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Recap

Larek Holsten had his entire world turned upside-down when he was accused of trying to kill the Headman’s daughter, but that was only the start of his new life.  After witnessing a Scission attack on a nearby town, the former Logger was discovered to have the potential to wield a magic he never wanted; as a result of this discovery, he was ordered to attend Crystalview Academy upon the threat of death if he didn’t comply. 

Along his journey to the Academy, the sheltered teenager learned more about the world than he ever knew existed – though not all of it was good.  The prejudice that the common people held toward his height weighed upon him, even though he knew it wasn’t something he could do anything about.  This prejudice continued after he arrived at Crystalview, though it wasn’t quite as intense as he feared; it helped that he learned a little about why everyone born in the Kingdom reacted to him the way they did – even if it wasn’t fair.  Unfortunately, that was the least of his problems.

What he had to worry about instead was his own inability to cast a spell, thanks to his initial efforts that literally blew up in his face.  On the other hand, he also discovered that the accidental permanence to his spell patterns was actually beneficial when it came to creating Fusions.  Not only that, some strange fluke gave Larek incredibly high starting stats that far outstripped anything a normal Fusionist – even a Grandmaster – could apply toward the formation of Fusions, and his instinctual understanding of their creation put him head-and-shoulders above everyone else.

But Larek also had a secret that he didn’t dare to share with anyone.  In a world where those with magical potential only became Mages or Martials, which were those with ability to manipulate Stama internally, the former Logger had the ability to become both.  This came to a head when the Academy was attacked from inside the city and Larek was forced to unlock a Martial Battle Art in the heat of the fight, though he had no control over the process.

Unfortunately, after the battle against the Scissions, his Fusions Professor was found to have been killed, and Larek was jointly blamed for the explosion of hundreds of Healing Surge Fusions on the roof of the Academy along with the now-deceased Professor, as well as the temporary comas that many of the Mages suffered from as a result of using these healing Fusions that Larek created.  As a punishment, the Dean of Crystalview decided to send him away to Copperleaf Academy far to the south, along with his friends and a group of first-years that were left without a place to stay as a result of the explosion. 

Confused by the sudden events and the decision to transfer him someplace else, Larek was beset with worry over what the future would hold.  Will it be someplace he can start over… or will the secrets he’d been keeping lead to his doom?


Chapter 1

Larek Holsten turned back toward the small mountain in the distance, his last view of the city of Peratin.  He couldn’t see Crystalview Academy nor Fort Hilltower from his position, as they were on the other side of the mountain where the majority of the city was located, but he could at least picture where they were. 

I can’t say I’m disappointed, though.  I really don’t want to see the results of my handiwork from here.

It had only been a few days since the attack on the city, but to Larek it seemed like much less.  Granted, the time differential was probably because he had been unconscious for a good portion of that time period, so to him it felt like only the night before when he strained his body so much that he was unable to wake up.

Helping to defend the students of Crystalview Academy against the monsters coming from dozens of Scissions opening up on top of the mountain tended to do that to a person. 

“—and I told you, I don’t care!  You’re just lucky we were obligated to take all of you snot-nosed children with us as we head south.”  Larek turned back around as he heard shouting from up ahead.  “But that doesn’t mean I have to hold your hands every step of the way!  You’ll walk, along with everyone else.”

The leader of the caravan – yes, another caravan – yelled at the first-years who were insisting that they should ride on the wagons rather than walk, which didn’t really surprise Larek all that much.  Neither the fact that the young Mages-in-training wanted a ride, nor the refusal by the caravan master to allow them to do it.  Given that the first-years were around 10 to 11 years old and weren’t necessarily in the best physical shape given their vocation, they weren’t exactly suited to walking long distances.  As for the leader of the caravan, in Larek’s own experience the merchants in charge of such an enterprise weren’t the best of people. 

“How did they manage to walk to Peratin and Crystalview Academy at the beginning of the school year?” Larek mused out loud.  He hadn’t meant for anyone to hear him, but a voice piped up from his side.

“What are you talking about, Larek?”

He glanced at Verne, his roommate from Crystalview, as he walked next to him, amazingly keeping up with Larek’s long stride.  The boy that looked somewhat like a small, humanoid-looking tree appeared more than comfortable journeying through the countryside – at least more than most of the other students forced to transfer to another Academy.  Then again, they had only set out about 6 hours prior, leaving just after dawn from the eastern gate of the city before spending hours ferrying the wagons over the river that bracketed the city on the south.  They technically hadn’t traveled more than about 5 miles from the city, which wasn’t great progress, but they only really started moving faster over the last hour or so once the river crossing was done.  That was, of course, when the other students started to complain about the walk.

“Uh… well, the caravan that brought me to the city made me walk, too, but now that I think of it, I just can’t see all of the other first-years traveling in the same way.”

His roommate—or is he my roommate anymore, given that we don’t have a room?—just shook his head.  “I’m not sure you ever told me that story, Larek.  You’ve certainly had, shall we say, an unusual start to your career as a Mage, haven’t you?”  Without waiting for him to answer, Verne explained.  “As for the other students, including myself, we didn’t travel with a caravan and get made to walk.”

“Then how—?”

“The SIC Transportation Network, obviously.”

His blank look must’ve been enough of an indication that Larek had no idea what the boy was talking about.

“You know, the large, black-and-silver-colored carriages that can transport up to 20 people at once that constantly make a circuit around the internal network of roads in the Kingdom?  The ones that transport SIC members and their supplies to 90% of the towns and cities?  Please tell me you know of them; even I, coming from the Dyran Hearthwood far to the east, have heard of it, and I used it as soon as I got to the Kingdom.”

Larek could only shake his head, never hearing of this “Transportation Network” before. 

“Wow, you really are from the middle of nowhere,” came a new voice, amusement in the tone. 

Nedira came up on the side opposite to Verne, appearing not quite as comfortable with the travel as Verne, but not nearly as bad as the dragging forms of the other students.  Just past her, Norde was nearly skipping to keep up with his sister, but he also didn’t appear to struggle with the physical activity. 

Larek nodded.  “Yes, pretty much,” he replied to the fourth-year, her reddish-gold hair and the fair skin of her face covered by the hood on her robe.  She was using her staff as a walking stick, which he was happy to see had survived the “Night of the Scissions” (as he overheard it called a few times by some of the first-years).  Larek didn’t have a staff, himself, but he still had his wooden armlets and anklets with powerful stat-boosting and healing Fusions on them that he had created himself.  Thinking of the Healing Surge Fusion, he nearly warned those who accompanied him not to use it except in an emergency, as he didn’t want them to end up in a—hopefully—temporary coma – just like many of the students who had been seriously injured during the attack had entered.

I still can’t believe that something I created to help them made the victims end up like that!

It wasn’t necessarily his fault, because he had no idea it would happen.  Still, he should’ve realized that overloading a body with increased natural regeneration energy when they didn’t have the Body Regeneration Skill to compensate for it would be bad for them. 

He held his tongue, though, because the others were well aware of the danger, as they had heard about what happened even before Larek woke up inside some random Noble’s house in the city, surrounded by comatose students.  As there was no need to address the healing Fusion any more than necessary, he turned his attention back to what they were talking about.

“Then why aren’t we taking these SIC Transportation Network carriages?

Norde slipped his answer in before anyone else could.  “Because there weren’t any scheduled to run between Peratin and another destination right now,” he explained.  “That, and it would take a little more than three of them to move us all, which would require some advanced planning.”

Unfortunately, they didn’t really have the time for any planning, because the Dean wanted them to leave as soon as possible.  More accurately, he wanted me to leave as soon as possible.

“Ah.  Are they going to make it?” Larek asked as he gestured toward the cluster of student-Mages who looked like they were ready to collapse from the horrendous ordeal of walking along the road.

Verne chuckled.  “Maybe?  I’m sure they’ll be fine in a couple of days, but we’re probably going to have to listen to them whine for a while.  At least until we can get to the next town and see if there are any Network carriages nearby that can be commandeered to take some of them.”

“What is the next town?” Larek asked. 

Verne thought about it for a moment, but it was Nedira who answered.  “It’s Garventon, I believe.  Didn’t you learn about it in your Geography of the SIC class?”

Larek tried to remember if he had learned of it in his class, but his memory of the last few weeks was a bit fuzzy still.  When he really concentrated on it, he found that he was able to snatch out a few tidbits of information every once in a while.

Garventon wasn’t one of those tidbits, however.

He shrugged.  “I… don’t remember.  If you recall, I haven’t exactly been in the right state of mind lately.”  That was a bit of an understatement, considering he went into some sort of crafting fugue state where just about anything else was blocked out while he crafted hundreds of Healing Surge Fusions on the roof of Crystalview Academy.  He still didn’t know how or why that happened, but he resolved not to let it occur again.

If I can even help it.

“Yeah, what was that about, Larek?” Nedira asked, slapping him on the arm as they walked.  “The way you seemed to retreat into yourself was a bit scary, I’ll have you know.  We were all concerned about you.”

He hadn’t realized he had done something like that to them, even inadvertently. “I’m sorry about that.  I’m not even sure I can explain what happened; just know that I’m better now.”  At least, I hope so.  Wanting to change the subject, he asked, “How far away is Garventon?”

Nedira was silent for a moment before answering, as if she wanted to continue questioning Larek about what had happened.  Thankfully, she responded to his question instead – though he was fairly certain that this wasn’t the last he would be asked about it.  “At the speed these wagons are going, we might arrive tomorrow night.”

“That soon?”  His previous experience with a caravan had them traveling further distances between towns.  Then again, it seemed less populated north of Peratin, so that could be it.

“That’s if we are able to maintain this pace.  Given how tired all the other students are, and it only being just past noon, I wouldn’t be surprised if half of them collapse before we stop for the night.  The caravan master can’t leave them behind, so waiting for them to recover will slow us down.”

That was… disappointing.  Not that he had any real desire to arrive at Garventon, but he really didn’t want to spend another night outside.  Memories of the wolf attack a few months ago were still fresh in his mind.

“And how long until we arrive at the new Academy?” he asked.

“Copperleaf?  Unless we manage to snag a ride on the Network, I’d say it could take anywhere between 6 and 8 weeks of travel time.”

As Larek heard even more shouting between the leader of the caravan and the students that seemed to be conglomerating around the leader’s wagon, all he could do was shake his head.

Even a few days of this is too much.  I hope we can find another ride in Garventon.

He doubted it would be that easy.


Chapter 2

The one good thing that could be said about their transfer from Crystalview Academy and exit from Peratin was that the Dean provided the students – yes, even Larek – with very basic tents within which they could sleep overnight on their journey.  All 64 tents, one for each Mage student traveling along with the caravan, were stored in the back of a particular wagon.  They were safe and secure, riding along with the students’ belongings, but that didn’t seem to mean all that much to the exhausted and footsore Mages once they stopped for the night, far ahead of the scheduled stop time.  It was more than obvious that the caravan master had called the stop, in a relatively clear spot in between fields of wheat, because the kids were starting to drop like felled trees due to their exhaustion.

What didn’t help, at least at the end of the day, was that the merchants leading the caravan had absolutely no inclination to help the students retrieve the tents for them.  Larek couldn’t necessarily blame them, as the people who actually operated the caravan – such as the drivers and other staff – were already busy setting up the luxurious tents and sleeping areas that the merchants apparently required.  The merchants, themselves, were just like the ones he’d met before; to be more precise, they refused to lift a finger either for themselves or others. 

“But we’re so tired!  How are we supposed to get them and then set them up?  You’re supposed to be responsible for—”

“There is absolutely no stipulation in my contract that I – or anyone who works for me –needs to do anything of the sort,” the leader of the caravan cut off the entreaties from the younger students.  “I’m to keep you alive and fed, and I’ve promised to transport your belongings, at my own expense, if you must know, and if you can’t handle them yourselves, then that’s not my problem.  You can sleep on the ground without anything else, as far as I care.”

There wasn’t really much that the students could say to that, especially when the caravan master was backed up by a half-dozen caravan guards who looked like they were going to beat in some heads if the kids got too unruly.  Larek just saw it and shrugged, heading over to the wagon that held the tents, and jumped up the side. The springs that worked as shock absorbers bounced a few times as he looked through the supplies, finding the stacked bundles of tents and chucking them out behind him. 

It wasn’t like it was hard, and he wasn’t really tired from the walk – especially since they had stopped early in the evening. 

“That’s all you’re good for, it seems,” Larek suddenly heard in the middle of the process, and the former Logger immediately froze with his hands on a pair of tents and looked outside.  “A freak like you should be a servant, anyway.”

Really?  This again?

He knew exactly who it was before he even recognized the voice.

Rendle.

The third-year Mage student had been eyeing him throughout the entire journey that day, as brief as it was, and Larek could tell that he was one of those people that really didn’t like him.  Almost all of the first-years were used to him by that point, and if they didn’t necessarily care about him one way or another, none of them were actively hostile.  From what Verne had mentioned at one point, the first-years had seen him fight the winged cat during the first Scission, and they had seen how he helped to save the first- and second-years during the most recent attack, so their opinion had changed from fearful and annoyed at his presence to neutral or even appreciative in some cases.

Rendle, unfortunately, didn’t fall into either of those latter categories.  He was the older brother of a younger first-year, but he apparently wasn’t inclined to let his prejudices about Larek’s height go. 

“Ren, he’s not a servant—” the former Logger heard from the girl at his side, whom Larek thought was Rendle’s sister.  Baisley?  Is that her name? 

Before he could try and remember the name for sure, she was interrupted.  “What, are you defending him?  He’s a worthless—”

*Smack!*

A wooden staff suddenly smacked him on the back, causing the red-robed Mage to stumble forward and fall to his knees as he cried out in pain.  Larek couldn’t help a smirk from crossing his face as he saw Nedira behind the fallen student, an angry expression on her face. 

I bet that staff didn’t even get damaged in the least because of the Fusion I put on it.

“Stop being stupid, Rendle,” she stated between clenched teeth.  “If you can’t be civil, you can head back to Crystalview, and we’ll simply take your sister with us.”

In obvious pain, Rendle still jumped up from his knees and turned on the reddish-gold-haired Mage, a spell forming in front of him as he directed his Pattern Cohesion.  Larek immediately recognized it as a Fireball, as it was one of the few he was familiar enough with to have learned the spell – despite not being able to actually cast it – and he started to jump off the wagon to stop the third-year from doing something stupid.  Before he could move more than a few inches, he found that he was completely unneeded as a figure suddenly blurred in front of Rendle and slapped him across the face with a resounding *smack*.

The sudden blow caused the third-year to lose his concentration and the Fireball spell pattern fell apart in front of him.  Staggering backwards, Rendle held his hand to his cheek as he looked with wide eyes at who had hit him.

“Enough!” the leather-clad woman said, the two knives at her waist reminding him of Claren, the member of the SIC that had taken him prisoner back in Rushwood.  Her long, brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail and wrapped with a dozen black fabric bands, which seemed to restrain her hair until it was more like a long whip that reached down to her lower back than a pony’s free-flowing hair.  She was also quick, and while he remembered how fast Claren had been, this woman wasn’t nearly at that level – but he could tell that she probably would be one day.  “We’re not even a day out from Hilltower and Crystalview and you’re already at each other’s throats.  We were sent along to make sure nothing happened to you all, and while I thought they meant from external threats, I had no idea we’d have to babysit children who can’t keep their hands to themselves.”

