah grimaced. “What about an abridged version?”

“The Arbalest Empire was the site of an enormous war a while ago, before I was born. A bunch of mages got killed in the fight—that’s kind of how wars work—but the casualties were too high for either side, and they still had other enemies. They agreed to stay out of the area, giving the weaker mages a chance to grow in strength without getting crushed just by being a bit too close to a Rank 7’s runes or something.”

“I see,” Noah said slowly. “But what does that have to do with not wanting people to learn runes? Are they worried that somebody will reach Rank 7 and start blowing stuff up?”

Moxie snorted. “No. They’re worried that someone else will reach Rank 7. Every family is desperately trying to figure out how to hit the highest ranks possible, but combinations get incredibly complicated once you get that high up. But, if enough people get a chance to fiddle around, eventually someone will get it right. They don’t want that risk. Either way, there haven’t been reports of a Rank 7 since the Arbalest Empire was established.”

“Why not just combine a bunch of the same kind of rune if they’re that set on getting someone to Rank 7?”

“Have you ever seen what happens to someone who only has a single type of rune?”

“Nope.”

“It’s not pretty,” Moxie said. “Especially not at the higher ranks. Runic power needs balance. Runes of different types exert pressure on each other, but runes of the same type don’t. Too much of one type without anything to hold it back, and your body won’t survive the experience.”

Ah. Like how my other runes pushed back on Sunder and let me use its power. So if they’d all been mini Sunder Runes, I wouldn’t have been able to resist it at all? That’s concerning, but it does explain a lot.

Moxie stuffed the rest of the pie into her mouth, then took a bite out of the next one. She wiped her mouth and let out a short laugh.

“I say all that, but I bet there have been Rank 7s in recent years. My guess is that nobody wants to admit it, but the Rank 7s usually get out of here as soon as they can. When you’re that powerful, why bother being beholden to a bunch of idiots? Just do what you want and leave.”

“I’d imagine that there’s also the fear of what would happen if a bunch of powerful people started popping up in here, right?” Noah guessed. “I mean, if the strong folk are still out there and they see new strong ones in the Arbalest Empire, what’s to stop them from coming back in?”

“That as well,” Moxie agreed. She polished off the rest of her pie and brushed her hands off. “Well, a decent little market, but nothing really caught my eye. Unless you want to waste some coin gambling on runes, I’m done here.”

“Not today,” Noah said with a chuckle. “Thanks for the history lesson. Let’s go meet back up with Brayden and the others.”


Chapter Eighty-Seven



“You said you did your Body Imbuements a different way than how Lee did them, right?” Noah asked as he and Moxie made their way back toward the tavern.

“All at once,” Moxie said with a nod. “Never thought about trying to do it in layers before, which is a bit stupid of me, I suppose. It makes sense. Gradual change is always better than a sudden one.”

“I missed the classes where Lee started teaching Body Imbuement, but did Todd follow your method?” Noah asked. “He was using it a while ago, but somehow by accident. Is there some way to test out a Body Imbuement or otherwise make sure you don’t get a bad one?”

Moxie thought for a moment. “That’s a good question, actually. I never really thought about it because I was more focused on the others since Todd wasn’t having any difficulties. I can’t think of any way to really do a Body Imbuement quickly or temporarily. You can always remove them, but your body isn’t Catchpaper. It’s not going to be a fun experience.”

“So you can definitely remove the imbuements if they don’t work?” Noah asked.

Moxie nodded. “Most people remove them when they reach the next rank. No point keeping a weaker imbuement. It hurts, but as long as you aren’t doing it constantly, you’ll be fine.”

Good to know. No reason to keep holding off on my own imbuements much longer, then. Just need to figure out exactly what I’m going to go for.

“Interesting. Maybe Todd’s stumbled into something different, then. Either that or he’s just a natural at imbuing himself and got really lucky with an imbuement that doesn’t suck.”

They reached the tavern a minute later, stepping through the doors to see the rest of their group gathered around one of the tables. Brayden was in the process of pushing several large bundles of cloth into a glowing rift in the air before him.

He shoved the final one through, and the purple rend sealed up. Brayden brushed his hands off, turning as he spotted Noah and Moxie out of the corner of his eye.

“Good timing,” Brayden said. “I’m all packed up. Shall we? I’m eager to get back on the road.”
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Throughout that day, Noah’s thoughts remained on his Body Imbuements and runes. He barely even noticed the hills going by as they walked. If something happened, he was sure somebody would get his attention.

The biggest point of Body Imbuements would be to help make up for my shortcomings. Ideally, I’d like something to make me a bit harder to kill. The problem is, I don’t see how Pyroclastic Resonance is going to do much in the way of protection.

Noah idly called on the rune as they walked, feeling the magic as it coursed through his fingertips. He wished he could take out his journal and write down his thoughts, but that would have been pretty difficult to do while they were walking.

Instead, he just let his thoughts drift. The rune had demonstrated that it could do everything with ash that a normal Ash Rune could, and it also had control over a degree of flame.

Noah hummed to himself, pulling a tiny tendril of ash out of his bag and swirling it across his knuckles. A flicker of a frown crossed Noah’s face.

I want a way to use this in my Body Imbuement. What benefits could it give me, preferably ones that help me stay alive?

Noah tapped his fingers together, generating a silent but steady rhythm. He focused on it, calling on the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune and channeling it into his fingertips. Nothing changed, but he could feel his fingers warm slightly.

Intent. Need to figure out exactly what I’m going for. It might be a bit of a stretch, but could I somehow generate ash from the vibrations rather than just controlling them? Having a way to actively make it rather than carrying around a tool to do it could be beneficial. That does kind of go against the whole premise of not being able to generate something from nothing, though. Maybe an energy transfer of some sort would work.

He continued to tap his fingers together, not fully paying attention to his own hands as much as his thoughts. A spike of pain suddenly shot through Noah’s fingers, and he yelped, shaking his hand off and sending an accusatory glare at it.

Noah paused. A tiny tendril of smoke was rising from his reddened fingertip. He’d managed to heat his nail and burn the flesh beneath it.

Oh, shit. The energy from the vibration was enough to generate enough heat to burn me? That’s similar to what Combustion does, but it’s the vibration itself that carried the energy. That… Now that could have some uses. Especially if I combine it with Combustion. I just need to figure out how to imbue it. Maybe it’s time for some drastic measures.

The beginnings of a plan started to etch themselves into Noah’s mind. Perhaps he was approaching the Body Imbuements from the wrong angle—at least, the wrong angle when Pyroclastic Resonance was involved.

It wasn’t a defensive rune at all, and even if he could find some way to use it protectively, it probably wouldn’t be that well suited to it. Nobody said it had to be defensive, though. There was one problem that Noah would never get away from, and perhaps this was the solution.

Instead of protecting me from other things, I can make Pyroclastic Resonance protect me from itself—or rather, from ash and smoke. That way, I won’t have to worry about injuring myself when I’m using it.

I also just filled my Greater Wind Rune. I can redo my Pyroclastic Resonance combination—assuming nothing goes wrong in the process. Hm. I think I’ll try imbuing first, as I need to test if Body Imbuements can be removed anyway. Also, I really want to see if my thoughts are right. I’ll fix the rune up and do it again if I’m correct.