Rendle appeared as though he wanted to strike back at the woman, but a look at her face was all it took for him to turn away in disgust without saying anything else.  His reluctance to fight back also could’ve been because another man came stomping up to the confrontation in a heavy-looking, iron chainmail tunic with thin, iron plates attached to it in what appeared to be strategic places, covering vital areas of his body.  The chainmail extended to atop his head, which was further covered by a rounded helmet that had a nose guard extending in between his eyes, and his pants seemed to be some sort of reinforced leather with bands of iron.  As for footwear, it was similar to his own sturdy work boots, but he could see even more bands on them, providing extra protection without being too heavy to move within.  The upper portion of his plated chainmail appeared heavy enough without the extra weight.

With a wooden and iron-banded shield strapped to his back, he was fully equipped with enough defensive gear to prevent a lot of damage.  If he had been with us when all the Scissions opened on top of the mountain a few days ago, he could’ve held off quite a few of the monsters while the Mages took them down.  He supposed that was why Martials and Mages typically worked together when defending against Scissions.  The weapon he was holding upright in his right hand, which appeared to be a steel-headed spear with a thick wooden shaft, also appeared to be able to inflict enough damage that he could’ve likely taken on some of the Wolves or Bears that had attacked them all on his own.  Against the walking trees, the Ironbark Treedin, he might not have been as effective – but that was where the Mages could shine.

“What’s all this, then?” the armored man asked, though by the look on his face, Larek was fairly certain he was already aware of what happened. 

“It was nothing, Crester.  They were just getting their tents and setting up for the night, weren’t they?”  This last she directed toward the crowd of Mage students, who quickly nodded and scrambled to pick up the tent packs that Larek had thrown out of the wagon.  Seeing that the situation had seemed to resolve itself, the former Logger continued grabbing and chucking out the tents, so that the students could begin setting up where they were going to sleep.  He was tempted to leave a single one inside the wagon to get back at Rendle, but decided at the last moment not to be that petty.  Besides, he’s already been punished.

It wasn’t long before everyone gathered up one of the tents, including the third-year that had been smacked around a little for his words, and Larek joined Verne, Norde, and Nedira as they set up toward the edge of the encampment.  When he had traveled with a caravan before, the wagons had been set up in a roughly circular shape for protection, but with so many people along, it looked more like a “C” than an “O”, with the opening facing toward the road.  Not that they expected to need any protection, given that they were still close enough to Peratin that the neighboring farms that provided food for the city were nearby.

Thankfully, setting up the single-person tents wasn’t something that was too difficult, even for the first-year students, and most of them were able to get them up without too much trouble. Those who did have some issues were helped out by other students, so within 20 minutes they now had a sea of brown canvas tents erected for everyone to sleep inside, with a very thin sleeping mat that came with the bundle. 

Overall, it was quite a change from his first experience with a caravan.  This time he at least had some sort of comfort to start with, even if it wasn’t exactly sized right for him.

“Are you even going to fit in the tent?” Verne asked, chuckling at Larek as he attempted to wriggle his way inside.  Given that it was only about 5 and a half feet long, it wasn’t very likely.

“No, but it’s better than nothing.  At least there’s a mat that covers most of my body, so things are looking up,” he responded, pointing at how the lower third of his body was off the mat. 

Before too much longer, one of the caravan members pushed over a fancy, wheeled cart laden with loaves of bread and a wheel of cheese, as well as a barrel of what appeared to be water.  Another person pushed another cart over that held small metal cups, before turning around and walking back to the main camp of merchants in the middle of the wagons in the shape of a “C”. 

“I guess that’s dinner. Yum,” Nedira said, before sighing and getting up.  “Norde, come with me and we’ll bring some back for everyone.”

The young first-year bounced to his feet and followed his sister, leaving Larek and Verne alone in their little section of the camp.  That was fine with him, because he had no desire to accidentally run into Rendle near where the food was being obtained by the hungry students.

Instead, he turned to his roommate and asked some questions that had been on his mind.


Chapter 3

“Oh, them?” Verne responded, in response to his question about the two who had broken up the potential fight earlier.  “They’re Martials from Hilltower that were nearing graduation, so they were sent along to help protect us while they head to the capital for assignment within the SIC.”

“Really?  For some reason, I expected them to be, uh, taller.”  Both of the Martials had only been around 5 feet tall, and while that wasn’t exactly short, he’d seen plenty of Martial students – at least at a distance – from Fort Hilltower that were nearly 6 feet tall.  “Not that being smaller makes any sort of difference, of course,” he quickly added to his short roommate.

“Ha, good save there.”  Verne laughed softly before his expression turned serious and he looked around to see if anyone was listening.  “Now, before anyone can interrupt, please tell me what happened over the last few months, including the night of the attack.  We haven’t had the opportunity to really talk, as you know.”

That was definitely true; there had either been no time or too many people around to really talk.  They had shared a couple of things while they walked, but Larek hadn’t been able to speak to anyone before they left Crystalview Academy, as it had been a chaotic mess. 

So, at long last, Larek described in greater detail than before the strange fugue that had afflicted him that led to him creating so many Healing Surge Fusions, along with how the destruction of a portion of the Academy was ultimately his fault, and then how many of the students that had been healed by his Fusion were put into comas as a result.  The only thing he didn’t go into too much detail about was his sudden use of a Battle Art, because he wasn’t exactly ready to reveal that he also had Martial-type stats – even to Verne.  By the time he was done, he realized that it felt like a weight had been removed from his chest by the simple act of unburdening himself to his roommate. 

“What do you think caused you to lose control like that?  Has it happened before?” the tree-like boy asked, genuinely curious.

Larek shook his head slowly.  “Not exactly.  At least not like that.”

“What do you mean?”

He had to think about it for a moment before he answered.  “I think, and this is just a guess, that it has something to do with the strange way I can concentrate on things with so much focus that I tend to block everything else out.  Even when I was in the Logging business with my family, I would be so focused on the act of felling trees to the point where I would lose time, not even realizing that I had spent an entire day doing it.  In addition, I had been doing it so long that it became an obsession, and all I could think about was getting back out to the Rushwood Forest to chop down more trees.  Even after I was taken away, all I could think of was finding a way to leave the Academy and the SIC without endangering my family – and go back to culling the ever-growing forest.

“I still think about it, but the need has faded dramatically over the last few months.  Instead, the obsession I latched onto was Fusions and the process behind creating them.  When it felt like no one was willing to help me learn more about them, I retreated within myself and solely concentrated on doing something that I loved, just like I had—and still—loved felling trees.  How or why it was as extreme as it was, I have no idea, but I’d like to avoid that in the future, if I can.”  It was honestly scary to think about how he had lost control like that, and he didn’t want it to ever happen again.  Not that he had any idea of how to prevent something similar from happening in the future, but now that he knew it was possible, then perhaps he could get ahead of it before it became a problem.

He didn’t really fancy becoming a victim of his obsessions, after all.

“I’ll do what I can to help you there, my friend.  It’s the least I can do to help pay you back.”

“What do you mean?  You don’t owe me anything.”

Verne waved his hand at the camp, which was starting to pick up in volume as the students got food and began talking to each other over the shared meal.  “We all owe you, Larek.  If it hadn’t been for what you did to kill those Treedins, it’s quite possible that more of us could’ve died.  The fact that not a single first or second-year was killed during the attack is frankly a miracle, and that was all due to you.”

“But—"

“Yes, I know, some of those that were hurt are now in a coma; but it’s most likely temporary, and you had no idea that would happen to them.  And so what if your Fusions blew up the roof?  It wasn’t you that caused the Scissions to appear up there, was it?”

Larek reluctantly agreed with his roommate, as he nodded along.  However, he stopped when Verne mentioned the Scissions, and an unwelcome thought popped into his head.

It wasn’t my presence that caused the Scissions to attack, was it?  No, that’s ridiculous.  Just because the Scission near Barrowford was stronger than usual, as well as the first one at Peratin, doesn’t mean I’m responsible just because I was nearby.  And the Scissions near the Academy and Fort on the top of the mountain?  Despite something like that never happening before, why would I be responsible?

The entire notion of Larek having anything to do with the Scissions was so far-fetched that he immediately dismissed it as just the effect of his roommate mentioning how grateful everyone should be that he helped to defend them during the last attack.  You’re thinking way too much of yourself, Larek.  Rein in that over-inflated head of yours before it floats away.

“Well, thanks, I guess.  I could certainly use the help, then.”

Before anything else could be said, Nedira and Norde came back with food and cups of water, which occupied them for the next 20 minutes or so, as they all scarfed down their dinner as if they had been starving.  While they hadn’t exactly traveled far, the stress of leaving the city and their entire situation caused them all to have a larger-than-usual appetite, but fortunately there was no shortage of sustenance.  It wasn’t exactly the same as what they could get from the Crystalview Dining Hall, but there was more than enough for even Larek to be satisfied. 

When they were all satiated, Larek turned to Nedira.  “I wanted to thank you for earlier,” he began, but she waved off the rest of what he was going to say.

“There’s no need.  Rendle’s always been a pain, and he’ll probably continue to be.  With Rheina and Crestler here, though, he’s not going to try anything.”

“Rheina?  Is that the woman in the fighting leathers?” Verne asked, echoing Larek’s thoughts.

Nedira nodded.  “Yes, I met them right before we left, as I’m technically the ranking Mage in the entire group.  Unfortunately, Rendle’s second in seniority, followed by 3 second-years that are accompanying us, and then it’s just 59 first-years.  Though, as far as age goes, I think you might be older than anyone else,” she said, nodding toward Larek.

He shrugged, not sure if that really meant anything. 

“Now that we have time to speak, does anyone know what we might face getting to the new Academy?” Larek asked.  “I know Nedira mentioned earlier that it would take a while to get there, but what is in between here and our destination?”

“There shouldn’t be anything but a boring road and a variety of different towns and cities,” the green-robed woman answered.  “The Kingdom is fairly safe throughout the interior, unlike some areas around the border.  Or so I’ve heard; I haven’t really explored much of it, so I can’t say for sure.”

“Well, on my way to Crystalview, the caravan that I had joined up with was attacked by a pack of Night Wolves,” Larek mentioned.  “All but one of the caravan guards were killed during the attack.  Do you think that’s normal?”  He knew what the caravan guard, Bert, had told him about bandits and the occasional monster attack, but based on what Nedira said, he thought that might only be near the border.

It was her turn to shrug.  “I have no idea.  I think most of us traveled on the Network, and they aren’t attacked very often, if at all.  I must admit to being ignorant of how the rest of the Kingdom gets around without the Transportation Network.”

No one else had anything to add, and Larek thought about it for a moment.  “I think we’re going to be fine, especially with the guards and those Martial graduates.  At least, I hope you’re right about it being a boring road journey.”

Verne groaned, followed by Norde.  “Larek!  Don’t you know you can’t say stuff like that out loud?” his roommate said.

The former Logger was confused.  “Huh?”

“It’s like carrying a bunch of plates stacked precariously on top of each other and then saying, ‘Oh, I hope I don’t trip and drop all of these!’  It’s almost guaranteed that you’re going to trip and break them all at that point.”

“Uh… what?”

“Everyone knows that, Larek.  It’s almost like you’re trying to call bad luck down on us when you say stuff like that.”

Oh.  He didn’t know that. 

“But how does saying something like that correlate to—”

Verne cut him off before he could say any more, holding his hand up for Larek to stop.  “Trust me, it just does. I guess we better be on our guard, then.”

Larek couldn’t tell if the boy was just messing with him or if he was telling the truth, but either way, both Verne and Norde seemed to be on edge for the rest of the evening as they hid in their tents.  Nedira, on the other hand, just sighed and turned away, heading into her own temporary shelter.  Before she disappeared inside, she turned back to Larek, and with a smile she whispered, “Don’t worry about them, they’re just being silly.  Have a good night.”

He bade her a good night as well, before he partially scrambled into his own tent.  He tried to ignore what his roommate had said, but for some reason he couldn’t keep it from his mind as he tried to get some sleep.  Thankfully, he was tired enough from the day’s activities that it didn’t keep him up too long, and soon he had succumbed to a much-needed rest.


Chapter 4

Despite the warnings given by Verne and Norde, nothing attacked them that night.  The next day, most of the students woke up cranky from either too little sleep or the early morning, because the caravan was up and ready to go just after the sun came up – which meant that everyone else had to get up, break down their tents, and then shove them into the back of the same wagon they had come from the night before.  Larek was glad to see that a handful of students volunteered to stow them away once the tent packs were brought to the wagon, so that he didn’t have to be the one to do it.  Very few of them appeared to have much more energy than the night before, but they seemed to understand that this was simply the way things were going to work; if they didn’t at least attempt to work for themselves, then they’d never get back to a comfortable Academy setting. 

A new attitude still didn’t mean that most of the students were capable of traveling far distances without collapsing in exhaustion by the end of the day.  Still, Larek was pleased to see that they lasted for at least another hour before they refused to go on; unfortunately, that also meant that they weren’t able to make it to Garventon that night, as had been predicted the day before.

“We had better be able to send at least a few of the students on an SIC Transportation Network carriage,” Nedira said later once they had pitched their tents and were gathered around eating dinner.  This time, they weren’t near fields but had camped in a forest clearing adjacent to the main road, reportedly 5 hours away from Garventon at their current speed.  “Otherwise, it’ll probably be the start of year two for most of those here.”

It was a bit of an exaggeration, but Larek knew that she wasn’t that far off.  Their slow speed was even starting to annoy him, because he wasn’t able to stretch his legs in their walk as much as he wanted, the shuffling pace uncomfortable. 

“We’ll be there tomorrow, at least,” Verne noted.  “We just have to get through tonight.”

“Now who’s inviting danger?” Larek asked with a smirk toward his roommate, who blanched when he realized what he had just said.

“No, no, I just meant that, uh, sleeping in a forest isn’t as comfortable for some people.”

The former Logger chuckled.  “Sure, sure.  Anyway, you’re not wrong; we should be keeping an eye out for anything tonight.  We’re far enough away from another city or town that it’s probably not as safe.  See?”  Larek waved toward the caravan guards, who were patrolling the perimeter of the camp.  “They know something could be out there.”

He didn’t want to scare the others, but he’d seen the behavior of the hired caravan guards on his way to Crystalview, and this was what they looked like when they were on edge.  Granted, it could also be because of what happened in Peratin, making them more cautious, so he could be wrong.  Either way, he didn’t think a Scission was suddenly going to open up in the middle of the tents or anything, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious.

Now that I’m thinking of that….

“I never really got a chance to ask, but did anyone seem to have an explanation for what happened a few nights ago with all of the Scissions?” Larek abruptly asked, looking at his roommate in particular.  The boy somehow seemed to know most of the rumors throughout the school, so it was a good bet that he had heard something.

He was wrong.

“No, not at all,” he said, shaking his head.  Norde shrugged as well, indicating that he had no other information, but Nedira spoke up.

“I, uh, well, accidentally overheard the Dean speaking with some of the other Professors behind closed doors,” she admitted with a soft voice, just barely loud enough that even Larek barely heard her over the conversations coming from the other students.  “While they didn’t have a specific explanation, they talked about the increase in Scissions and their ballooning Category strengths all over the north – and not anywhere else.  There was even a report that a village somewhere was overrun, despite the fact that they didn’t have enough people nearby to draw the attention of a Scission.”

A chill shot through him at the mention of a village.  “It wasn’t Rushwood Village, was it?”

She cocked her head to the side as she thought about it, before shaking her head.  “No, that doesn’t sound familiar.  I can’t remember the exact name, but it had something like ‘Hart’ in the name.”  Larek breathed a sigh of relief; not for the village itself, but because his family was located so near to the village.  “Anyway, the general consensus was that something is beginning to upset the natural process of the Scissions, but none of them seemed to know how or why.  I don’t believe that there is a general panic in the northern cities yet, but the fact that multiple Scissions opened up inside of a city is making the Nobles in charge more than a bit nervous.”

“Anything else?” Verne asked.

She shook her head again.  “No, that’s all I heard.  They were quite tight-lipped about the entire thing in public, so I was lucky to overhear even that much.”

Unfortunately, Larek didn’t know as much about Scissions and their origins as he would’ve liked; in fact, the only thing that had been taught in his classes was what to expect from them, as well as information about different Categories’ strengths and gestation periods.  As such, his lack of knowledge about them gave him no clue about why they were acting so strangely.  The most he found out about them was when Nedira told him about something called “The Transition,” during which the giant people that had enslaved the people of the Kingdom disappeared and then the Scissions began to show up.  He still wasn’t exactly clear about what this Transition thing was that apparently happened a long time ago, but perhaps he could ask Nedira more about it during their journey to the other Academy.

He didn’t really have any chance to ask her about it at the moment, because it appeared as though it was time for everyone to head to bed.  The conversation quickly died down as students found their sleeping mats in their tents, where many of them fell asleep swiftly after yet another grueling day of walking.  For Larek, he had difficulty getting rest immediately as multiple thoughts raged around his mind, from the strangeness of the Scissions to what awaited him at Copperleaf Academy.  This was the first time since they had left Peratin that he’d had the opportunity to really contemplate his future, and he spent at least an hour or more wondering if he would be able to find another Professor that would be willing to teach him like Fusionist Annika. 

That, of course, led him to thinking about the tragic death of the diminutive Professor, and wondering if he could’ve prevented it from happening.  Broken memories of that night swarmed through his mind’s eye, as he attempted to put together a timeline of events after he had somehow tapped into a portion of himself to initiate a Battle Art.  Thoughts of the Stama-focused ability then caused him to look at his Status, something that he hadn’t checked since just after he had woken up in that Noble’s house back in Peratin.

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

Level 12

Advancement Points (AP) : 1/13

Available AP to Distribute: 40

Stama: 200/200

Mana: 760/760

Strength: 30 (+)

Body: 20 (+)

Agility: 30 (+)

Intellect: 40 [76] (+)

Acuity: 104 [198] (+)

Pneuma: 104 [198] (+)

Pattern Cohesion: 1,980/1,980

Mage Abilities:

Spell – Fireball

Spell – Ice Spike

Spell – Stone Fist

Spell – Minor Mending

Spell – Repelling Gust

Fusion – Acuity Boost

Fusion – Area Chill

Fusion – Healing Surge +1

Fusion – Healing Surge +3

Fusion – Healing Surge +5

Fusion – Illuminate Iron

Fusion – Illuminate Steel

Fusion – Illuminate Stone

Fusion – Illuminate Wood

Fusion – Intellect Boost

Fusion – Pneuma Boost

Fusion – Sharpen Iron Edge

Fusion – Sharpen Steel Edge

Fusion – Sharpen Stone Edge

Fusion – Sharpen Wood Edge

Fusion – Strengthen Iron

Fusion – Strengthen Steel

Fusion – Strengthen Stone

Fusion – Strengthen Wood

Martial Abilities:

Battle Art – Furious Rampage

Mage Skills:

Spellcasting Focus Level 9

Pattern Recognition Level 9

Magical Detection Level 11

Fusion Level 20

Pattern Formation Level 20

Mana Control Level 20

Martial Skills:

Throwing Level 4

Dodge Level 5

Body Regeneration Level 7

Pain Management Level 9

General Skills:

Cooking Level 1

Bargaining Level 1

Speaking Level 7

Reading Level 8

Beast Control Level 9

Leadership Level 9

Writing Level 10

Long-Distance Running Level 10

Saw Handling Level 15

Listening Level 40

Axe Handling Level 80

He had forgotten how lengthy it was, but from what he could tell, nothing much had changed since a few days before.  Even with all of the activity in journeying south, away from the city of Peratin, there hadn’t been any Skill Level-ups, nor did he learn any new abilities.  He noticed that he still had 40 AP to distribute to his stats, but he continued holding off until he could determine where they might be best spent.  He had some thoughts about that, of course.

Now that he had a Battle Art that used Stama, Furious Rampage, in addition to his Body Regeneration Skill using the resource, there was a temptation to increase his total Stama in case he discovered any others.  The issue with that was that he had no idea how to activate the one he did have, as his use of it before had been entirely instinctual and his recollection of how it worked was fractured or blurry in his memories.

I need someone to teach me how they are supposed to work.  Perhaps one of the Martials that came with us?

The problem with that was he’d probably have to admit that he had an Art and that he had Martial stats, which was the last thing he wanted to do right now.  He was aware that such a secret wouldn’t stay a secret forever, but he wanted to see if he could discover if there were any like him first.  That way he would know if there was a danger in revealing his abnormal nature.

He also thought about increasing his Mage stats, as he used them for creating Fusions, but did he really need any more at the moment?  With the stat boosts from the Fusions on his armlets and anklets, he seemed to be doing fine, and while a higher maximum Mana might be useful to complete Fusions faster, he wasn’t planning on creating anything really Mana-intensive while they were on the road.  His process would likely draw too much attention if it were a powerful Fusion, while he might be able to get away with relatively lower-Magnitude ones.

Distracted by thoughts of Fusions, he ignored his Status and the available AP that he could spend as he considered asking Nedira to demonstrate some of the other spells she could cast as a Naturalist.  He thought that he might be able to devise another Fusion or two by applying the concepts behind them, though he couldn’t be sure about that until he saw them. 

With so much on his mind, running around in loops, it was no surprise that he was still awake when a shout erupted from the eastern side of the camp.


Chapter 5

Given that the eastern side of the camp was facing the deeper part of the forest rather than toward the road, the fact that something alerted the caravan guard on watch from that direction wasn’t a surprise. That didn’t make the sudden presence of an enemy at the perimeter any easier for Larek as he quickly jumped out of his tent and off the sleeping mat, grabbing his axe at the same time.

It had better not be Night Wolves again.  He shuddered as he thought about how much damage a pack of the large, black-furred monsters could do among the relatively helpless first-year students who were just now being woken up in a panic.  At least, most of them were waking up; he couldn’t help but notice that some of them were still asleep despite the shouts and commotion happening around them. 

Larek ignored them as he raced through the haphazard setup of tents in the camp, thinking that it would probably be better if they were a little more organized rather than being pitched any which way.  In less than 20 seconds after the first shout, he made it to the spot where all the action was, only to find the guard who had been on watch falling to the ground with a spear through his stomach, surrounded by small children.

What the—?

It only took him a second to realize that they weren’t children, but short, 3-foot-tall figures with rubbery-looking green-and-brown mottled skin, wearing what appeared to be cloth rags covering their torsos and hips.  Their long, pointed ears stuck out horizontally from their heads and curled a little toward the tips, and their solid black eyes were at least three times larger than his own, with just a hint of intelligence within them.  None of them wore any footwear on their oversized, clawed feet, nor did they have any sort of protection on their heads or on their bodies other than the cloth rags.  What they all did have, however, was a 4-foot-long wooden spear with a crudely sharpened stone blade tied to the end of it, which was obviously deadly enough to inflict some serious damage to those unprepared for it – as could be attested to by the guard that just went down with the tip of one lodged in his stomach.

Overall, the strange creatures didn’t appear very threatening, and their gangly arms and legs didn’t appear to be holding much strength.  The problem was that what they lacked in individual strength, they made up for with numbers.

By the light of the only fire in the camp, which was partially blocked by some of the wagons, Larek could see dozens, if not hundreds of glints in the darkness that was the fire’s light reflecting off the monsters’ large black eyes.

This isn’t good.

“They’re Bog Goblins, Larek!  Weak, but numerous!” he heard someone shout from behind him, and he immediately recognized his roommate’s voice.  At the name, Bog Goblins, Larek immediately recalled learning about them in his Monster Knowledge and The Dangers of Scissions classes, as they were one of the most common, and relatively weaker, monsters that showed up during a Category 1 Scission.  He couldn’t remember much about them in the split-second that he recalled what he had been taught, other than they were, as Verne had said, weak.  The only other thing he remembered about them was that they rarely appeared in numbers more than 30, but he was fairly certain there had to be at least 3 or even 4 times that many just in what he could see.

As if the collapse of the guard was all that was holding the Bog Goblins back from advancing further into the camp, the monsters immediately left the poor defender on the ground as they streamed toward tents housing the first-years.  They also, unfortunately, heard Larek’s roommate shouting, which painted a target on the young boy that he didn’t need.

Oh, no you don’t.

Intercepting the first few Goblins that tried to pass by him on their track to get to Verne, he swung out with his axe, his long arms and extra reach of the tool allowing him to strike all three that he targeted.  The extra-sharp blade of the axe passed through the necks of all three of the monsters, practically popping their heads off their shoulders; a brief fountain of dark blood spurted out from the open necks of their bodies as they continued running a few steps before collapsing on the ground.

Larek nearly threw up at the display of gore, but he managed to hold it in.  This was the first time he had killed something that was humanoid in appearance, and it disturbed him more than he thought it would, especially with how easy it was.  Logically, he knew that it was a monster, one that was preparing to kill everyone in the camp, but he couldn’t help but reflect on his first sight of them and thinking that they were children.

The thought didn’t sit well with him, but he didn’t have a chance to contemplate it any more than that as his attack switched the attention of the Bog Goblins off of his roommate and onto him.  It wasn’t exactly ideal, but at least he could prevent them from going after the other first-years.

As they swarmed around him, Larek was quickly surrounded by over a dozen of the little monsters, who began to stab at him with their stone-tipped spears.  His reach was thankfully long enough to slip past and kill a few of them when they attacked, but there were just too many of them.  He was able to dodge a few of the spears, which gained him another Level in his Dodge Skill, but others managed to slip through and shallowly pierce his skin.

Dodge has reached Level 6!

As they retracted their spears, he immediately triggered the Healing Surge Fusion on his anklet, and a small shock ran through him as the minor wounds healed.  He made sure to deactivate the Fusion after only a few seconds, as he didn’t want his natural regeneration to start eating him from the inside out.

Larek killed a few more of the Goblins before he started taking even more damage, and he saw the rest of the monsters begin streaming past him out of his peripheral vision, heading for the first-years’ tents.  Before he could try to break away from the surrounding Goblins and stop them, he was reinforced by the other caravan guards that ran up, some of them appearing to have just woken up.  Better than that, however, was the arrival of Rheina, the quick Martial graduate with her twin knives.

She began tearing through the Goblins with a speed and deadliness that couldn’t be matched by either the guards or Larek.  With deft moves, she slipped around spears that were stabbed in her direction, slitting the throats of those that attempted to hurt her, before moving on to the next. She did just enough damage to them with her weapons to incapacitate them with open necks, but she didn’t have the same sort of power or sharp blade as Larek did when he lopped their heads off completely. 

Distracted by watching her fight, Larek was stabbed another half-dozen times, his robe and overalls doing absolutely nothing to stop the attacks.  Fortunately, none of them were too deep; they were largely superficial, though they certainly hurt enough that he didn’t want to suffer more strikes.  With a furious roar, he spun around himself, angling his axe blade in such a way that it didn’t hit the Bog Goblins themselves, but instead targeted the spears they wielded.  His tool easily cut through the shafts and even the stone blades of the Goblins’ weapons, leaving them holding what essentially amounted to useless sticks.

Axe Handling has reached Level 81!

Deprived of their weapons, the monsters seemed to turn suicidal as they charged toward Larek.  What they intended to do, he wasn’t sure, but he didn’t give them a chance; as soon as they were in range, he spun around again with his axe extended, cutting through Goblin bodies with very little resistance, leaving them bisected or missing limbs once he was done.  One of them managed to sneak through and attempted to jump on him, but Larek quickly punted the green-skinned Goblin away, and it disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

With a temporary reprieve from the constant attacks, he looked around to see that the other Martial, Crester, had arrived and was currently surrounded by dozens of Goblins.  A strange light seemed to emanate from his shield, and Larek thought he felt some sort of pull toward the armored man, but it was easy enough for him to ignore.  As for the other caravan guards, they were holding their own, but were being pushed back by pure numbers, and even as he watched, one of them disappeared under the flood of green bodies. 

Looking back toward Rheina, he saw she was having trouble of her own. He saw her slowing down a little as she was inflicted with a few minor injuries as she was surrounded, and he saw a few slits in her leather armor that weren’t there before.  A flash of light coming from one of her knives seemed to push back a half-dozen of the Goblins, giving her some room to maneuver, but she was quickly surrounded again.

A fireball suddenly appeared from the middle of the camp, followed by another one, descending upon the clustered monsters.  When they impacted the Goblins, one of them exploded and engulfed a half-dozen of the green-skinned menaces, while the other simply charred its target and lit it on fire – which quickly spread to the clothing of the nearby Goblins.  A second later, a dozen Goblins were suddenly ensnared by thorn-covered vines that seemed to appear out of nowhere, the sharp points of the thorns digging into their skin and causing additional damage.

Good, it looks like Nedira is involved.  I’m guessing that one of the fireballs came from Rendle—

A sudden shout that was enhanced by some sort of spell came from the camp, and he recognized the voice of the Naturalist he was just thinking about.  “Everyone, close your eyes and look away from me!”

Larek, stupidly, continued to stare toward the center of the camp, even as he was stabbed in the butt by a Goblin spear when he wasn’t paying attention.  As a result, he received a face full of literally blinding light, and he felt his vision go completely white before abruptly turning black without a hint of color. 

Oh, crud.  Blinded by my own Fusion!

The Illuminate Wood Staff Fusion that Larek had put on Nedira’s staff was on full display, searing through the eyes of anyone who had been looking in her direction.  Shouts of pain echoed throughout the camp, and unfortunately it wasn’t just the gurgling screams of the Bog Goblins.

I sure hope Nedira’s blinding light was worth it.


Chapter 6

Larek reached back and yanked the spear out of his butt cheek, before triggering his healing Fusion again.  At this rate, my body’s going to be exhausted later.  Putting off those concerns until later, he was thankful that his vision quickly came back over the next few seconds, only belatedly realizing that he was still facing toward where the blinding light had come from.  Fortunately for him, Nedira seemed to have deactivated the bright Fusion, so he wasn’t blinded again; that would’ve been a pain, as the more he used Healing Surge, the more he would pay for it later. 

With his sight back and the wound on his back side all closed up, Larek looked around in stark astonishment.  The screaming had stopped for the most part, but every single Bog Goblin in sight was writhing on the ground with their hands in front of their oversized eyes.  Dropped spears were lying where they had fallen after the monsters had been blinded, all thoughts of attacking the camp forgotten as the pain and disorientation at the sudden lack of sight affected all of them.