Noah’s lips tugged up in a grin. He brought the rune to the forefront of his mind, channeling its energy, and started to imbue it unto his lungs one thin layer at a time.

The process wasn’t comfortable. It felt like he was inhaling hot steam. It took him several tries to figure out exactly how much power he needed to use, but now that he actually had a plan for what to do, he started to make progress. The pain was annoying, but his desire to see the results muted it enough for him to keep it from showing on his face.

The night couldn’t come soon enough. When they set up camp and headed to bed, Noah didn’t waste a second. He hadn’t completely finished imbuing the rune, as he wanted to put more energy into it, but the beginnings were there.

The moment Moxie and Brayden switched watches, Noah slipped out of the camp. He left all his belongings behind in the stone tent Isabel set up, then waited several hills away. From previous nights, he knew it would be a few hours before Lee showed up, so he took that time to continue working on the imbuement.

He used more energy than he probably should have, and his lungs felt raw and overcooked after a few hours. Lee had implied it was best to do the process over a few days, not just one.

Patience has never been my strong suit. This is tolerable, so there’s no reason to go any slower. This is just the first half of my plan.

Noah kept at his imbuement, continuously reinforcing his lungs with the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune over the course of the night. He was so focused on his task that he barely noticed Lee’s arrival until she tapped him on the back of his head.

“What are you doing?”

Noah jerked his head up. He coughed, letting a tiny stream of smoke out of his mouth, then cleared his throat. “Body Imbuement. I couldn’t figure out what effect I wanted to imbue. Got a bit distracted. After sitting around for a while, I suddenly had an idea.”

Lee arched an eyebrow. “I’m surprised it took you this long. I was expecting you to have fully imbued something the day I told you about it. For a moment, I thought you’d actually gotten a bit better at waiting for things.”

“Perish the thought,” Noah said. “I used up all my caution waiting this long. I’ve got a great idea, and I didn’t want to wait around before testing it. Moxie confirmed that imbuements can be removed pretty easily, so I doubt they’ll stick around after death.”

“I suppose they wouldn’t. What’s your idea, then?”

“Not yet. I’ll jinx it if I say it out loud,” Noah said. “You know a bit about Master Runes, right? I’m trying to imbue Combustion, but it won’t work. Do you have any idea why?”

Lee chewed her lower lip in thought. “Maybe it’s because their power is unique? There can only be one of any Master Rune at a time, so if you’re trying to imbue it onto something, you’d technically be splitting it.”

Noah blinked. “That’s an interesting thought. Maybe I have to imbue the entire thing at once. I’ve been trying to do just a bit of it.”

“That seems dangerous. Would you even still be able to control it if you imbued the whole thing?”

“That’s a good point. I need to find a way to—” Noah cut off midway through his sentence. He tilted his head to the side. “Huh.”

“What?” Lee asked.

“Why do you think the Hellreaver always had a ring of fire around it?” Noah asked. “That’s the rune’s active ability, so it should have been something it would have to intentionally do. But it was doing it while it was asleep. How? And more importantly, why?”

“I… I’m not sure,” Lee admitted. “That’s a good point. What are you thinking? You think imbuing the rune completely will let you somehow use its powers?”

“I know the spot you imbue it, is what matters.” Noah chewed his lower lip. “What if you imbue your soul? The runes are already there, and it’s a real thing that we can tangibly see. Why wouldn’t we be able to imbue that?”

Lee’s mouth worked. “I have no idea. I never thought of that. You think that’s what the Hellreaver did?”

“Only one way to find out. It couldn't have been a domain—the Hellreaver was just Rank 2 according to Moxie. But, if I'm right, that would explain why it had such good control over the fire and the passive aspect. It was more closely integrated with them, so it could swap much faster, while it takes me a significant amount of concentration. That would be a significant boost in strength if I could copy that,” Noah replied. “Keep watch over my body, please.”

Then he closed his eyes and slipped into his mental space.

Darkness bloomed all around him, and his runes shimmered to life. His soul was largely undamaged, as it had been a good bit of time since he’d suffered a lot of serious deaths. If there was ever a time to fiddle around with his soul, now felt like it.

Still, Noah paused. His body was arguably the safest thing to mess with. When he died, his soul was what stuck around. If his suspicion was wrong, there was a chance of damaging himself permanently.

I can’t think of anything else the Hellreaver could have possibly imbued, though. It had the rune constantly going off. The only way that would happen is if it was an imbuement, and it would have lost control of the rune if it had imbued it on its body. This is the only possibility.

I’m confident that I’m correct. The logic adds up. I just need to have the exact right intent when I imbue this, or I’m going to end up with my own ring of fire following me around. If I limit the amount of Combustion’s power I’m drawing and leave the rest in my soul, then I should be able to regulate it.

Noah steeled his thoughts. As if sensing his intentions, the runes shifted around him. Combustion lowered, floating down toward his outstretched hand. Noah looked around, then settled on a spot near his feet.

It was as good as any other. All of it was his Soul, after all. He extended a mental tendril, calling on Combustion’s power, and started to gather it.

Master Runes were all or nothing. There wouldn’t be any layering involved. More importantly, Noah didn’t even have to run all of the rune’s power through his body—he was pretty sure that would end up burning him alive.

All I have to do is move it. It’s already in my soul, after all. If I can just permanently combine the two, I shouldn’t even need to handle all the strength at once. Then, as long as my intent is to keep the power I draw from it limited, I should be able to handle it.

Noah took a deep breath. Then he pulled at Combustion’s power, directing it into his soul. The Master Rune resisted at first, but Noah wasn’t trying to draw it into his real body. He was just moving it.

Go into my lungs and leave through my breath, unless otherwise directed. Let me use my breath to control your powers. Keep the amount of energy that passively flows out so low that it doesn’t actually have enough to combust. I don’t need to set myself on fire randomly. Only have enough flowing to establish access to the reservoir, and leave the rest in the soul.

The rune stretched out like a piece of taffy, reaching out toward the spot in his mindspace that he was directing it toward. Redoubling his focus on his goal, Noah pulled harder.

A loud twang echoed through his mind. The rune sprung, shooting from its spot in the sky and into the ground, condensing into a smaller version of itself that was roughly the size of Noah’s body.

Instantly, a wave of heat rolled over him. Noah tensed, then opened his eyes. He let out a slow breath, grimacing as a very, very uncomfortably hot breath washed out of his mouth. It was just a few steps below scalding, but it was bearable.

He’d done it.


Chapter Eighty-Eight



“Vermil?” Lee asked, taking a cautious step back. “You look… red.”

Noah looked down at his hands. His entire body felt warm. In the back of his mind, he could feel a steady flow of energy traveling throughout his body and through his veins. It was most concentrated in his lungs, just like he’d been aiming for.

Less to his taste was the color of his skin, which had turned several shades pinker from the newfound heat running through him. He looked like a cooking shrimp.

Pressing his lips together, Noah pushed back on the power, trying to stem the flow a little more. It took conscious effort, but the stream stemmed, and Noah felt himself cool. He let out a slow breath. It wasn’t quite as hot as the first one had been.

“It worked,” Noah said, a huge grin breaking out across his face. “I knew it. You can imbue your soul.”

And, upon the occasion I ever really need the rune gone, I can probably just cut it out of my soul with Sunder. It might not be fun, but I’ve recovered from soul damage before. I also don’t think the Body Imbuement is perfect. It feels a bit separate from my lungs, and even though I feel the runic magic in them, they feel… not great, I guess. Probably because of how quickly I did the imbuement. I’ll have to fix that soon.

“Not something anyone would do with a rune that they can grow out of,” Lee mused. “But a Master Rune… Well, there’s not much information on them. You might have stumbled onto something?”

“Might have?” Noah asked, gaping at Lee. “Look at this!”

He raised his fingers to his lips, pressing them together and resonating with them. It didn’t take much to make them burn, forming a tiny wisp of smoke. Noah shook his hand off and inhaled quickly, swallowing the smoke. Then he allowed the flow of energy in his breath to increase and blew as hard as he could.

There was a woosh as the smoke ignited. A tongue of fire burst from his mouth, searing the ground.

“So you can breathe fire now, but you have to set yourself on fire in the first place to do it,” Lee said. She didn’t sound too impressed.

“It’s not just that. I’ve got Combustion and Pyroclastic Resonance working perfectly together.”

Lee stared at him. Then she waggled a hand back and forth in the air, giving him another shrug.

“You don’t understand, but I’ll just show you,” Noah said, grinning. He opened his mouth, then paused. “Actually, I don’t know how loud this will be. Do you think you could get my flying sword?”

Lee grimaced. “I don’t want to wait that long, I’m impatient. Just hold on.”

“Hold on to wh⁠—”

Lee grabbed Noah, slinging him over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Then they were gone, the ground blurring beneath her feet. Noah clutched onto Lee’s back, desperate to keep from falling and turning into a skid mark on the ground.

And that’s only a slight exaggeration.

Lee didn’t seem to tire, running at the exact same speed for nearly ten minutes. By the time she finally slid to a stop, Noah’s stomach was in his throat. He flopped down on the grass and let out an explosive breath.

“You’re insane.”

“I’m impatient, and it’s getting worse by the second,” Lee said. She gestured impatiently. “Come on. We’re far from the camp. Show. I wanna see.”

Noah clambered back to his feet, shaking his head as he tried to get his wits back about him. “Fine. Watch.”

He drew in a deep breath, and he felt the Combustion Rune shift in accordance with his will. Instead of igniting, the flow of air around them froze. Lee’s eyes widened as she tried to breathe in and found that the air no longer worked in her lungs.

Noah released his breath, letting the air return to normal.

“I figured out how the Hellreaver did everything,” Noah said. “The flow of its breath is what matters. That’s what made it able to control things so easily and without pause. I think it was using Fire Runes in addition to Combustion, which is why it always had fire around. It must have been pulling in embers from the ring of fire it always had and using those as fuel to breathe fire. But I don’t need a permanent flame ring. My Pyroclastic Resonance Rune can vibrate things until they burn, and then I can combust that smoke.”

“Interesting,” Lee said slowly. “But… how do you avoid burning yourself? You aren’t fireproof. Even if you reinforced your lungs for the initial formation, what about everything else?”

Noah’s grin grew wider. “That’s the secret. The passive effect of the Combustion Rune is the most important part. I’m rendering the air next to my skin inert, so it can’t burn. It’s still hot, but by using Pyroclastic Resonance, I can condense the flame into a thin stream, keeping the heat trapped within it until it leaves my body. The rune I imbued in my lungs makes it so that I can use the vibration from my breath to control the ash when it’s in my lungs without having to focus specifically on it, and it also keeps my lungs from getting toasted by the hot ash or fire.”

“Show me again,” Lee demanded.

“I’ll do you one better.”

A vibration tore through the grass at his feet, causing it to start smoking from the intensity of the tremors. Noah drew in a deep breath, sucking the streamers of smoke into his mouth, then exhaled.

A cloud of superheated ash ignited in his lungs, washing out from between his lips. It blanketed the air before him, swirling out into patterns before forming into the shape of a snake and swirling around Noah.

“It doesn’t just burn out, so I can keep it around,” Noah said. “And I can make so much more smoke and ash through this than having to rely on just my pipe.”

But, more importantly, I’ve got an emergency move. If I’m ever at risk of dying… well, my body burns just as well as grass does. I doubt anybody will expect that.

Noah was tempted to test just how effective that would be, but he crushed the urge. He had more than enough to try out now, and killing himself just to see how much damage it would do would mean his students would be at risk the next day when they trained.

I’ll get my chance, but not now. I’m not the only one I need to take care of.

“Okay. That’s pretty damn cool,” Lee admitted, staring at the cloud of smoldering smoke around Noah. “You’re like the Hellreaver, but slightly less fat.”

“Slightly?” Noah demanded.

Lee snickered. “You going to test it out more? I wouldn’t mind you cooking my meals for me.”

“Oh, absolutely. I’m just beginning to scratch the surface here. If I can condense this energy and use it inside my body rather than just in my breath, I might be about to get a whole lot stronger.”

“What are you waiting for, then?” Lee asked. “I wanna see.”

“Not yet,” Noah replied. “That’s going to need some fine testing, or I’ll end up blowing a limb off. I can’t afford to die right now, so it’ll have to wait until I’ve got a moment where the death won’t matter.”

Lee scrunched her nose in annoyance. “But why would dying matter?”

Shit. I never actually told Lee I can’t use magic for a while after I die.

“Recovering from dying isn’t that easy,” Noah finally said. “I need my full attention when I’m training Isabel and Todd. I don’t want to risk them getting hurt because I’m distracted.”

“Oh,” Lee said. “That’s a good point. Fine. Can we go cook some monsters, then?”

“Yeah,” Noah replied with a grin. “I hope you’re hungry.”
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Noah stared the Snuffler down, not budging a limb as he inhaled, drawing the smoke rising up from the grass around him into his lungs. It had only been a few minutes since he’d bound the Combustion Rune to his soul, but he already had a new idea he wanted to test—one that would be even safer than what he was already doing.

He exhaled, blowing a thin stream of ash into the air toward the Snuffler. The amount of smoke he could gather with his new method was far more than what the pipe could produce in a short amount of time, and he planned to take advantage of it.

On top of that, his strategy against the Root Fiend had been devastatingly effective. There was no reason not to give it another shot.

The smoke pooled around the Snuffler, darting into its mouth. The monster choked and coughed in surprise, lashing out blindly as it tried to figure out where Noah was. Noah exhaled until his lungs were empty, then let Combustion free as the last wisp left his lips. He snapped his fingers, and all the smoke condensed into thin tendrils that struggled to break back apart.

A flash sparked, racing down the thin stream and up to the Snuffler. There was a flash, followed by a roar of flame, as the monster exploded in hundreds of little detonations. Chunks of its furry flesh splattered across the ground, catching flame as the rune continued to drain power. Noah had to make a conscious effort to restrain it before the flame could spread any further. He could feel the energy in his Pyroclastic Resonance Rune drain at an alarming rate. Even though he’d only used the Body Imbuement, it had taken nearly half the power in the entire rune just to do that.

Lee and Noah stared at the smoldering corpse.

“I almost feel bad for it,” Lee said. “That was brutal. And cool. You gonna put that fire out so I can eat?”