“I’m blind!”

“I can’t see!”

“—did you do?!”

“What—”

Unfortunately, as he had heard earlier, it wasn’t just the Bog Goblins that had been affected, as he heard the exclamations and panicked questions of at least a dozen or more students.  Worse than that, Larek thought he heard at least one of the caravan guards loudly complaining about being blind, as well as both Martial graduates.

“Nedira!  Heal the guards and I’ll get Crester and Rheina!” Larek shouted loudly, easily overheard over the minor screams, shouts, and complaints of the Goblins and students.  Quickly bending down, he slipped the wooden anklet off his leg, bending the wood just enough to slip off his body, as he rushed toward where he saw the bedraggled-looking Martial in her cut-up fighting leathers. 

A tear of blood ran from one of her eyes as he approached, and he could tell from their glazed look that she was completely blind.  He wasn’t sure if the Body Regeneration Skill would eventually heal her eyes over time, though he assumed it would, but he needed her up and moving as soon as possible.

Rheina was crouched in a defensive stance, her knives held out in front of her and her head twitching left and right as she used her other senses to detect the world around her.  While she didn’t appear physically nervous, Larek could sense that she was beginning to lose whatever determination she was holding onto as she made random swipes and stabs towards nothing around her.

“Rheina—” he started to say once he was close enough, which caused her to twitch toward him and threaten him with her weapons.  “Whoa!  Hold on, I’m here to heal you.  Don’t stab me.”

“Who—what? Don’t come any closer!” she shouted, swinging her knives wildly in his direction.

“Do you want to stay blind?  I can leave you that way if you wish—”

“No!  Don’t go,” she said as Larek started to walk away.  “Please…”

“Not a problem.  I just need you to hold something, and you’ll be fine.  Again, watch where you’re pointing those knives.”

He cautiously walked over a few Goblins jerking around in their blindness as he arrived next to the blinded woman.  At any moment, he expected her to jerk toward him and stab him in the chest, but she managed to restrain herself.  As soon as he was close enough, he pressed the edge of the wooden anklet up against her hand.  “I need you to hold this.  Don’t worry, you can keep your other knife out if you want.”

With shaking hands, Rheina slipped the knife in her left hand into a sheath on her hip, the movement so natural that she didn’t need sight in order to do it.  Once her hand was free, she brought it back up and he pressed the accessory into her palm and activated the Healing Surge +3 Fusion on it. 

The woman sucked in her breath as the healing energy flowed through her body, and she twitched a few times as the wounds she had suffered obviously healed themselves.  It didn’t take more than a few seconds before her eyes began to clear up, and he saw her sag in relief – up until she looked up at Larek in all of his 7-foot-tall height and stepped back in surprise.  “You!”

“Uh, yes, it’s me?”

Looking down at her hand without saying anything else, she saw the wooden anklet she was holding and asked, “What?  I thought you were going to use a spell.”  The Fusion was still activated, but he wasn’t as worried about her holding it for a little longer as he would be with a Mage.

He shook his head.  “No, it’s a Fusion.  Anyway, we need to heal your comrade over there, before he hurts himself or someone else,” he replied, pointing toward the armored Martial who seemed to be striking out randomly with his strange weapon at whatever he heard around him.  Unfortunately, he was getting rather close to one of the students’ tents, and Larek wasn’t sure if there was a student inside.

“Crester!  Stop that!  We’re coming to heal you,” Rheina immediately shouted, racing through the collapsed forms all over the ground.  At her words, the other graduate stopped his frantic attacks and stood there in a defensive posture, his shield out in front of him and his weapon out to the side and ready to hit someone.

“It works best if he is holding it against his skin!” Larek shouted after her, and he saw her nod as she arrived next to the armored Martial.  With a quick motion at something she said that Larek couldn’t hear as he navigated his way over, he slipped the shield off his left arm and swung it over his head to attach to and rest on something connected to his back, leaving his left hand free.  A moment later, he was holding the wooden anklet, and Larek saw him twitch once, before his eyes began to heal themselves of their blindness. 

“Incredible!  Is this like one of those stone squares the instructors were using after the battle against those Scissions a few days ago?” 

Larek nearly missed a step at his words, as he remembered the Dean saying something about him getting rid of the remaining Healing Surge Fusions that Larek had created on the stone slabs by giving them to Fort Hilltower.  He supposed it made sense that the Martial graduates would know of them, even if they hadn’t used them before.

“Uh, yes, but we don’t have time for that right now.  What are you going to do with all of these Goblins?” he asked, taking their attention away from the Fusion on the wooden accessory as he walked up to the pair of Martials and grabbed the anklet from Crester’s hand.  “I need this to help heal the other students that were also blinded,” he said, not missing the disappointed look that the armored individual gave him when he took the accessory back.

“Speaking of that, we need to have a talk about what happened… but I guess you’re right, it can wait until later,” Rheina said, looking around.  As if it was her first time seeing the Bog Goblins on the ground, she shook her head.  “I can’t believe how powerful that light was.  Look what it did to them.  How—”

“They’re particularly sensitive to light,” came a voice that Larek immediately recognized that was coming from behind Crester.  They all turned toward Verne as he carefully made his way around the writhing forms on the ground.  “Being blinded like that caused them tremendous damage, not only to their sight but also to their minds.  They are essentially helpless now,” he said, while at the same time gently kicking one of the Goblins near him in the leg.  The monster barely even responded other than a small twitch in reaction to the kick.

Larek was tempted to warn the boy away from a potentially harmful monster, but then he realized that his roommate was correct.  None of the Goblins had gotten up or really done anything of note after being blinded.  They were, as he had said, helpless, which made the next act by the caravan guards and the Martials hard to stomach.

With brutal efficiency, they slaughtered the Bog Goblins to the last monster.  Larek couldn’t bring himself to participate, so he spent the next half-hour checking in with all of the students and healing them of their blindness along with Nedira, Verne, and Norde (who all had access to the Healing Surge Fusion in one way or another), making sure not to let those they helped hold onto the activated Fusion for more than a few seconds.  From what he understood, it was the massive wounds that required nearly a minute of healing during the Scission attack at the Academy which caused the temporary comas, but relatively small and brief healing like this was perfectly fine.

“Nice job with the blinding light, Nedira,” Larek said later when the camp had settled down a little.  He doubted many would be getting back to sleep, but for now they seemed to be safe; luckily, even the guards that had fallen during the attack weren’t killed, only severely injured, so they still had a relatively full complement of defenders if such an attack were to happen again that night.  He was worried that they might fall into comas as well after such healing, but other than a vast weariness that dragged them down, they seemed to be fine.  It probably helped that Larek oversaw their healing and didn’t let the Fusion push them too far.  In fact, he kept expecting at least the two Martial graduates to come over and ask more questions about the Fusion that was used to heal them, but they thankfully stayed away.

“Well, when Verne mentioned their light sensitivity, it was almost like an epiphany went off in my mind, and I knew what I had to do,” she replied, nodding toward Larek’s roommate. 

“Then good thinking, both of you,” he said to both of them, who appeared to sit up a little straighter as they sat around their tents.  Larek had to admit that it was good thinking, especially when he considered what he had done: essentially put himself in danger without thinking.  He hadn’t even done all that much other than temporarily stop the Goblins from advancing on the tents. 

When did I get so reckless?  I don’t even want to fight monsters.

While he didn’t want to fight monsters, that wasn’t his motivation.  Instead, it was the people he was helping to defend; he didn’t necessarily know or particularly care about the other students, other than those that he knew personally, such as the ones sitting around him right now, but they were also children who couldn’t defend themselves.  Also, unlike most of the Kingdom’s population that he had interacted with in one way or another, they seemed to be over (or mostly over) their hatred or fear of him, which made him feel a little more protective of them than he ever considered he would. 

Well, all but Rendle, at least.

A little later that night, practically morning, despite his predictions that no one else would be getting any sleep that night, Larek finally got the rest that he was desperately chasing only a few hours before.

When he was woken up in the morning, his body dragged and he felt inordinately tired.  I guess it would’ve been better to simply stay up all night.

Regardless of his body’s complaints, he got up with the rest of the caravan as they made ready for the last push toward Garventon.


Chapter 7

The town of Garventon reminded Larek of Barrowford, except that it was missing a river running alongside it.  It was more that the size of the town reminded him of the one where he had seen his first Scission, as the height of the walls and the number of buildings inside were familiar. 

Other than those similarities, his first sight of Garventon was much different than when he first encountered Barrowford.  For one, it was located just past the forest that they were passing through over the last few hours, instead of down past a rise in the landscape that had afforded him a look at that old town from a distance.  It also didn’t have a Scission that suddenly appeared as they approached, so that was certainly different. 

The main thing that set the town apart from Barrowford or any other town he’d visited was the fact that they arrived after a Scission had attacked the town, leaving hundreds – if not thousands – of monster corpses scattered along the ground, surrounding the entire length of the walls.  It didn’t take long for Larek and the others within the caravan to discover that the monster corpses appeared very similar to what they had encountered the night before.

“I don’t understand what is going on here,” Nedira said as they passed by Bog Goblin corpses that had been burnt, sliced apart, or even had arrows sticking out of them from multiple places.  Each one they saw was dressed identically with ragged clothing, and fallen wooden spears with chiseled stone tips attached to them were lying by their sides.  The only difference between what had attacked their camp and what they saw here was the quantity; while a count after they were all dead and their bodies were dragged away from the camp revealed that there were just under 150 that attacked the caravan, Larek estimated that there were at least two thousand located around the town.  In the light of day, it was almost sickening how many there were, as the SIC defenders of the town had absolutely slaughtered them.

Given that the Bog Goblins couldn’t easily scale the walls in order to get to those attacking them from up above, this wasn’t really a surprise.

“Let’s wait until we get inside and see if we can find out what happened,” Larek suggested, both curious and worried over this development.  Looking around the battlefield, he could see teams of people starting to remove the bodies of the Goblins into a large pile, where he assumed they would be burned, but he was fairly certain it was going to take them more than a day to move all the corpses. 

There are just so many!

Arriving through the gates of Garventon, he looked up at the SIC defenders on the wall, whose faces appeared just as sickened as Larek felt after seeing the carnage outside, coupled with exhaustion.  He figured that if they were stuck on the wall all night and through the better part of the day after the attack, then they’d likely be dragging by this point.

“What are you all doing here?  What are a bunch of students doing traveling with a caravan?”

Larek looked for the source of the voice, finding it in a woman with reddish-silver hair that appeared very similar in general appearance to Nedira and Norde, if much older.  She was even dressed in a forest-green robe that indicated that she was likely some sort of Naturalist Specialization, if not something similar to Nedira’s own Specialization. 

“Huh.  Didn’t know anyone else from Tyrendel was here,” the fourth-year Mage stated curiously, looking at the woman who was addressing the caravan leader. The two Martial graduates quickly joined the merchant, but they were too far away from Larek for him to hear what was being said.

Turning to Nedira, he asked, “Is that where you’re from?  I realized that I never actually asked you.”

She nodded.  “Yes, and it isn’t very often that those from my land venture here, so it’s a bit of a surprise to see whoever this is.  She’s part of the SIC, which is also a rarity among those who come here to study.”

Looking at the woman again, he saw some subtle colors in her wardrobe that didn’t match with her forest-green robe, which he assumed were the colors of a Noble, along with the SIC patch on her chest.  He didn’t know which Noble oversaw the area, something he realized he should probably learn at some point; all he knew was that they weren’t the Baron’s colors that he was familiar with near his home in Rushwood.

Larek and Nedira moved closer to the woman and the two Martial graduates, followed by Verne and Norde, and eventually the former Logger was close enough to overhear what was being said.

“…attacked by the same Bog Goblins?  That must have been near where they originated, then, because they all suddenly streamed out from the forest a few hours before dawn.  Did you feel a Scission open near you?  No?  We didn’t, either, which makes this entire thing so bizarre.  What was even more strange was that we didn’t see anything stronger, which is unheard of even with Category 1s.

“Does anyone in your group need any healing?  We have a few good healers here, so we can help any that might have been seriously hurt.  No?  Are you telling me you killed more than a hundred Bog Goblins without any injury?”

Rheina responded, though Larek couldn’t make out what she said other than seeing her shake her head.  The expression on the SIC woman’s face look skeptical, but was quickly erased as she resumed her conversation with the two Martials.

Piecing together what he heard, it seemed as though both the Goblins that attacked the camp and those which attacked the town of Garventon showed up out of nowhere, or at least out of the range wherein someone could detect a Scission appearing.

“That’s worse than if a Scission opens in the middle of a town,” Norde said in a whisper when Larek told the others what his Listening Skill relayed to him.

“What?  Why?  I would think it would be preferable to keep the monsters away from the towns.”

Nedira’s brother shook his head.  “No, because then the people in the town – and especially the members of the SIC – won’t know to expect an attack and won’t be able to prepare.  In addition, you’ll run into the situation we were in last night, where the monsters can roam around and attack anything, threatening travelers, caravans, or farms.”

A brief flash of worry for his family shot through Larek’s mind at the thought of some monsters randomly attacking his old home, but he quickly dismissed it rather than dwell on something he couldn’t change.  As much as he wanted to abandon everything here and rush home to protect them, there wasn’t really much he could do against even a small horde of monsters if they wished to attack.  All he could hope was that they were far enough north and away from most towns and cities to be ignored. 

He turned his attention back to the ongoing conversation being held between the woman and the Martials that had accompanied the caravan.

“…Network?  Yes, we have a few carriages due through here tomorrow morning, but with all this craziness in monster attacks going on, who knows if they’ll even show up?  You’re welcome to stay in the SIC Headquarters until then, but if they don’t show up by the afternoon, we’ll have to send you on.  We don’t have enough supplies to keep everyone you brought with you fed for too long,” the woman said, looking out over the crowd of students, her eyes focusing on Larek for a moment, before dropping to his companions.  A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she looked at Nedira, before turning back to the pair of Martial graduates, and she gave them directions to where they could stay for the night.  As for the caravan, they had disappeared into what appeared to be an inn near the gates they had passed through to get into the town, not even bothering to check on the students’ wellbeing.

“We could certainly use some help with cleanup outside of the walls if anyone wants to volunteer, but I would understand if you don’t after the night that you’ve undoubtedly had,” the woman in charge added.  “I also want to hear more about this healing you mentioned, but not right now; there’s much to be done and little time in which to do it.”

Larek doubted that anyone would want to help right now; he certainly didn’t, as just the memory of all those bodies was still making him squirm a little on the inside.  As for speaking about the healing Fusion, he could only hope that she stayed busy enough not to dig into it further; with how the Dean had reacted to it and the comas it had caused, he really didn’t want the healing Fusion’s presence to be actively known.  He knew that it wouldn’t be a secret forever, but he’d appreciate being a little further away from the Dean and Crystalview Academy before Larek being the source of the Fusion became known.

As the student Mages followed the Martials as they advanced further into the town, they passed by the woman who just looked at them with a sad expression on her face.  When Nedira and Norde passed by, she looked at them and said something in a language that Larek didn’t understand in the least.  The four of them stopped as Nedira responded in the same language, and the two of them conversed for a few minutes before the fourth-year turned to the others.