Noah inhaled, and the fire sputtered out, vanishing. Lee grinned and grabbed the monster, shoving it into her mouth with a slew of incredibly unsettling crunching sounds. Noah glanced away until she was finished.

“That’s pretty effective,” Lee said. “More like an explosion than just fire.”

“I condensed the smoke and shoved it into small spaces. I also tried using a lot more energy from Combustion than I normally do,” Noah said, swallowing heavily. “Apparently, it can do more than just ignite a fire. It can make the actual combustion a lot more aggressive.”

“That’s a lot of words for saying you’ve got an Explosion Rune.”

Noah couldn’t argue with that. Combustion was devastatingly effective, especially when combined with ash or, presumably, anything that could expand rapidly. The ability came at a hefty cost, as keeping it safely contained and making sure he didn’t blow himself up drew a huge amount of energy from his runes, but it was clearly worth the effort.

“So… again?” Lee asked.

“Yeah,” Noah said, flexing his fingers. “Again. I’ve got a lot more to practice before the sun comes up. I just need to let the energy in my runes recover first.”

That night was not a good one for the Snufflers. Noah’s new method of applying Combustion was far more effective than he’d dared hope. He did genuinely start to feel pretty bad for the poor Snufflers, as few of them even realized what was happening before they were turned into meat fountains. Several of the dark-feathered bird monsters tried their luck as well, but Lee pointed them out far before they could strike, and each one met a fiery, explosive end.

It was great practice, though. The energy from killing the monsters was steadily filling his runes, and he presumed the local bushes likely appreciated his efforts in clearing out their predators.

At least, I think they’re feeding on the bushes. As long as they are, I can fancy myself a protector of the bushes. If they’re not, I’m just committing genocide against a bunch of innocent furry monsters that are just trying to hang out underground and protect their favorite bushes.

When Noah voiced his thoughts to Lee, she stared at him in befuddlement.

“If they didn’t want to die, they should have been stronger,” Lee said with a shrug.

Not exactly the attitude I want to foster with my students there, Lee.

Noah decided to ask Brayden about the Snufflers the following day. Perhaps he’d know a little more about the monsters and if Noah was doing too much damage to the local environment during his practice.

He and Lee returned to the camp shortly afterward, and that involved another uncomfortable ride over Lee’s shoulder. They slipped past Moxie’s watch with the power of Lee’s runes when they got back. The rest of the night passed easily, and the following morning’s training went just as smoothly.

All the students continued to improve, wasting less energy with their movements and defeating the Snufflers in increasingly fast times. A competition had sparked between Isabel, Todd, and Emily, and Noah encouraged it.

But, between the three of them, Isabel had grabbed the lead by its reigns and held tightly onto it. No matter how hard Todd and Emily tried, it just felt like Isabel had fought a dozen times more enemies than they had.

That seemed to cause Emily no end of frustration while simultaneously filling Todd with smug pride. Even though he wasn’t the one winning, he took it as such. That sentiment was echoed in their imbuement practice with Lee that morning, as he’d pulled so far ahead of both Isabel and Emily that he might as well have been teaching the class.

As they all returned to the camp to prepare to set off for the day, Todd drew up alongside Noah.

“You’re doing great.” Noah clapped Todd on the shoulder. “Keep it up, Todd. You’re blowing it out of the park with your work on Body Imbuements. I actually had a quick question about how you do your Body Imbuements.”

“That’s good timing,” Todd said. “I’ve got a question as well.”

“Ha. You can go first, then,” Noah said, waving for Todd to continue. “I’ll go second.”

Todd glanced from side to side, then lowered his voice. “Okay. Why do you have so much heat coming off you? It feels like you should be on fire.”


Chapter Eighty-Nine



“Ah, yes. That,” Noah said, clearing his throat. “I was working on some Body Imbuements.”

“You’ve got a Fire Rune?” Todd asked, blinking.

“Not exactly, but my Rank 2 rune has some heat aspects. Hot ash, you know?”

“Huh,” Todd said, rubbing his chin. “Well, it certainly doesn’t look very comfortable. I was really careful to limit the power of my Body Imbuements that used Heat or Fire Runes to make sure I didn’t overheat. You might want to tone yours down a little.”

He sounds so confident talking about this stuff, and it doesn’t even come off as overconfident. It’s more like he’s just stating facts. Did Todd really only just learn about Body Imbuements?

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Noah said. “You know a lot about Body Imbuements, Todd. Is Lee really that great of a teacher?”

Todd’s gaze shifted, and it was his turn to look uncomfortable. The expression only lasted for a few moments, but it was enough time for Noah to catch it.

“Yeah. It just came to me, I guess. Makes sense, you know? Like when you do something and you know you’re just great at it. But what was that question you wanted to ask me?”

Hm.

“I was going to ask about how you did your Body Imbuement on your eyes,” Noah said, rubbing his chin. “It had to be something temporary or fast to apply, right? Since you didn’t actually know how to do Body Imbuements yet.”

Todd gave him a one-shouldered shrug and responded immediately, his eyes shifting away from Noah once more. “Honestly, it was a bit of a mistake. I just envisioned the rune overlaid over my eyes. I’ve since properly imbued them to rectify all the issues that doing it like that could cause. It’s not something that I’d try to replicate; it was probably really dangerous, and I got lucky that it worked right.”

That was a really fast response. Flat tone, too. Did he rehearse it? Now might not be the right time to push the matter. We’re too close to camp.

“Gotcha. Figured it was worth asking.” Noah chuckled. “No need to worry about it, then.”

The rest of their walk to the camp was silent, and the group set off once again with Brayden in the lead shortly afterward.

Most of the day passed much as the others had. They traveled through long, sloping hills, continuing to follow the dirt path. The grass grew shorter and darkened to a ruddier, burnt orange color. There were fewer Snuffler bushes the deeper they traveled, though they seemed to get progressively larger and less maintained.

As the evening grew closer, a sharp wind picked up, carrying with it a strong chill that did little to effect Noah. A blanket of clouds crawled in front of the sun, turning what remained of the daylight into muted shades.

“We’ll be stopping earlier today,” Brayden announced. “We’re getting closer to the Deadlands, and I’d prefer to get through it in one day. Sleeping there isn’t ideal when I have all of you to protect. No training tomorrow morning.”

“Why not?” Lee asked. “We aren’t in this Deadlands place yet, are we?”

Brayden grunted. “Getting through the Deadlands will take basically all day, but we should be able to make it if we keep a good pace. That hour will mean the difference between getting out of it in the evening and getting out after nightfall.”

“What kind of monsters can we expect in the Deadlands?” Emily asked while Noah was still trying to figure out a way to ask that very same question without coming off as an idiot.

“Dead ones,” Brayden replied, a flicker of a smirk playing across his lips. “Unfortunately, the type that won’t stay dead. Most of them aren’t too problematic, but there are a few that are a bit faster than I’d prefer. Nothing that’s a threat to me, but it’s a different story for you lot.”

“I can handle myself, thank you very much,” Allen said, crossing his arms. “Don’t group me in with the rest of this lot.”

“Allen, you know I’ve got no issue with your capabilities, but we both know you haven’t been in a real fight in years before that Root Fiend attack,” Brayden said, looking down the bridge of his large nose at Allen. “The family sent you to Arbitage because of your exceptional research and dedication, not because of your spry limbs or powerful magic. You’re a good Rank 4. Be happy with that. Nobody should try to be someone they aren’t.”