“Gharina’s the one in charge of the SIC members here for Earl Harken,” she explained, glancing at the woman who was already moving away after her conversation with Nedira.  Larek saw her giving orders to some of the other SIC defenders on the wall, as well as what appeared to be volunteer crews that were just about to head out to help with the cleanup.  “She’s also sorry that she won’t be able to spare any of her people to help escort us south, as she needs everyone here in case something like this happens again.  Luckily, if the SIC Transportation Network carriages show up tomorrow morning to drop off some supplies, she thinks that they might be empty enough to take most, if not all, of us.”  She paused for a moment.  “She also said that we can use some of the reserved rooms on the top floor tonight, as they are a little nicer than the others in the SIC headquarters building.”

“Ha, that’s not what she said,” Norde cut in.  “She said that if you’ve tamed a Gergasi, then—”

“Not now, Norde!” she admonished her brother.  “Just ignore him, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”  For some reason, Larek thought she appeared flustered.

“Fine with me,” Larek responded, shrugging.  “I just want to get away from the walls, as I can’t stop thinking about what we saw out there.”

“Me too,” Verne said, the first time he had spoken since they arrived.  Larek looked over at him and saw that his usual upbeat attitude was inordinately subdued, which he supposed was due to the sight outside the walls, as well.

“Let’s get settled into the headquarters building, get some food, and then get some much-needed sleep.  Come morning, hopefully we’ll have a new ride and be able to leave this hectic journey behind us.”


Chapter 8

Despite their age, some of the less squeamish students reluctantly volunteered to help clean up the mess outside the walls of Garventon that afternoon and into the evening, but Larek and his friends had absolutely no desire to go out there.  Not that they were completely opposed to helping, but by the time they arrived at the SIC building and had gotten something to eat, the lack of really restful sleep from the night before hit them and they went to bed in the relatively comfortable beds found at the top of the structure.  For the others, it was quite pleasant, but since the beds were made for smaller people, it wasn’t any better for Larek than his own back at the Academy. 

When he woke up before dawn the next morning, having gone to bed early in the evening, he felt so much better and well-rested.  The same couldn’t be said for the others once he roused them to get up, mainly because none of them were morning people, but they were also cognizant that they needed to be up and alert for when the SIC Transportation Network carriages arrived.  Because if they weren’t, then they would have to continue on with the caravan, something that he’d prefer to avoid if at all possible. 

“They left last night just before we sealed the gates for the evening.”

“What?  But they were supposed to bring us at least to the capital—”

The owner of the inn, which they had visited shortly after the town began to wake up and they had gotten breakfast from the SIC building, shrugged.  “I don’t know what to tell you.  All I know is that they mentioned something about being saddled with children that brought trouble down on them, before they left in a hurry.”

Nedira, as the ranking Mage student among the group, had wanted to ensure that they still had a place within the caravan that morning in case the Network carriages didn’t show up, but that obviously hadn’t worked out so well.  As they left the empty inn, Larek saw the worry she now experienced showing on her face. 

“That’s not good, is it?”

She shook her head, but as she opened her mouth to reply, she stopped as she heard shouting toward the town’s southern gate.  It was still quite early, as the sun had just recently peeked over the horizon, so for there to be such a commotion at that time of day was likely a bit unusual.  Larek gripped the haft of his axe a little tighter as he pictured another attack by monsters, as he couldn’t rely on the feeling of a Scission opening up nearby to warn them all.

Thankfully, it wasn’t an attack of any kind.

“It’s the Network!” Nedira shouted, pointing with her staff toward the gates, where Larek could see something huge coming through.  He stumbled in his stride a little when he looked in that direction, as he was greeted by something he could barely comprehend.

Based on the quick description of the Transportation Network he had been given, Larek had expected some sort of large wagon pulled by a team of horses; in essence, nothing he hadn’t seen before, except on a bigger scale.  Instead, the “carriage” that he had pictured to be simply larger than the caravan wagon looked more like a house on wheels.  He estimated that it was approximately 60 feet in length, 20 feet in height, and at least a dozen feet wide.  It appeared to be made of wide-but-thin steel strips connected to Rushwood planks, giving it both strength and durability, and it rested on 4 different steel axles, giving it a total of 8 thick, wooden wheels covered in more thin steel strips that allowed it to travel with great stability. 

Even from a distance, he could sense that the wheels and axles had Fusions on them, though he wasn’t close enough to see what they were quite yet.  Based on the sheer size and weight of the entire vehicle, he could only assume that they were wood and steel Strengthen Fusions, but he’d have to be closer to say for sure.  There was a possibility that parts of the rest of the entire structure had Fusions on them, but he couldn’t see or sense them from his current distance.

What made him stumble a little wasn’t the size of the carriage, but what was pulling the 8-wheeled vehicle.  Rather than a team of horses or mules, there was only a single beast pulling the extremely heavy carriage.

“W-What is that?” he asked, the appearance of the monstrous-looking creature causing Larek to stutter.

“What is what?  The Cannik? Oh, that’s right, you probably haven’t seen one before,” Verne answered from his side.  “Canniks are normally gentle beasts that have been tamed by many people around the world; their enormous strength is utilized for many different purposes, the least of which is pulling the Network’s carriages.  Don’t worry, they don’t bite – unless you try to hurt the driver to which it’s bonded.  In that case, it’ll probably rip you apart.”

Larek could well believe that, as the giant, brown-haired, 15-foot-tall wolf-like beast had sharply pointed teeth that were as big as his arm.  It had a tongue lolling out of its mouth as it quickly plodded along the street leading further into the town, and it looked around in curiosity as it moved, as if this was the first time it had been there and it was trying to drink it all in.  The harness that was attached to its upper body strained against the multitude of leads that led back to the carriage, but the Cannik didn’t even seem to notice it.  Bulging muscles along its fore and back legs pulsed as it moved along, the weight of the heavy vehicle obviously of no consequence.

“Are those used to fight monsters, too?” Larek asked, still shocked at what he was seeing.  He could well imagine how useful even a single Cannik would’ve been if it had been nearby at Crystalview Academy; the attacking wolves, bears, and Treedin would’ve been torn apart.

Verne shook his head.  “No, they’re rather gentle, like I said.  If the person it was bonded to were directly attacked during the defense against a Scission, then the Cannik would do everything they could to defend that person, but it wouldn’t seek out monsters even if it were ordered.  From what I understand, it had been tried in the past, but the attempts were abandoned as it was too dangerous; if the bonded person were to die during a defense, the Cannik would go berserk, attacking anything and anyone nearby.  Needless to say, it was too much of a risk, so they’re utilized for other purposes now.”

Larek just stared at the giant wolf with amazement and a little tingle of fear, given that he’d fought against wolves before.  The more he looked at the beast, the more he began to lose that fear. When he saw it turn into the center of the town where there was more room for it and got a better look, he realized it appeared more like a big, fluffy dog rather than a deadly wolf.  Its jawline wasn’t as pronounced as he would expect with a wolf, and its paws – while large – didn’t have sharp claws that seemed capable of tearing through a person with a single swipe.

That’s not so bad, I guess.  I wonder if I could bond with a Cannik one day?  How does that even work?

Thoughts of having a large friend of his own were interrupted when he noticed that the Network carriage wasn’t alone.  Behind it were two other Canniks pulling vehicles, their appearance very similar to the first but subtly different in coloring.  When they finally pulled all the way into the town center, they practically filled it up entirely, like a miniature village coming to visit its bigger cousin. 

As soon as they stopped, the Canniks lay down where they were, their length stretching out for dozens of feet.  Larek saw the drivers jump down from the front of the carriages and quickly pull out what appeared to be huge chunks of meat from a satchel on their sides, before approaching the front of the beasts.  With a few casual tosses, the meat disappeared within the teeth-filled caverns that the Canniks opened in their mouths, their stubby tails wagging so quickly that Larek could practically feel the air moving even from 100 feet away.  The drivers then reached up to scratch behind the ears of their bonded Canniks, who all seemed to close their eyes in pleasure, which made Larek chuckle a little at the display. 

Just like a dog, alright.

His attention was pulled away from the sight as dozens of people began to stream toward the carriages from around the town, appearing seemingly from nowhere, and at first Larek was worried they were going to attack the newcomers for some reason.  The reason for their presence was quickly revealed as they arrived at the back of each carriage and started to unload large barrels, crates, and bags of what appeared to be supplies for the town and the SIC, all of it being moved to a few different storage facilities that were out of sight.

“Look, there’s Gharina talking to someone from the Network,” Nedira said, pulling Larek’s attention away again, his curiosity toward everything going on causing him to focus on each element of the arrival one at a time.  “It looks like Crester and Rheina are there, too, so they’re likely asking about catching a ride with them.”

Now that his focus had shifted, Larek also saw the two Martial graduates along with the leader of Garventon’s SIC defenders talking to a man dressed in all grey, an SIC patch on his chest. 

“Let’s go see if they’re going to be able to take us. Otherwise we’re going to have to find some other way to get to Copperleaf Academy,” Nedira said, leading the way.  Larek followed after her, along with Verne and Norde, as the fourth-year Mage student took charge of their little group – for which he was grateful.  Given the reception he normally received from people from the Kingdom, which appeared to include the person with whom Gharina and the Martials were speaking, it would likely be detrimental if he were to try and speak first.

As they got closer, he couldn’t help but overhear some of their conversation.

“…highly unusual, but I think we can accommodate the students.  As we already have some other passengers, some will have to stay in the holds, which isn’t exactly comfortable,” the man they were talking to said.

“That’s not a problem,” Rheina said.  “It’s much better than traveling with a caravan, like we did getting here.”

“Well enough, then.  We’ll be leaving as soon as we’ve unloaded Garventon’s supplies and the Canniks are able to rest a little.  We only started moving a few hours ago, so it probably won’t be more than 2 hours before we depart.  Make sure everyone is aboard when we’re ready to leave, because we’re on a schedule here.”  With that, the man left Gharina and the pair of Martial graduates, heading toward where the supplies were still being unloaded.

With no reason to investigate any further, even the others having overheard the man, they stopped and began to turn back to the SIC building, but Gharina caught sight of the quartet and looked at Nedira with an expression on her face that made them stop their escape.

Uh, oh.  I wonder what she wants.


Chapter 9

“Those two are going to gather all the other students, which should leave you four free to talk for a moment.”

Gharina’s tone was such that Larek doubted they’d be able to refuse, so they just followed the woman as she slowly walked toward the northern wall of the town. 

“Well, sure, but aren’t you still quite busy from yesterday?” Nedira asked, walking next to the woman.  Larek along with Verne and Norde were walking behind the two Tyren, the race of people Nedira had mentioned the night before who hailed from the land of Tyrendel.

“Yes, but the work will get done whether I’m overseeing it or not.  Thanks to some of the students with you, we’ve made enormous progress with the cleanup, and even now you can see the results of it,” the older woman answered, waving toward the walls – or more specifically, the plume of greyish smoke billowing into the air.  Larek figured that they had a Pyromancer or two as part of the SIC defending the town, so they were able to light the bodies of so many Bog Goblins in a huge pyre.  The thought of so many roasting bodies made him nauseous for a moment, but he pushed it down.

At least I can’t smell it from here.

“Fair enough.  What did you want to talk about?”

Larek thought that the fact that neither of them were speaking in their different language meant that they wanted the others to understand what they were talking about. 

“Well, for one, I want to talk about that staff of yours.”

Larek missed a step and nearly tripped right into Nedira in front of him, but he managed to catch himself before he did so.  Gharina looked back at him with amusement before turning back to Nedira, who continued to be the spokesperson for the group. 

“Oh?  What do you mean?”

“Don’t play with me, girl,” the leader of the local SIC defenders said with a sterner tone than she had been using thus far.  “I may not be a Fusionist, but even I can tell that the Fusions on your staff aren’t something a fourth- or even a fifth-year student would be able to create.  What I want to know is who you took that from, and whether I need to be on the lookout for pursuers from Peratin looking for you.”

Not what I was expecting.

With only the slightest hesitation, Nedira shook her head as she answered.  “No, I didn’t take it from anyone.  No one is going to come looking for this staff—”

“Don’t lie to me,” Gharina said, interrupting the fourth-year Mage student.  “While I don’t condone the theft, I’m sure it has been useful for your trip thus far.  In fact, it’s probably more useful in your hands than it would have been with whomever it belonged to, but that doesn’t mean they won’t come looking for it.”  The older woman stopped walking as she turned to Nedira, which meant that everyone else stopped, as well.  “Let me see it.  If I can see the mark left behind by the particular Fusionist who created it, I might be able to determine who could’ve afforded such work.”

“What’s a mark?” Larek unthinkingly asked, having never heard of it before, and everyone’s attention turned to him, which made him shrink back a little when Gharina’s heavy gaze settled on his face. 

“Well, young Larek,” she began, which made him wonder how she knew his name, “a mark is left on every Fusion that a graduated Fusionist creates once they leave the Academy.  It acts as a sort of signature that is impossible to fake.  It serves as both a means to prove that a powerful Fusion came from a certain Fusionist and to pinpoint who made it if the Fusion is, let’s say, subpar.  There have been instances in the past where a Fusion was poorly made, either through ignorance or from the Fusionist not performing the process correctly due to fatigue or malice; accidents happen, of course, but deliberate malfeasance is punished severely.  As a result, even for those who don’t leave a mark, most of the time the particular Pattern Cohesion can be traced to whoever created it.

“Unfortunately, only another Fusionist can do that kind of investigation, but I have at least seen the marks for the majority of the most famous Fusionists in the Kingdom.”  She pointed toward Nedira’s staff again, turning away from Larek.  “I can feel the strength of the Fusions on your staff from this distance, and only those with deep pockets could commission something like that.”

“Hold on, do members of the SIC get paid?” Larek asked, thoroughly confused at this point.

“Of course they do!” Gharina responded, shock in her tone.  “Where did you get this one, anyway?” she asked, looking back at Nedira.

“But—”  He stopped himself from saying any more, not wanting to display the full depths of his ignorance.  From everything he had been told, at least as far as he understood, he was being forced into joining the SIC against his wishes and he would then have to spend who knew how long defending towns and cities against the monsters that emerged from Scissions.  Larek thought that it was something that people of the Kingdom did out of a sense of duty, not for material gain – but it appeared as though he was wrong.

“As you’re obviously ignorant of such things,” she said to Larek, not giving the fourth-year Mage student a chance to respond, “all members of the SIC are paid for their work, though the starting payments are only 5 silver a month for new graduates.  Half of this is typically sent back to their families, as the SIC is essentially taking their services away from the family, though the pay increases the higher Level they are. 

“All payments are handled by the Noble in charge, which means that those with deeper pockets tend to have higher-Level SIC members as part of their defensive force – because they can afford to pay them more.  There have been countless instances of one Noble sniping a powerful and high-Level Mage or Martial member from a neighboring barony or earldom by offering to pay them more – which wreaks havoc on the defensive structure, I can tell you.” 

This was all new information to Larek, but the fact that some of his earnings in the future would go back to his family was a welcome tidbit of knowledge.  They might even learn that I’m alive when they receive the first payment. 

That all made sense, now that it was all laid out for him, but—

“I can see the question in your eyes, so let me just answer it,” Gharina abruptly continued, staring at Larek’s face.  “Fusionists are a little different, because some are typically hired straight to a Noble’s service to assist with various Fusions that are important to them.  They are usually paid a little bit more than an equivalent Mage or Martial graduate, but they are also required to be making Fusions during most of their waking hours, and I’ve heard it is a dreadful life for those stuck in it.  These types of Fusionists are normally the ones that became a Fusionist because they have no heart for defending against monsters or are just very poor Mages in the first place.