Allen pressed his lips together and looked away, acquiescing to the point and falling silent. Brayden shook his head and stepped off the road. Noah couldn’t help but notice that there wasn’t a campground this time around.

“Isabel, mind doing that stone trick again?” Brayden asked, glancing over at her. Isabel blinked in surprise at the man addressing her by name.

She nodded, then set about doing just that. While she worked, Brayden pulled his basket of travel supplies out of a purple rift and set out dinner for all of them.

About an hour later, everyone had eaten and the camp had been set up. Everyone retired to their stone tents while Brayden took first watch, and roughly half of them were waiting for all the others to fall asleep so they could sneak out.
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Noah slipped through the cover of darkness, picking up speed as he put the camp behind him and strode into the night, moving in the direction that they’d come from. He wasn’t sure how close they all were to the Deadlands, but he didn’t want to mistakenly stumble into it and end up in a fight.

He wouldn’t need as much distance as he had the previous night. If everything went according to plan, this would be fairly silent. He probably could have even done it all in his tent, but there was always the off chance he blew himself up in the process, which would have been mildly inconvenient.

Noah pulled his grimoire out and flipped to the few empty pages at the back, sitting down in a small valley between two short hills. He leaned against the cold grass, chewing his lower lip in thought.

My Greater Wind Rune was filled from killing the Root Fiend, so I can try modifying the combination using Sunder. I think replacing one of the Ash Runes would be the best move here—the ash is just being moved around by the wind, after all. But if I swap the Greater Wind Rune in, that means I’ll lose the ability to move my flying sword around. I should probably imbue a copy of it first so I can replace it.

Hm. Making a copy will mean I’ll have to kill some monsters to fill it back up.

Noah tapped his fingers on his chin and thought for a few moments. Finding a few more Snufflers to kill wouldn’t be that difficult, though it would mean he’d have to travel a bit farther from camp to make sure nobody spotted the fight.

I wonder… The Pyroclastic Resonance Rune has filled up by a lot since I initially got it. When I use Sunder on it, all that energy will be wasted. But if I imbue a good portion of it and just leave a bit left, I can save most of that energy. I wonder what will happen if I then Sunder the partially filled rune. Would I get seven partially filled Rank 1 runes?

Moxie did warn me that one needed better Catchpaper for a Rank 2 rune, though. I wonder if Vermil’s book was made out of the good stuff. If it isn’t, I’m going to end up wasting a good bit of energy. Then again, I’m sure it won’t fail instantly. I’ll probably have a moment to react if things start going badly. Might as well find out. It’s for science.

Noah pressed his hand to his grimoire and called on Pyroclastic Resonance. The rune thrummed to life, filling him with energy as he pulled at the power within it, separating off a little more than 50 percent of it. It was the largest imbuement he’d ever attempted, and the rune resisted his efforts for several seconds.

Finally, it gave in. The energy peeled away with a pop, flowing through his fingertips and onto the Catchpaper. A sizzle rose up from the book as the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune burned into it.

Almost immediately, the corners of the page started to wrinkle and burn. Noah cursed under his breath. The paper was most certainly not the high-quality stuff—but it wasn’t burning too fast either. If he moved quickly, he could probably pull the rune out of the Catchpaper before it burned away.

Noah quickly flipped the page and imbued a sliver of energy from his Rank 1 Greater Wind Rune. It took to the paper easily. Noah didn’t waste any time reveling in his success. He closed his eyes and slipped into his mindspace without delay.

Even as the runes sprung to life around Noah, blooming from the encroaching darkness, he called on Sunder. Cold energy rushed through Noah’s veins, turning them a dark gray. He gritted his teeth, and his other runes all lit up as they helped him push back against the Master Rune’s immense pressure.

Noah extended a hand, not daring to channel Sunder for any longer than he needed to, and touched his finger to Pyroclastic Resonance. The energy rushed out of his body. Noah swallowed as a black line carved down the center of the rune, splitting it cleanly in two.

At the same time, a flash of pain seared Noah’s lungs. He hissed as the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune he’d imbued on them burned away, its connection to him severed completely. Noah ignored the pain—he couldn’t risk delaying any longer.

This is it. Please work.

Magic poured out of the Rank 2 rune, turning into twisting arcs of light. They swirled out, warping into familiar shapes. The energy seeping out of the rune slithered into them, and seven Rank 1 runes formed in the air before Noah—but they weren’t complete. The runes flickered faintly, losing luster with every second.

Strangely, the runic energy coming off the seven runes still felt like it belonged to Pyroclastic Resonance rather than multiple individual ones. A frown crossed Noah’s lips.

They’re not going to hold together. Guess that’s what happens when you don’t have enough energy. But when I saw the vision of Sunder being used, it looked like he chose one rune out of all the others. There’s a chance they were all full already, but if all the runes are pulling magic from the same Rank 2 source…

Noah willed the energy to focus on one of his old Greater Wind Runes, disregarding the others. Almost instantly, he felt the flow of magic in his mindspace shift. The Greater Wind Rune he was concentrating on brightened, the cracks covering it starting to fade. At the same time, all of the other runes quickly started to deteriorate.

Yes!

There was a loud snap. The other six runes shattered, their energy fading into the ether and leaving Noah with a half-full Greater Wind Rune for his efforts. It floated next to the mostly filled Greater Wind Rune he’d had before using the Sunder Rune on Pyroclastic Resonance.

Perfect. I can focus the energy from a rune I sunder into one of its components, keeping that one at the cost of the others. I think it’s still better to use Sunder on a full rune so I can keep all seven, but this is still very useful. Now I just need to fully fill one of my Greater Wind Runes, then imbue the other one and claim the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune I put in my grimoire.

Noah willed energy out of the half-full Wind Rune and into the other, much like a combination. To his delight, the magic flowed freely, and a few moments later, he had a completely full Greater Wind Rune.

He quickly opened his eyes, leaving his mindspace and looking down at his grimoire. The page bearing the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune was burning at an alarming rate—the smoldering edges had nearly reached the rune itself.

Noah quickly flipped the page and slammed his hand into the book, shoving the partially filled Greater Wind Rune into it in the fastest imbuement he’d ever done. Not even waiting to see how it went, Noah flipped the page back and pressed his hand to the Pyroclastic Resonance Rune, drinking it in greedily and entering his mindspace to properly form it.

Energy flooded Noah’s body as the rune poured in through his hand. He knew it well enough to easily form the image in his mind. Energy flooded through the complicated set of lines, burning so brightly that he had to avert his eyes for a moment.

Then, with a brilliant flash, the rune snapped into being. A small amount of its energy had burned away in the process, likely due to the Catchpaper’s failure, but there was still over 50 percent of it.

A relieved grin stretched across Noah’s face, and he flopped to the ground in the darkness of his mind, letting out a slightly hysterical laugh.

It worked. Ha! And, on top of that, it looks like I didn’t suffer any soul damage from splitting the rune. Probably because I undid the combination rather than removing it.

Now all I have to do is split this, swap one of the Ash Runes for the full Wind Rune, and re-combine it. I’ve gotten this far, and I’ve still got a good bit of energy to hold Sunder’s pressure back.