“Others with a little more talent are hired to support the defensive operations of a town or city, providing Fusions for the defenders there, but are also able to be called to the walls when there are emergencies.

“But the ones with greater expertise with Fusions are sent to Fusionist headquarters in Sidleton, where they take commissions from Nobles, high-Level SIC members, and even some merchants, depending on the workload.  They are required to produce a certain quota for the Kingdom every month to aid in the defense of the land; but once that is taken care of, they have the opportunity to create custom or powerful Fusions for whoever can pay for them.  Some of them are quite wealthy, or so I’ve heard, though they spend so much time creating Fusions that they don’t really have a chance to spend it.

“Before you go thinking that this might be a way to make a lot of money, 95% of Fusionists that graduate from an Academy end up either doing repetitive work for a Noble or are assigned to a town or city to help with the defense.  As a result, out of nearly 10,000 new graduates throughout all of the Mage Academies every year, perhaps 60 become Fusionists, and only 1 might have what it takes to join the ranks of the elite Fusionists.  That’s in a good year, too, as there are rarely more than 70 to 80 in the latter category at one time in the entire Kingdom, and I’m fairly certain that I’ve seen most of their marks.

“So, as I said, girl,” Gharina turned back to Nedira, “hand me your staff so I can see who made it.”  Holding out her hand, she beckoned for the wooden pole that the fourth-year Mage student was holding.  With only a slight hesitation, Nedira handed it to her—

—only for Gharina to gasp and stumble to the side as soon as she grasped it.  She quickly recovered and stared at the staff in her hands.  “Good Goddess, girl, what is this?  Magnitude 5?  I don’t think I’ve ever held something like this before.  And all three stats?”

She was talking to herself as she stared at the Fusions, and Larek suddenly realized why she was acting the way she was.  While he didn’t know how high of a Level she was, if she was in charge of the defense of the town, she must’ve been reasonably high. As a result, she likely had much larger Intellect, Acuity, and even Pneuma stats than a student like Nedira, so suddenly having a 50% increase in them was probably a little overwhelming.  Good thing she didn’t try holding one of my armlets with the 90% increase.  Hmm… I wonder if such a thing would be harmful to someone at a high Level.  He would have to investigate that later, because the older woman was still talking to herself.

“I don’t see any marks on this, but the structure of the Fusion is unbelievable.  I’ve never seen anything so solid before, meaning that these Fusions will last longer than usual.  Not sure how long they’ll stick around, but I’d say at least six months… How in the world did the Fusionist do this?  Is this something new that’s been discovered and I just haven’t heard about it yet?  And then what are these ones on the end?  This one looks like… a light?  A powerful one, at least.  This other one, though, I have no idea.”  She suddenly looked up at Nedira, her head whipping up to stare at the student.  “What is this one?”

Thankfully, Gharina seemed wary enough of unknown Fusions not to try and activate it, which was something Larek had heard before; if one didn’t know what a particular Activatable Fusion would do on something, it was always better to ask about it in case it was something that could be dangerous just by holding the object.

“Uh, that’s a Healing Surge Fusion; it’s why we didn’t need any healing help from your people after the attack on our camp,” Nedira said, keeping her eyes looking straight back at the older woman without glancing at Larek, for which he was grateful.  He’d rather Nedira take care of the explanation, as he didn’t want to call attention to himself at this point since she was handling it much better than he would’ve in her place.  “Unfortunately, it can have detrimental effects if used for too long, and life-threatening injuries can send a Mage into a temporary coma after the healing.  Works perfectly for small wounds or for Martials, as it taps into something called, uh, Body Regeneration?  At least, that’s what I was told.”

As soon as Nedira was done explaining, Gharina suddenly whipped out a knife from her belt and used it to slice into the back of her hand, leaving a line that immediately started bleeding.  Even as Nedira gasped in surprise, the older woman activated the healing Fusion, and everyone watched the wound close up and disappear over the next few seconds until only the blood that was already outside her body was left. 

“Amazing.  They’ve got some new Fusions I need to learn about now, and see if any of our Mages can handle them.  I’m not so good at them myself, but I’m sure at least one of our number can handle them.  They’re only 2 by 2 grids, so they can’t be too complicated.”  Thankfully, she had deactivated the Fusion shortly after her wound closed up, so she wouldn’t suffer any major side effects.

Still holding the staff, she looked up from the drying blood on the back of her hand and stared straight at Nedira.  “Now, like I was asking before…

“Where did you get this staff?  And don’t lie and say it’s yours, because I have severe doubts you could create something like this.”

Nedira appeared as if she was going to protest yet again, but Larek was beginning to see that the older woman wasn’t going to take that for an answer.  At best, she would simply call Nedira a liar and confiscate the staff and possibly not allow them to leave on the Network carriages; at worst, she might actually contact Crystalview Academy and the Dean there to try and unravel where the staff came from, and especially the Healing Surge Fusion, which would be very bad for them all if Professor Wilburt found out some of the coma-inducing Fusions had made it away from the Academy.  At that point, it would only be a matter of time before the Fusions were traced back to Larek.

Taking a risk, Larek spoke up.

“It was me.  I made them.”


Chapter 10

Speaking has reached Level 8!

Larek didn’t know what would happen when he made the announcement that he had created the Fusions.  Would he be immediately imprisoned and shuffled off to some site where he would be forced to create these powerful Fusions every minute of his waking hours?  Would Gharina insist that he stay and produce Fusions for every SIC member in Garventon?  These and a few other negative possibilities and scenarios shot through his mind as he figuratively stepped forward and took responsibility, but the reality of her reaction wasn’t something he was expecting.

The older woman in charge of Garventon’s defenses started laughing uproariously after a few seconds of silence following his proclamation.  Still holding the staff in her hands, she doubled over as her mirth overwhelmed her, and it was all Larek could do to look around at his friends with a questioning expression on his face.  Unfortunately, everyone else seemed just as confused as he was, so they had to awkwardly wait for Gharina to stop to give them an explanation.

“I’m *chuckle* sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, but that was just too funny,” she finally said, getting control of herself.  “The notion that a student, much less one that looks like a mythical Gergasi, could create something as spectacular as these Fusions is just too much.  Especially as you don’t even have a Specialization yet, according to your robe; it would’ve been more convincing if you, my dear,” she continued, looking at Nedira, “had admitted to creating them, but even that would be impossible.” 

Larek didn’t know how to respond, as he wasn’t expecting her to simply not believe him at all.  Glancing around at Verne and Norde, who looked uncomfortable, and Nedira who appeared angry for some reason, he kept his mouth shut.  He’d already admitted to being the creator of the Fusions, and if she didn’t believe him, then he wasn’t sure if he wanted to prove it or not. 

Sobering up even further, she turned away from Larek and looked back at Nedira while still holding the staff.  “The humorous diversion aside, I still need an answer.  Where did you acquire this?  Who made these Fusions?”

After a moment of visible indecision on Nedira’s face, the fourth-year student eventually shrugged.  “I don’t know what else to tell you.  Larek created those Fusions, and if you don’t want to believe me, then there’s not much I can do to change your mind.  Keep the staff if you must; Larek can always make me another.”

He unconsciously nodded, knowing that he could easily make another set of Fusions for her, as long as she had a staff to put them on. 

“Girl, I don’t know what game you’re playing here, but I can see that you’re going to be stubborn about this.  I’m going to give you one more chance to come clean, or I’ll send the staff to Crystalview to see what kind of answers I can get there.”

Great.  That’s the last thing I want to have happen.

“Please don’t do that,” Larek blurted out before he could stop himself.  “The Dean and I don’t exactly get along, and it could cause some, uh, difficulties.”

“Oh, and why is that?  What did you do?”

Obviously, Larek couldn’t exactly go into detail about what had led to the explosion on the roof and his relationship with Annika.  What he could do was admit something that he hadn’t told anyone else, but which he was hoping would explain the Dean’s animosity toward him.

“I have a Fusionist Specialization.  If you know anything about Professor Wilburt, you’ll no doubt be aware that he has a, well, poor view of Fusionists.”

Gharina stared at him as soon as he stopped talking, but she wasn’t the only one.  Nedira had a knowing smirk on her face as she gazed at him, while Verne and Norde simply looked shocked. 

“Prove it.  Show me your Specialization.”

The abrupt order from the older woman didn’t make any sense.

“Uh, what?  Do you want me to make a Fusion for you—”

She shook her head with exacerbation.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  I don’t have hours to waste watching you create a Fusion.  Just display your Specialization to me,” she demanded impatiently.

“…What?  How—?”

“Just imagine displaying your Specialization in front of you and infuse it with a tiny bit of Mana,” Nedira broke in.  “See, like this.”

Out of nowhere, green-tinged, blocky white words appeared in front of Nedira that displayed “Specialization(s): Naturalist”, though it was backwards from his perspective.  A very thin line of green energy flowed out of her chest and connected to the words, and he realized that what he was seeing was her Mana fueling the display.

Magical Detection has reached Level 12!

The abrupt Level-up for his Magical Detection Skill was a surprise, but he ignored it as he saw the words disappear and the Mana that had been connected to it disappear.  “Your Specialization and everything on your status are considered a private matter, so you don’t ever have to display them to anyone, even if they ask,” Nedira explained.  “The only exemptions to this are when it is time for you to graduate, where you will be asked to prove that you are at least Level 10, and when you want to advance in rank among the SIC, I believe.”  At a nod at that latter statement from Gharina, she went on.  “Even then, unless there is a specific reason why it would be necessary, displaying anything other than Level and Specialization within the SIC is entirely up to you.”

“Exactly.  Now, show me your Specialization.”  The older woman crossed her arms awkwardly as she was still in possession of the staff, but her stern look toward Larek seemed to brook no arguments.

Therefore, he took a deep breath and pulled up his Status, before focusing on one specific part of it.  It took him a few seconds to figure out what he should do, but after a moment he was able to coax a trickle of Mana out of his body and into the section of his status he wanted.  Unfortunately, a trickle for him was apparently a little more than the average person, as a blue-tinted portion of his Status became available for everyone to see floating in front of him.

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

Level 12

Advancement Points (AP) : 3/13

Available AP to Distribute: 40

Whoops. 

Gasps from his friends made him scramble to shut down the projection of his Status, which happened a few seconds later once he mentally figured out how to do it. 

“Larek!”

“What?”

“How?”

The exclamations from his friends made him a little embarrassed, but it was Gharina’s reaction that he was worried about the most.  The reason for that?  Because he was already over Level 10, which was the goal of the Mage Academies for their graduates; he was concerned because he thought she might refuse to let him go to Copperleaf because he had already exceeded the threshold.

The older woman was stone-faced as she stared at Larek, and he couldn’t determine if that was a good thing or not. 

“You’re already Level 12?  Are you a graduate?”

He shook his head.  “No.  I’m still a first-year.”

“How is that possible?”

Larek just shrugged.

“No matter. We’ll just have to see about transferring you out of—”

“He hasn’t finished his schooling yet,” Nedira interrupted.

Gharina shook her head.  “Doesn’t matter.  We can always use more help in defense, especially with everything that is going on, and if he can make these Fusions, that’s all the better.”

“He can’t cast any spells, though.”

That made the leader of Garventon’s SIC contingent pause.  “What?”

This time, Larek spoke up.  “I haven’t learned how to cast a spell yet.  I can make Fusions, but no spells.  In addition, the only Fusions I can create are these basic 2 by 2 grid formations, and I want to learn how to make more complicated and stronger ones.”

“That’s impossible.  How did you get to Level 12 without being able to cast a spell?”

“Let’s just say that I’ve made a lot of Fusions.”

Gharina was silent after that as she stared at Larek, and all he could do was stare right back.  If she was going to force him to leave the Academy, he wasn’t afraid to face it like a man.  He was tired of letting the whims of random SIC representatives dictate his fate, now that he knew he could be much more useful creating Fusions in the future rather than be put on a town wall somewhere defending against Scission monsters. After seeing her positive reaction to the Fusions he had created on Nedira’s staff, a sense of self-confidence he hadn’t previously been aware of flared up in his chest as he stared the older woman down.

After what felt like hours, Gharina abruptly smiled and handed the staff back to Nedira.  “Fair enough.  If asked, I know nothing about any Level 12 Fusionists passing through here, and if I were you, I would practice – in private – showing only the portions you want of your Status so you don’t do that again.”  She sighed and looked Larek in the eyes again.  “I really could use an example of that healing Fusion, though.  I’m sure I can find someone to make it around here.”

“I’m not sure that would be possible,” Nedira said, shaking her head.  “Larek’s Fusions are a bit different, more structurally permanent than normal, and it would be difficult, if not impossible, for anyone to replicate them.”

“But—”

“Here,” Verne quickly interrupted, handing something out to Gharina.  “Take this and you can have someone better at Fusions look at it, and you can also use it for your people here.  Just remember to take precautions like we warned, and you should be fine.”

The local SIC leader hesitated for a moment before she took the wooden anklet from Larek’s roommate, which held the Healing Surge +3 Fusion on it.  Larek nearly protested, as it would leave Verne without a way to heal himself if he were hurt, but he was assuaged by the realization that they would be traveling relatively safely in the massive carriage in a very short time.  Regardless, he resolved to create another one for the boy as soon as he was able. 

“Thank you.  Remember, I didn’t see you here and don’t know anything about you,” Gharina reminded Larek.  “Despite ‘having no knowledge of you’, I expect hearing good things about you in the future.”

With a nod in all their directions, the SIC leader turned around with a graceful swish of her robe and left them there, staring at each other.

“Well, that was… something,” Nedira finally said.  “We should probably see about getting on those Network carriages before they leave without us.

“And then we’re going to have a little talk once we’re on our way, Larek,” she added, smirking toward him before turning away with a similar gait as the local SIC leader. 


Chapter 11

The ride inside the SIC Transportation Network carriage was surprisingly smooth, given the speeds they were traveling.  Larek looked outside the small, window-like slit in the wall of the storage compartment where he was currently residing, and he saw the landscape practically flying by.  He estimated that they were traveling at least 10 times faster than the caravan wagons would move, and despite the sometimes uneven ground they were journeying over, the entire structure of the carriage barely bounced up and down. 

That could probably be explained by the multitude of steel bow springs underneath the floor of the carriage which were connected to the axles and wheels, which provided a suspension unrivaled in comparison to anything else he’d ever ridden in before.  The springs, as well as the wheels and axles, were all covered in Strengthening Fusions, granting them the extra strength and durability that such a vehicle would need to survive such high-speed travel, and by the sheer number of them he counted, he estimated that it would likely require a team of a dozen Fusionists at least a day to ensure everything was strengthened to the point where it wouldn’t fall apart. 

That was just for a single carriage, too.  No one with him knew how many carriages the Network operated throughout the Kingdom, but the entire operation of keeping them up-to-date on Fusions probably employed quite a few Fusionists. 

The insides of the carriages were a surprise, as well.  Only the front quarter of the vehicle was set aside for passengers, while the rest was reserved for cargo and other supplies.  At the moment, almost all of the first-year students were able to fit into two of the passenger compartments, with the other passenger compartment in the third carriage being filled with a force of SIC members transferring to other locations.  The exceptions to the first-years were Verne and Norde, who joined Larek, Nedira, and the two Martial graduates in one of the cargo holds, where they were able to find places to sit among the crates, barrels, and bags that the carriage was lugging along to deliver to other locations.

“We’ve got a dozen other stops before we get to the capital, from which we can take another carriage or two to Copperleaf Academy,” Nedira was saying.  She had spoken to a few of the SIC guards who accompanied the carriage, who were stationed up near the driver, and she had gotten the information from them before they set out.  “Even with the stops, it’ll be at least 5 times faster than if we had still been with the caravan.”

“That’s good to hear; I’m ready to get back to classes,” Verne mentioned. 

Larek nodded, though he was thinking more about Fusion classes than anything else.  He was hoping that their newest Dean wouldn’t be as prejudiced against Fusionists as the last, and that he would then be able to push his knowledge to another level without being watched every time he went to class.

The two Martial graduates were off by themselves, further toward the rear of the cargo hold, but Nedira still lowered her voice to barely be heard over the creaks and rumbling coming from the carriage moving over the ground at full speed.  “So, Larek, tell me how you managed to get to Level 12 already.”  She sat down next to him so that she wouldn’t have to strain to hear his response, while Verne and Norde were sitting across from him on a pair of crates. 

He looked at her and the two younger boys, trying to figure out what to say.  Obviously, they knew he was good at Fusions and had increased the Skills related to their creation, but he didn’t think that would necessarily account for all of his Advancement Points and subsequent Levels – especially since he couldn’t cast any spells.  He debated whether to misdirect them by saying that he somehow managed to advance past Level 20 in his most-used Mage Skills, but he was starting to tire of omitting some things from these people.  From all they had gone through and the way they attempted to cover for him when speaking to Gharina, keeping his secret, he considered them his friends. 

If he couldn’t trust them with a few tidbits of knowledge about him, then who could he trust?  His family, of course, but they weren’t there. 

Besides, he felt liberated, in a way, admitting that he made those Fusions to the local SIC leader back in Garventon, and unburdening himself to his close friends would likely feel just as liberating.  In addition, speaking with them about the dual nature of the energy inside his body was potentially a good way to finally figure out if he was going to be in serious trouble if the truth got out to the wider world.

“I, uh, have some additional Skills that contributed to my Advancement Points,” he explained in a very soft voice.

“What?  What Skills are you talking about?” Nedira asked, as Verne and Norde leaned forward to hear him.

He only paused for a second before responding.  “Martial Skills.”

They were silent for a moment before they all looked at him incredulously, followed by chuckling.

“Good one, Larek.  You can’t have any Martial Skills—”

After his experience earlier in Garventon, he hadn’t the opportunity to practice the process further, but in this case he only had to expand what he showed rather than restrict it.  In front of him floated more words, which included what was seen before about his Specialization, Level, and Advancement Points along with his Mana, Stama, and his three Martial stats.  For now, he chose not to share his Mage stats, especially his Acuity, Pneuma, and Pattern Cohesion, as they were already quite a bit out of the ordinary, but he would if it became necessary. 
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He only kept it visible for a few seconds while they stared at it with open mouths, which didn’t close even after it disappeared. 

“So, yes, I also have Martial stats and Skills, including Stama,” Larek continued to explain.  “I haven’t been able to access my Stama and utilize it like I can my Mana, though I discovered a Battle Art during the fight against those monsters outside of Crystalview Academy.”

“A… Battle Art?  Is that a Martial ability?” Norde accidentally asked his question a bit louder than Larek and everyone else were speaking, which apparently carried over to the pair of Martial graduates in the cargo hold.

“What was that about Battle Arts?  Did you want to know more about them?” Rheina abruptly asked, and before Larek could respond, the abnormally quick woman was sitting on a nearby crate.  A few seconds later, Crester made his way over a few barrels and bags that were in the way, joining the leather-clad woman.

“By the way,” the armored Martial began before anyone could say anything, “we wanted to thank you for the healing the other night.  I have to say, there isn’t much scarier than losing one’s sight in the middle of a battle; our Body Regeneration would’ve kicked in eventually to heal the blindness, but that Fusion you had was a literal life-saver.  If those ugly Bog Goblins had recovered before we did, then they could’ve caused a lot of damage and killed a bunch of kids.”

Slightly embarrassed at the praise for some reason, Larek ducked his head.  “It was no problem.”

“Anyway, why were you talking about Battle Arts?  What do you know about them,” Rheina interjected. 

“Uh, well, I don’t know much, other than they use Stama?” Larek responded. 

She nodded.  “Exactly.  Just like your spells use Mana, our Battle Arts use Stama to fuel them.  While your abilities are flashy and typically extend outside of your body, our Arts are largely internal, but can extend to our weapons.  For instance, I have a Battle Art called Fleetfoot that increases my physical movement speed by increasing my Agility, which is completely internal; on the other hand, I also have Explosive Strike, which extends Stama out of my body to coat my knife blades.  When coming in contact with my target, the Battle Art inflicts additional damage by expending the energy in a small, controlled, and directed explosive blast.  The most obvious Arts you’ve likely seen are from archers who can envelope their arrows with some of that explosive Stama energy, which explode spectacularly – the little showoffs,” she said dismissively.

“That’s amazing!  How do you learn new Battle Arts?” Verne asked enthusiastically.  “For spells, we have to observe the same spell being cast over and over repeatedly, until we understand it enough to recreate it ourselves.”

“Ah, I guess that makes sense for something that is done outside of the body,” Crester said.  “Battle Arts are a little different, because there is nothing that we can observe to learn them, but the repetition aspect of learning is the same.  As part of the training process, we have to grab hold of our Stama and wrestle it toward a specific part of our body with an intent behind it.  For instance, in order to learn my Shield Taunt Art, I had to direct my Stama to my left forearm with the intent being for it to bleed out and cover my shield, where it could then be struck by my weapon; the resulting effect would cause every monster within range to target me rather than my lightly armored companions.”

“How long did that take to learn?”

He thought about it for a moment.  “A little over a year, I think?  It was one of the first Battle Arts I learned, so it took me a little longer than the rest, but I think the fastest Art I learned still took around eight months.”  Rheina nodded, either agreeing with how long it took him or that it also took her around that long to learn.

“You said you have to ‘wrestle’ your Stama; what do you mean by that?” Larek suddenly asked, seeing an opportunity to learn more about handling his Stama, which had been difficult to manipulate up to that point.  “We handle our Mana a bit differently, I assume.”

“It’s exactly what I said; you have to wrestle with Stama in order for it to perform what you want it to do.  In other words, you need to subdue it with your internal strength and forcefully show it how to enact a Battle Art.  That’s essentially why it takes so long to learn a new Battle Art, because Stama is like a wild, untamed beast that needs to be broken and shoved into a certain pathway.  Once it finally adheres to that pathway, you’ll learn the Battle Art and can enact it any time you want.  Subsequent Battle Arts are both easier and harder to learn; they are easier because you’ve had practice making Stama submit to your will, but it also becomes harder because once a pathway is established, it is very difficult, nearly impossible, to try and train a new Battle Art on the same pathway.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Nedira asked.

“Well, take my Shield Taunt Art, for instance.  If I were to try and create another Battle Art that focused Stama toward my arm and my shield, such as something like Shield Expulsion which pushes monsters back with an expulsion of force, the Stama I wrangled through my body would automatically try to enter the pathways already established for Shield Taunt.  Does that make sense to you?” Crester asked the fourth-year Mage student. 

She nodded, along with everyone else.  To Larek, it was a strange concept to consider, but he supposed it was like carving a riverbed through the body for the Stama to travel through, and any subsequent attempt to carve another river would cause all the Stama you were manipulating to fall into the previous riverbed.  Later on, he’d thought that he’d have to see if he could feel what kind of pathway was carved out in his own body with his Furious Rampage Battle Art.

That would have to wait, though, because Rheina asked a question that brought his attention right back into the conversation.

“So, I’ve heard a rumor that one of you might have some insight on where that special healing Fusion came from.  Am I correct?” she asked, looking straight at Larek.

Uh, oh.


Chapter 12

“Where did you hear that?” Nedira asked, pulling the speedy Martial graduate’s attention away from the former Logger.

“Oh, I might have eavesdropped on a conversation or two,” she admitted without any sense of shame.  “I can move quite stealthily if I want to.”

Did she hear our conversation with Gharina?

A look at her face as she turned back to Larek was all he needed to confirm that to be the truth.  Larek sighed, feeling like his secrets were suddenly spilling out of him all over the place like a tear in a bag of flour.  “You heard, didn’t you?”

She nodded with a smile.  “Not all of it, but I caught most of your discourse with that woman back in Garventon.  I must say, I’m impressed that the woman thought so highly of your abilities with Fusions even though you’re still a student.”

Larek was still a novice when it came to talking to people, but he was fairly certain he heard an underlying threat in her words despite the smile she maintained.  Based on the reactions of his friends and the way they stiffened up, they had heard it as well.

“What do you want?” he asked, annoyance beginning to color his tone without his volition. 

She never stopped smiling as she leaned back.  “Oh, don’t be like that.  I was just wondering what kind of help you might be willing to offer to a couple of graduates about to embark on their first assignment.”

“Rheina, there’s no need for this—” Crester said, putting his hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off as she lost her smile. 

With a sigh, she looked toward her fellow Martial.  “I know, I know.  We still owe him for helping to heal us back in that camp, but I can’t help but want to see what he can do.”  She looked away, not meeting his or anyone else’s eyes.  In a whisper that Larek barely heard, she said, “I don’t want to die.”

The pure emotion in that sentence was all he needed to hear, because despite the woman trying to extort him with threats, he could well understand her fear.  Having personally experienced seeing more than a few SIC members dying in the defense of a town and a city, along with himself not wanting to join in any defenses because of the risk of death by monster, he could see how a new graduate would be wary of the same. 

“Fine.  I’ll make you some Fusions, but you cannot tell anyone about me and what I can do.  Even if someone sees your Fusions and asks about them, just say that you found them alongside the road or something.  I can’t allow them to be traced back to me.”

“Larek; you don’t have to—”

“I know, Nedira, but if I can make a difference with my Fusions, then I’d like to try.  Imagine if every Mage student, or even Professor, had a staff like yours during the attack at Crystalview?  How much of an impact do you think that would’ve made?”

She only had to think about it for a moment before she answered.  “It would’ve made a huge difference, and you know it.”

“Exactly.  I still need to be careful so I don’t end up locked in a room somewhere, but I’d rather help where I can.  As long as they can keep their mouths shut, right?” Larek asked, looking straight at Rheina, who nodded.

“Yes, we can keep your secret.”

Bargaining has reached Level 2!

Bargaining has reached Level 3!

Leadership has reached Level 10!

Apparently, making such a deal with the two Martial graduates was significant, because not only did he receive two Levels in Bargaining, but he also broke through to Level 10 in Leadership. Is that because of leadership concerning my friends, or for some other reason?  He wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t important right now.

“Well, then, what do you need?  I think I can do it while we travel, but if we stop and I’m in the middle of one, you’re going to have to stop anyone from disturbing me; if I’m interrupted, the Fusion could explode from all the Mana invested in it.”

The two Martials looked at each other and nodded.  “I think we can do that,” Rheina offered.  “What would you suggest as far as Fusions?  I have to admit, I don’t really know much about Fusions other than that healing one and a few at the Fort that sharpened some of the weapons there.”

Larek thought about it for a moment, looking at the two Martial graduates.  Rheina was dressed in soft-but-durable, neck-to-toe leather with a cloth hood that she could pull up to cover her head for some reason.  He could only assume it was to make her harder to see in the dark when she snuck up on a monster, but for protection’s sake, it didn’t really do all that much.  He’d never actually tried creating a Fusion on cloth or leather before, because everything he’d learned in Fusions class and from that book Nedira gave him said that they weren’t really worth it because Fusions only lasted a fraction of the time on the softer materials.  It made sense, he supposed, because the more it bent, the more the structure of the Fusion formation would deform. Then again, with his Pattern Cohesion creating extremely strong and durable grid formations, he wasn’t sure if they would be as affected as a Fusion from a normal Fusionist. 

The fact that the Fusions he had on his armlets and anklets bent a little to fit better on his body, gave proof that bending a little didn’t harm them in the least.  Granted, something like cloth that could literally be folded in half was entirely different.  Then there was the consideration that both cloth and leather, unless greatly strengthened to resist being torn or scratched, could result in the Fusion falling apart if the material was scratched or gouged. 

In other words, it was something that might be possible, but he wasn’t going to try something brand-new without experimenting first.  Depending on how much time he had during their travels, he might be able to get to that, but there were certainly other things he could do first. 

As far as the rest of Rheina’s outfit, she had the pair of knives at her waist, along with a small bag tied to her belt, but it was also made of leather and not something he’d attempt to place a Fusion on at the moment.  A pair of flat stud earrings with either a very large purple gemstone or colored glass adorned her ears, and a pair of bracers on her forearms with small steel plates along the outside finished up her accoutrements – unless she had something underneath, which he thought he’d have to ask about.

“Well, to start, I can create stat boost Fusions for Strength, Body, and Agility, Healing Surge for healing, and I can sharpen your knives,” he explained to Rheina, tackling her first.  “The problem is that stat boosts need to have contact with your skin, and I haven’t experimented with cloth or leather before, and I’m unsure how well they would hold up under abuse.  The same goes with the healing Fusion, as you need to have physical contact with the object the Fusion is on in order to activate it with a thought.  I might be able to place some lower Magnitude stat boosts on your earrings, which shouldn’t disturb each other’s area of ambience.

“Your knives will be the easiest, as those should be separate enough, even with Magnitude 5 Sharpen Fusions like my axe here,” he continued, holding up his axe and carefully demonstrating how sharp it was by cutting a sliver off the wooden crate nearby with ease.  “Do you have any hard materials other than your earrings that are in permanent contact with your body?”

Rheina looked at him in astonishment as he rattled off the Fusions he listed, before looking down at her arm bracers.  “Uh… the steel plates are connected to the leather by welded steel rivets that touch my skin underneath – would that work?”  A quick thought from Larek made him consider if that would function properly, and he nodded.  If it was all steel that was basically one piece as the rivets were welded to the plate, then he thought that would work.  If it didn’t, then they’d find something else that might.

“Hmm… I think that will do it for you, then.  I can put the Healing Surge on one of your bracers, Strength and Body stat boosts on your earrings, and then a stronger Agility one on your other bracer?  Is that the stat you use most?”

The quick woman nodded enthusiastically.  “Oh, yes, definitely.” 

“Good.  Like I said, the knives will be easy, so that should work for you for now.”  Turning to Crester, who was staring at Rheina with a shocked expression on his face, Larek looked him over.  Larek immediately knew that Crester’s Fusions would be much easier, if more extensive.  “Right.  Strengthen Iron on your plates and bands on your armor and shield to give you extra protection, Strengthen Wood on your spear shaft and also on your shield, Sharpen Steel on your spear head, a Strength and Agility stat boost also on your spear Shaft, a Body stat boost on your helmet because it comes in contact with your skin, and… do you have any metal underneath all that which has contact with your skin?”

“Uh, well, I have a necklace with a pendant with a portrait of my girlfriend?”

“Ha, you still have that?” Rheina chuckled.  “I’m pretty sure a girl you knew when you were 10 isn’t still pining for you, Crester.”