Let’s do this.

Despite his words, Noah waited a few moments for his hands to stop trembling from the mixture of excitement and anxiety running through him. When he got complete control of himself again, he clambered to his feet and called on Sunder.

He knew exactly what he needed to do—and he did it.

Sunder flooded through Noah’s veins. He reached out, carving Pyroclastic Resonance in twain for the second time that day.

Energy flashed. Seven runes peeled out from within it, each one completely full. Noah flicked his fingers, pushing one of the Ash Runes out of the way and calling the Wind over in its place.

Three Vibration. Three Wind. One Ash. His new combination waited eagerly for him to bring it together, and Noah wasn’t one to keep others standing around.

He brought his hands together, gathering the energy swirling in the runes and pressing it into one. A vision of what he wanted was so clear in his mind that it might as well have already been reality.

Lines carved through the darkness, each one drawn exactly as Noah had envisioned it. After getting to use the rune and see how it interacted with Combustion, he understood it far better than when he’d first formed it. From the energy, Pyroclastic Resonance bloomed forth once more—but this time, it was different.

The pressure coming off the rune was uniform, and the light in it was dim. After all, it was only 10 percent full.

He’d formed a perfect rune.


Chapter Ninety



Energy from the rune’s combination poured out and into Noah’s soul, expanding it even further. It wasn’t nearly as much expansion as he’d gotten from when he’d first combined a Rank 2 rune, but it was still noticeable.

Probably from the increased pressure that comes from a perfect Rank 2 rune as compared to an imperfect one.

Noah let out a slow breath and let his eyes open, greeting the cold breeze of the outside world with a smile on his face—one that quickly faded as he realized just how cold it was. He wrapped his arms around himself and shivered. The Body Imbuement from his previous rune had burned away while he was upgrading the rune, which meant he was no longer generating heat.

He headed back toward camp, gathering the energy from his newly improved Pyroclastic Resonance Rune and starting to imbue it in his lungs again as he walked. It was just a repeat of the previous time he’d done it, but there was no need to rush things too much, and he didn’t want to mistakenly damage anything in the process of the imbuement.

Noah returned before Moxie’s watch had ended, a good bit earlier than he typically came back to camp. Lee was nowhere to be seen—she tended to do her own thing for the first portion of the night, though Noah wasn’t exactly sure what that thing was.

It wasn’t like he’d be able to find her, even if he wanted to. Lee’s hiding abilities were just too good.

Unfortunately, that meant he was going to have to get back into camp on his own. Moxie stood guard, a vine curled around her feet and rising up to give her something to lean on. Noah crept around to the backside of the camp, trying to make as little noise as possible, but there really wasn’t a lot to hide behind.

He only made it a few steps toward his tent before a vine curled out of the ground at his feet, snagging his foot. Noah cursed, yanking himself free and turning, only to find Moxie standing before him, lowering her hands from a fighting stance with a frown.

“What are you doing? I heard something shuffling around and thought there was someone sneaking around the camp,” Moxie said in a whisper.

“I was going to the bathroom,” Noah replied. “I didn’t want to wake anyone up.”

“Why creep back in? You could have just walked, you know.”

“What, did you want me to announce it to the world?”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Just go back to bed and try to act slightly less suspicious if you’re going to leave. I nearly attacked you.”

Noah gave her a mock salute and slipped back into his stone tent. He still wasn’t done for the night, though. There were two more things he wanted to do.

The first was fairly easy—Noah opened his book back up and imbued the extra Greater Ash Rune he had sitting around within its pages. Noah flipped back to the page bearing the Greater Wind Rune and entered his mindspace, drawing the rune into himself. It was only about sixty percent full after he’d used it to fill up the Wind Rune he’d combined into Pyroclastic Resonance, but now he’d be able to use his flying sword again.

Noah then gathered his belongings and sat against the wall, closing his eyes and focusing on his Body Imbuement efforts once again.

When weariness started to seep into his mind, Noah took a break to sleep for the rest of the night. He didn’t want to mistakenly mess something up because he was too tired to picture a line properly.
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Brayden was true to his word. The following morning, before Noah’s watch was even over, Brayden woke all the others, and they departed almost immediately, not wasting a single second. Nobody looked particularly pleased about that particular development, as Brayden had gotten started before the sun could even start rising above the horizon.

The landscape darkened even as the sun rose. Dark orange grass turned gray, and the bushes dotting the landscape were replaced by dry, woody bunches that didn’t have a single spark of life within them.

A strange, earthen scent rose from the ground. It was a mixture of compost and musty foliage that, while Noah couldn’t say it was disgusting, it certainly wasn’t enjoyable. He scrunched his nose, searching for the source of the smell, but couldn’t find anything that could have been causing it.

The sun poked out from the clouds after several hours of walking, but even its rays were muted and duller than they should have been, and the world was cast in shades of gray. Even the air felt heavy and oppressive.

That didn’t make for great conversation. They walked in silence, just focusing on walking fast enough to keep up with Brayden’s aggressive pace. The sun trekked through the sky, but the mood never shifted.

It was, without a doubt, Noah’s least favorite environment in the Arbalest Empire thus far. He even preferred the Scorched Acres to it, if just because there was actually something to do there.

The dreary, endless landscape didn’t do wonders for their attention. Noah’s focus was on his Body Imbuement as he continued to layer the rune onto his lungs. Moxie and Emily were both focused on a vine she had playing across her fingertips, while Todd and Isabel were absentmindedly tossing a stale piece of bread to each other.

Edward and Allen, of course, remained at the back of the group and refused to interact with anyone else any more than they absolutely had to.

But even if any of them had actually been paying attention to where Brayden was leading them, they probably wouldn’t have been prepared.

There was no warning or indication that something was wrong. One moment, they were all walking in a spread-out group behind Brayden, following him along the packed dirt path. The next, there was a hole in the ground where Brayden had been standing.

Noah blinked, not registering the man’s disappearance for a moment. There had been a flicker of white an instant before Brayden had vanished, but by the time that information actually registered with Noah’s mind, the ground beneath them rumbled.

“We’re under attack!” Noah yelled, grabbing for his pipe. He couldn’t see the enemy yet, so there wasn’t a need to start using his Body Imbuement—especially since he hadn’t quite finished re-applying it.

“What happened to Brayden?” Moxie asked, staring at the hole in shock. Vines slithered out from beneath her robes and wound into the ground, forming a flat platform beneath her and Emily.

“Forget that. We need to figure out if he’s still okay,” Noah said, rushing up to the side of the hole and stuffing Flashgrass into his pipe. He squinted into the darkness, calling on his Pyroclastic Resonance Rune.”

Something was deep within it. A flicker of dull, yellowed white in a sea of black.

“Brayden!” Noah yelled. “Talk to me! Are you alive?”

A rumble echoed out from deep within the hole. Noah threw himself back as something roared out of the depths toward him. He hit the ground and rolled, barely keeping hold of his pipe as he shot back up to his feet.

An enormous, writhing worm had pierced free of the ground. It was covered with jagged spikes all along its body, and pulsating tendrils of gray matter ran throughout the pale flesh beneath the bone plating covering it. It was easily just as tall as the Root Fiends had been, and maybe even taller if it straightened up.

The monster’s face was made of three segments, each covered with jagged, curved teeth. Letting out a raspy hiss, the monster curled down and snapped out, going right past Noah and aiming for Allen.

The Rank 4 magus yelped in surprise and blasted the ground before him with ice, forming a thin barrier. Moxie’s vines whipped through the air, grabbing both Allen and Edward. They cried out as she yanked them to safety just a moment before the worm demolished Allen’s barrier and plowed through the ground where they’d been standing.

Moxie dumped both unceremoniously on the ground and tossed several seeds onto the dirt. They wormed into it, and three huge vines sprouted an instant later. They wound up around Moxie, each one the width of her entire body and covered with jagged thorns.

“What was that supposed to be, Allen?” Moxie hissed as the worm retracted, coiling back into the air and flaring its mouth in fury.

“I wasn’t ready!” Allen snapped back, pressing his hands together before him. “Where is Brayden?”

“Does it matter?” Lee asked, bouncing from foot to foot and watching the worm with a wary expression. “We should focus on not getting killed.”

Noah still didn’t have nearly enough smoke gathered to effectively do any damage to the enormous monster. He gritted his teeth. Vibration was a possibility, but getting that close would also mean the creature could crush him with a single twitch.

If he were alone, that wouldn’t have been an issue. But, with others here…

The worm thrashed, and Noah dove backward. Spiked bone whistled just past him as the worm used itself like an enormous weedwhacker. As it hurtled toward Moxie, she gritted her teeth and thrust her hands toward it.

Her vines flowered and multiplied, turning into a small wall of incredibly dense foliage. The worm slammed into it with a crash, and the dirt creaked as her vines desperately fought to keep their purchase.

Isabel stomped the ground. A thick wall of stone rose up behind Moxie’s plants, reinforcing them. They started to creak as the worm pushed against them. A streak of fire leapt from Todd’s hands and hit the worm in the face, but it didn’t even seem to notice.

“Allen!” Moxie screamed. “Do something!”

Allen, spurred out of his shock, ran forward and thrust his palm against the worm’s body. Ice washed out of his palm, digging into the monster’s body. It was the exact same move he’d used against the Slashers and the Root Fiend with good results.

This time, however, the worm lurched and pulled back, rising into the air and forcing Allen to jump back. His ice cracked and fell away, failing to find purchase on the monster’s body. Another ominous hiss rattled out of its chest, and it reared back, preparing to strike at them again.

“What do I do?” Lee asked urgently from beside Noah. “I can’t⁠—”

A loud crack split the air. The worm froze. Its body trembled, and it abruptly thrashed its head to the side, letting out a screech. All of them took a step back. Isabel stumbled as the ground beneath her cracked.

Noah scrambled to his feet and dove, driving his shoulder into Isabel and taking them both to the ground. Isabel grunted in surprise, but Noah didn’t have time to check on her. He spun, gathering all the smoke he’d prepared, but nothing emerged.

Isabel scrambled back on all fours, then pushed herself to her feet. With wariness in her eyes, she stared at the bulge in the ground.

“What’s going on?” Edward asked, his eyes flicking around desperately. “What was that?”

Another spot in the ground bulged. Three more followed in rapid succession. The worm suddenly went stiff. It pitched forward. Moxie’s vines thrust upward, slamming into the worm and throwing it to the side so it didn’t land on top of them.

The monster hit the ground with a loud crash. All of them stared at it, breathing heavily as adrenaline coursed through their veins.

“What in the Damned Plains happened?” Moxie asked.

The ground trembled. They all jumped back, preparing their magic. A purple line carved across the ground, and Brayden’s large hand shot out of it. He grabbed onto the dirt and pulled himself out of the energy, covered in white dust and dripping blue ichor.

Brayden pulled his other hand out, driving his sword into the ground. There were three large, pulsating masses of sickly purple flesh speared on the large blade. Blue liquid trickled from them, splattering the ground as Brayden clambered free.

“Brayden!” Isabel exclaimed. “I thought you died.”

The man let out a bark of laughter. He wiped some of the grime from his face and raised his sword, shaking blobs from its edge and into the purple rift before him. Once they fell through, it closed with a snap.

“I’m not killed that easily. I got caught by surprise, but the fastest way to kill a Paleworm is to stab its hearts. Once I was inside it and realized what had happened, I just kept going deeper until I found what I was looking for. Were there any injuries? I was hoping it would be too preoccupied with me to put up any real fight.”

Oh, shit. It wasn’t even trying to attack us specifically. It was just thrashing around and trying to get rid of Brayden. Just how strong is he?

“None,” Noah said, shaking his head in disbelief. He snuffed out his Flashgrass and put his pipe away, not even having gotten a chance to use it.

“Badass,” Todd muttered under his breath.

Brayden wasn’t looking in his direction, but Noah could tell he overheard the comment from the flicker of a smirk that played over his face.

“Allen, make yourself useful and freeze me, would you?” Brayden asked, flicking some of the ichor from his hand with a grimace.

Allen’s brow crinkled with distaste, but he stepped up and sent a wave of ice into Brayden’s body. It washed over the man, covering him in a thin layer of white frost. Brayden shook his head, then violently brushed himself off, peeling the ice away with a satisfying crackle. It took a lot of the dirt and grime with it, leaving him mostly clean again.

“As I said, the Deadlands aren’t a particularly enjoyable trip,” Brayden said with a grimace. “Shall we continue? We’ve still got a lot of ground to cover if we want to get out of here by nightfall.”


Chapter Ninety-One



To all of their relief, there were no monster attacks that day. Either they just got lucky, or the other denizens of the Deadlands had seen what happened to the Paleworm and were actually smart enough to not risk trying their chances.

Whatever the reason, as night fell, they left the dry grass and sickly smells behind, stepping out onto a plain field. It was far flatter than the area near Arbitage was, with little in the way of anything.

It was actually fairly impressive how flat the area really was. Noah could practically see the horizon itself stretching out around them with absolutely nothing to block it. They traveled for a few hours under the cover of the night, walking by the light of the moon, before Brayden brought them to a halt and they set up camp.

That night passed quietly, and Noah spent all of it focused on his Body Imbuements once more.

The following morning, they were off. If anything, Brayden seemed to increase his pace now that they were out of the Deadlands. The rest of them struggled to keep up with the large man, forcing him to irritably slow down multiple times to let them catch him.

In that manner, several days passed. Noah wasn’t sure if there were actually any monsters of note in the flat grasslands, but he certainly didn’t spot any. He tried hunting around for them a few times at night, in between re-layering his Body Imbuements, but all of his efforts turned up nothing but grass.

He wasn’t actually sure if he liked the new area more or less than the old ones. While the travel was far easier than it had been, now he didn’t have much to train either himself or his students against.

Of course, that gave him more than enough time to perfect his Body Imbuement. By the end of that week, Noah had Pyroclastic Resonance imbued on his lungs once more—and in a much neater fashion.

Several tests proved that, while he still used enormous amounts of magic when using the combined strength of Pyroclastic Resonance and Combustion, the magic was considerably more efficient than it had been. Better yet, the imbuement didn’t feel nearly as shoddy as his first one had. His lungs and the imbued rune had meshed as one, and he could have sworn that they felt stronger and more resilient, even though he couldn’t actually explain how he knew that.

But with no monsters to hunt, Noah just joined Lee in her morning classes. They sparred against each other rather than monsters, not using any magic to avoid injuries. Unfortunately, that did mean that their training sessions were a mixture of stretching and getting suplexed by Lee whenever the opportunity arose.

When the end of the grasslands finally showed itself on the ninth day of travel, Noah was relieved. The dirt path became cobbled, forking and heading in multiple different directions. Thin rows of trees stretched out in the distance, all standing tall but far apart from each other.

Noah wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but it had been so long since he’d actually gotten a chance to do something other than stretch or spar that he was starting to get antsy.

He wasn’t the only one who looked relieved to see the end to the grasslands, though. Throughout their trip, Isabel had been looking progressively more tired. She’d formed small bags under her eyes and often lagged behind the others, blinking herself awake when she realized she was nearly all the way back with Edward and Allen.

Noah had been nursing his suspicions that she was probably practicing or training at some point during the night, and several times he’d headed out trying to spot her. While he found her tent empty several times, not once did he actually manage to find Isabel.

After confirming with Brayden that the area was truly devoid of any monsters of relevance, Noah didn’t press the issue. Isabel had every right to push herself to become stronger, and he wasn’t going to stand in her way. She’d talk to him about it when the time was right.

When they reached the beginning of the cobbled path and the true end of the grasslands, Moxie stopped walking at the fork. Noah paused, turning back to look at her.

“Is something wrong?”

“This is as far as Emily and I will be going,” Moxie said.

Brayden gave a small, slightly approving nod. He really hadn’t spoken to Moxie or Emily during their travel, but his distaste for her seemed to have slightly lessened throughout the course of their trip. Considering the Torrins and the Linwicks supposedly hated each other, Noah was pretty happy with any progress they made.

“Wise decision,” Brayden said. “Even if you’re not half bad for a Torrin, it isn’t a good idea for either of you to be showing up on Linwick property. Nothing good would come of it.”

“Where are you going to go, then?” Noah asked, trying not to let his disappointment show on his face. He was well aware Moxie was probably making the right decision, even from what little he knew about the Linwicks, but losing one of his two allies—and one of the only people in this world he considered a friend—was still a bit of a letdown.

“We’ll train for the survival exam,” Moxie replied with a small grin. “Honestly, I’m pretty sure this trip was already pretty good training for that, but Emily needs to get some time out in the woods on her own. There are some in the area that’ll serve as a good practice run.”

“How are you going to get back to campus?” Todd asked. “Traveling back on your own could be pretty dangerous without Brayden to help.”

“It depends,” Moxie replied. “How long are you lot planning to stay at the Linwick Estate? Just until Vermil’s name is fully cleared of this whole debacle?”

Brayden let out a snort. “As if this idiot could have managed to take out the Hellreaver at Rank 1. I don’t know what Vermil’s been feeding you about his capabilities, but you might be overestimating him.”

Huh. That wasn’t half bad, Brayden. You actually sounded somewhat believable there. You’re getting a bit better at lying.

“So it won’t take long?” Emily asked.

“Not long at all, little Torrin,” Brayden replied. “We might be there a week or two at most, but it probably won’t even be that long. Just enough to touch base and for me to get assigned my next mission. Then we’ll be going back, and I’ll herd you all back to Arbitage before I get it going.”

“We’ll meet you back here in two weeks, then?” Moxie offered.

Brayden shrugged. “Works for me. Don’t be late. I won’t wait.”

“I’m never late,” Moxie replied. She sent a pointed glance at Noah. “Unlike some.”

“Hey! I haven’t been late in a while,” Noah protested.

“And keep that up, especially if you’re meeting with anyone important,” Moxie said, her voice taking on a serious note. “Good luck, everyone.”

“You too. Take care,” Noah said. “Watch out for Snufflers.”

Moxie rolled her eyes. She and Emily waved goodbye, then set off down one of the winding stone roads leading off to the side. Brayden didn’t waste a moment in setting off as well, forcing everyone else to hurry to keep up with him.

“How are the monsters in this area?” Noah asked after a few minutes. “Anything we should be aware of?”

Brayden shook his head. “We’re already in Linwick territory, even if we’re at the edges of it. Everything here is pretty safe. We’d be more likely to get attacked by other mages than by monsters in this area, and nobody would be stupid enough to attack me.”

Yeah, I don’t blame them. You’re a mountain of a man. At least this means I don’t have to stop Isabel from doing whatever it is she’s been doing at night. If I can avoid addressing it while Allen or Edward might overhear, that’s probably for the best.

And so they continued on. Two more days passed in a blur. Noah put extra effort into Lee’s training, pushing his body as hard as he could. He couldn’t ever actually catch up with her flexibility, but reducing a little more of his clumsiness would be incredibly helpful in fights.

Noah also spent a significant amount of the time they walked, brainstorming on his runes. Now that he’d perfected Pyroclastic Resonance, he had to decide between forming more of the same Rank 2 rune or getting new ones.

He came to two main conclusions over the course of the next two days. The first, and most important, was that he needed something with a little more Wind in it. In addition to the significant benefits of being able to fly, Vibration still depended heavily on the element it passed through. He’d be able to strengthen Pyroclastic Resonance even further when he combined it into a Rank 3 rune if he could build something up to increase his Wind Magic.

Noah also determined that furthering his Fire Magic capabilities would be an equally worthy pursuit. While Noah wasn’t exactly sure of the direction he wanted to take yet, it was a logical continuation of his current path.

On the twelfth day of travel, the grassy landscape was finally broken up by tall, gray buildings in the distance. They stretched into the sky, scraping through the clouds and casting a long shadow over the grass. A huge wall surrounded them, marking off a massive city.

Holy shit. I thought this would be an encampment or a big mansion, not an entire city. Sure, it’s smaller than Arbitage, but that’s not a damn estate. Whoever named it needs to read a thesaurus.

“Ah,” Brayden said, pausing. “We’ve nearly arrived. Our pace must have been pretty good.”

“Only because you’re actively doing everything you can to run our legs into the ground,” Edward said, taking the moment to catch his breath. “Why do you walk so fast?”

“Edward,” Allen snapped. “Respect.”

“Because I have long legs. You should have considered having longer ones yourself,” Brayden said, entirely unbothered by Edward’s disrespect. He set back off, but Noah could have sworn Brayden was walking even faster than he had been moments before.

Just a few hours later, the group came to a stop at the front of the city’s gate. As Brayden strode forward to speak with the guards, Noah and the others held back. Despite everything, a flicker of nervous energy passed through Noah.

Everything that had happened since he’d arrived in the Arbalest Empire had been, at least in part, due to Father—the man that he was just a short walk away from meeting. A man who had likely sent his son to die to a demon.

There were so many ways that things could go wrong, but after everything he’d already gone through, the only thing that Noah felt was determination. He wasn’t going home empty-handed.

Father was expecting a demon. Perhaps he’d prepared for one—but he hadn’t accounted for Noah.

“Ready?” Brayden called over his shoulder, looking over his shoulder beckoning for the group to join him by the guards.

“Completely,” Noah replied, a confident smile passing over his features as he strode to join Brayden.

Let’s get this show on the road.
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