The man looked offended, but he didn’t say anything, just slipping the necklace out of his chainmail.  Larek looked at it and saw that it was a 2-inch wide oval metal pendant that opened with a hinge on one side, but he wasn’t interested in what was inside.  Instead, the flat surface along the outside appeared perfect for a Fusion. 

“Yes, that would work,” Larek said as he nodded.  “Alright, who’s first?”


Chapter 13

As he should’ve guessed, Rheina went first, handing over her bracers and her earrings, keeping her knives with her until he needed them.  He supposed that made a bit of sense, because if they were somehow attacked while on the road, then she would need her weapons to defend herself. 

Larek moved some of the softer sacks into a large pile behind tall stacks of boxes, creating an alcove where he could sit and have a good portion of his surroundings be blocked off by the supplies that were being transported.  It couldn’t do much for the small bumps and gentle swaying of the entire carriage, but even the small time he had been inside the vehicle had allowed him to become largely accustomed to it.

Looking at one of the bracers along the inside, he immediately saw what Rheina had been talking about with the steel rivets; they were punched through the leather underneath and through the steel plate on top, and what was left was smoothed out and nearly flush with the soft leather.  From what he could tell, there would be plenty of contact with her skin, so he didn’t see any potential problems. 

The first Fusion he did was one that he could practically do in his sleep, Healing Surge +3.  He was thankful that he did it first, because he nearly lost concentration during the formation of the pattern using his Cohesion; fortunately, the Fusion was so ingrained in his head that even a temporary interruption in the process was easily corrected as he adjusted to the sway and bumps that the carriage passed on to him as it rolled over the countryside.  As he finished it about 15 minutes later, Larek had become accustomed enough to the disturbances that they didn’t bother him as much as they did in the beginning. 

After it was done, he rested for a few minutes before he got started on the other Bracer.  This one was going to be a stat boost for Agility, which he’d never done before, but he knew the symbols for the Martial stats he would need for the Effect portions of the grid formation thanks to the book Nedira had loaned him at Crystalview.  Strength looked like a stylized upright fist; Body appeared to be the shape of a person with their legs and arms splayed out to their sides; and Agility looked somewhat like a side view of a person running with straight lines emerging out its backside.  He couldn’t help but chuckle softly when he imagined it, because in one way it almost appeared as though the figure was passing gas.

As this Fusion was going to be a lot more powerful than the ones he was going to fit on the earrings, Larek took his time assembling the different elements of the grid formation and the containment barriers.  Using one of the Mage stat boosts as a template, he made the Activation Method Permanent, tied it to the Mana Cost, and then tied the rest into the Magnitude and the Effect.  Placing the symbol for Agility in its place from his memory, he settled on 7 as the Magnitude. 

Theoretically, he could make it much stronger, even past his Magnitude 9 boosts on his own accessories, but he didn’t want to make the area of ambience too large because he was worried it might interfere and clash with one of the knives once they had their own Fusions.  Small amounts of interaction between their areas of ambience wouldn’t cause too much trouble, but if they overlapped significantly during a few hours of fighting, it could compromise one or the other Fusion as they fought to absorb the ambient Mana around them.

Taking a deep breath, he triple-checked his design and started to funnel his Mana into it; his Mana pool of 760 rapidly depleted and filled back up constantly as he pushed thousands of Mana into the formation.  After a little over 20 minutes of intense concentration and focus on the effect while the rest of the world faded to the background, he felt the last of his Mana filter through the Fusion and it *clicked* into place.  Sitting back with a sigh and a smile on his face, he looked at the notification that popped up.

New Fusion Learned!

Agility Boost +7

Activation Method: Permanent

Effect: Increases Agility

Magnitude: 70% increase

Mana Cost: 30,000

Pattern Cohesion: 400

Fusion Time: 85 hours

Nice!  It worked.

Not that he doubted that it would, but it was a new version of a Fusion he’d done before, so there was always a risk it wouldn’t work.  He was pleased to see that its costs were very similar – if not exactly the same – as the Mage stat boosts, so it was easy enough to estimate what the others would cost, as well. 

“Rheina!” he called out.  “If you would, come here and try these on to make sure they work.”

The woman was there in front of him a few seconds later, and she immediately strapped both bracers back onto her forearms.  Nothing happened when the Healing Surge Fusion came into contact with her skin, but as soon as the one with the Agility Boost touched her, she stumbled to the side and was barely able to catch herself from falling.

“Whoa!  What was—no way!” she exclaimed, a huge smile on her face.

“What happened?  Are you alright?” Crester asked concernedly. 

In answer, she sped across the area where they had all been congregating and sat next to him, moving significantly faster than before.  “I sure am, I was just getting used to the stat increase.  You’re not going to believe this, Crester; this thing increased my Agility by 70%!  That’s an extra 42 points!”

The armored Martial looked incredulous, before he glanced over at Larek with an expression that he couldn’t place.

“And is this the healing one?” Rheina asked, still excited about her new Agility Boost Fusion.  “How do I activate it?”

Fortunately, Nedira was nearby and answered so that Larek didn’t have to, as she explained how it was easy enough to activate with a mental command.  As soon as she had that information, the woman whipped out one of her knives and cut her palm before anyone could react, before proceeding to activate the Fusion without any trouble.  Just like what had happened with Gharina back in Garventon, the wound healed within seconds, leaving only the blood that had welled out on her palm.

Larek soon tuned them out as he retreated back to his Fusions, his focus now on his next project.  Taking one of the earrings, he looked at the purple gem-like object on the stud and found that it was actually inset into what appeared to be silver; unfortunately, it didn’t appear as if it would physically touch any part of her ear once it was back in.  Thankfully, the purple gem sat on a flat piece of silver underneath it, keeping it in place with delicate-looking clamps, which he could see through the relatively transparent color of the gem.  Hmm… if I place the Fusion on that flat silver piece, that should certainly stay in physical contact with her. 

It would be better if he was able to remove the gem so that he could access the silver directly below, but he thought that he could likely work through the purple object to place the Fusion underneath it, as long as he could see it.  He didn’t want to break the fragile clamps holding it in place, so he figured this was a good alternative. 

Just as he began creating the grid formation for a Strength Boost Fusion, Larek stopped and considered what he was doing for a moment.  Looking at the gem again and how it was part of the earring he was holding, he wondered if the entire thing might just be considered a single object.  Thinking about all the Fusions he had seen before, including the ones on the carriage he was riding within, they varied greatly on the size of their coverage; for instance, there was a single Fusion that encompassed the entire interior wheel of the carriage, despite it being made of different parts.  Granted, they were all crafted from wood and were therefore the same material, but it also had many different components to it.  He had already looked at it, and he had seen that it wasn’t much different from what he could create, himself; it was only the Effect that was slightly different because it encompassed the entire wheel instead of individual parts.

Could he do the same thing with the earring?

His first thought was no, of course not; they were two different materials, so such a thing was impossible.  But was it really impossible, or was it just that no one else had been able to use different materials for the same Fusion? 

Time passed as he stared at the earring in his hand, contemplating what he would need to do in order to utilize both materials in a single Fusion.  None of his knowledge gained from the Academy helped him because it all pointed toward it being an impossibility, but he had a feeling that it was all in the Effect and simply required the proper focus.

After a while, Larek decided to try an experiment.  Based on past tests that had become a bit more dangerous than he wanted, he decided to just keep this one at a Magnitude 1 rather than the higher-order Fusion that he was planning on putting on the earring. 

He started with the usual Permanent Activation Method and tied it to the Mana Cost, followed by a Magnitude 1 in its usual slot.  For the Effect, he added the closed-fist symbol for the Strength stat that he remembered from the Fusion book.  Once the formation along with the containment barriers was complete and triple-checked for accuracy, he began to funnel Mana into it.

The biggest difference, he discovered immediately, was in his focus. While he would normally just be thinking about the effect of increasing the Strength stat and connecting it to the material, now he was also focusing on applying the Fusion to both the purple gem and the silver underneath. 

It was much harder than he expected.

When he thought of focusing his concentration on something, he figured that he was quite good at coalescing all of his attention onto that singular element; but when he tried to focus on two things at once, he found it to be extremely difficult.  It was like trying to force his eyes to look in two different directions, which wasn’t something he could do even if he tried. His mind was a little more flexible, thankfully, and after a few minutes of strain as he very slowly fed the Fusion his Mana, he felt a brief spike of pain shoot through his head before it disappeared.

What the spike of pain brought with it was exactly what he needed.  Afterwards, his focus seemed to split cleanly between the multiple Effects he was attempting to imprint upon the Fusion, though it still took him another minute for it to feel like his focus had fully clarified.  It was almost like his mind was testing a new muscle out, and after thoroughly playing with it, decided that it would do perfectly fine for its intended purpose.

As he felt the Fusion finish and *click* into place, where it seemed to be blended halfway each across the silver underneath and the purple gem atop it with a surprising amount of depth, he was greeted by additional notifications.  The first one was the new Fusion he had learned, and while it didn’t look any different than he expected, Larek was 100% confident that it would also affect the entire earring rather than just the silver or the gem.

New Fusion Learned!

Strength Boost +1

Activation Method: Permanent

Effect: Increases Strength

Magnitude: 10% increase

Mana Cost: 50

Pattern Cohesion: 2

Fusion Time: 30 minutes

But that wasn’t the only notification that took up his vision.

Fusion has reached Level 21!

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 10!

Multi-effect Fusion Focus Skill has been unlocked!

Multi-effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 1!

Not only had he broken through the block he’d been experiencing in his progression of his Fusion and Spellcasting Focus Skills, but he’d unlocked a whole new Skill that he’d never heard of before.  Multi-effect Fusion Focus seemed to only be related to Fusions, as he didn’t think it would apply to casting spells – if he ever figured out how to do that one day – but that didn’t bother him in the least.  Its unlocking led him to believe that this was something that should be available to every Fusionist out there, and he wondered why no one had told him about it before now.

Perhaps they all have the Skill but want to keep it a secret?  He wasn’t sure why that would be, but he wasn’t going to worry about it; instead, he was just happy with his discovery.

Rather than having Rheina test the earring out to make sure it worked, since he was sure it would, Larek quickly eliminated the Fusion by starving it of ambient Mana and then remade it with a Magnitude 5 Strength Boost this time, which he found to be a little difficult at first even with his new Skill.  After about a minute of splitting his focus to include the different materials, the whole process became a lot smoother and he was able to finish the Fusion without any other troubles.

New Fusion Learned!

Strength Boost +5

Activation Method: Permanent

Effect: Increases Strength

Magnitude: 50% increase

Mana Cost: 5,000

Pattern Cohesion: 150

Fusion Time: 30 hours

Multi-effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 2!

Multi-effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 3!

Very nice!

With the first earring completely finished, he smiled at the result of using his new Skill on the Fusion while he waited for his Pattern Cohesion to regenerate. 

Now, on to the next one.


Chapter 14

Larek managed to finish the Body Boost +5 Fusion on the other earring about 20 minutes later, gaining another level in his new Multi-effect Fusion Focus Skill in the process.

New Fusion Learned!

Body Boost +5

Activation Method: Permanent

Effect: Increases Body

Magnitude: 50% increase

Mana Cost: 5,000

Pattern Cohesion: 150

Fusion Time: 30 hours

Multi-effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 4!

As soon as it was finished, he held the earring in his hand and felt the Fusion suddenly impart the 50% increase in his Body stat.  Unlike when he held the Agility and Strength Boost Fusions, which immediately made him feel uncomfortable as he adjusted to the changes, the effect of Body Boost started slowly, as a tingling passed through his entire body.  After a few seconds, there was a great pressure on his chest where he was confident his Stama was located, until it felt like something had reached inside and squeezed his reservoir of Stama until it was nearly painful. 

Thankfully, the pressure evaporated after another few seconds, and as he took a deep breath in relief, a painful internal explosion of Stama suddenly rushed through every corner of his body, causing him to collapse backward in his little alcove as he lost control of his muscles. 

“Larek!  What’s going on?!” Nedira shouted, but he barely heard her as he struggled to make sense of what was happening.  Unable to move, he pulled up his Status to see if there was any indication of an explanation; to his surprise, he thought he might have found the reason for everything, even if it made no sense.

Stama: 205/300

Strength: 30 (+)

Body: 20 [30] (+)

Agility: 30 (+)

Intellect: 40 [76] (+)

Acuity: 104 [198] (+)

Pneuma: 156 [296] (+)

Pattern Cohesion: 2,960/2,960

His stats were where they should be – all except for his Pneuma and Pattern Cohesion.  Rather than it being at 1,980 according to his previous Pneuma of 104 and the 90% boost on his armlet, his Pneuma had increased by 50% to 156 which led to a Pattern Cohesion of 2,960. 

What?  How?

Obviously, the only thing that had changed lately was his Body stat, but he couldn’t figure out how it had also affected his Pneuma and consequently his Pattern Cohesion because he had thought they were entirely unrelated. What was even more confusing was he hadn’t felt anything like this when his Pneuma was boosted by his armlet, even though it had increased his Pattern Cohesion by nearly the same amount.

Larek still couldn’t move, nor could he speak, as his body felt like it had no energy as it seemed to try to cope with the changes going through it.  The uncomfortable pain that came with the explosion of Stama throughout his body had lessened somewhat, which he was thankful for, but being completely helpless wasn’t a good feeling.  As Nedira approached with Verne and Norde behind her, he couldn’t even move his eyes from where they stared straight ahead, and he felt them begin to dry out as blinking was also impossible.  Reaching inward with his mind, he was relieved to feel his heart and other internal organs still working normally, including his lungs, though they felt sluggish.

“Larek!  What is—?” Nedira asked again, before seeing him unresponsive.  His vision barely caught her looking down at his lap, and he willed her to look at the earring that was lying limply in his hand.  “Did this earring do this to you?  Did your Fusion cause this?” 

Larek couldn’t answer, of course, but he didn’t need to.

Rather than touch it herself, Nedira brought her staff in front of her and used it to knock the accessory out of his hand, where he assumed it plopped down to the floor, where he assumed the other earring with Strength Boost had also ended up when he collapsed backwards, as it wasn’t in his hand anymore.  It took a few seconds, but as he watched his Status and saw his Body stat and higher Pneuma and Pattern Cohesion disappear, the strength in his muscles flowed back into him and he took a deep breath.

“Explanation,” Nedira demanded as soon as he began to move.  Larek shook his head briefly before flicking his eyes to Rheina and Crester, who were looking on in concern from behind his three friends.  She seemed to understand and didn’t press him anymore, though he could see that she still wanted a better explanation later.  If I’m able to figure it out myself, then I’ll be glad to tell her.

“Thanks.  I think my body reacted oddly to that Fusion, but it should be safe for anyone else,” he finally said, sitting up from where he had collapsed.  Larek saw recognition flash in her eyes at his emphasis on “body”, and she just nodded.

“I can’t touch that right now, but if you would give Rheina both earrings, they should be done.”  Even from where he saw the earring that had so affected him lying on the floor, he could tell that the Fusion was perfectly fine and should work perfectly for the Martial graduate. 

Nedira hesitatingly picked up both earrings from where they had fallen, but they didn’t do anything when she touched them.  Because she didn’t have the Martial stats, they were essentially inactive to a Mage when handling them.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Rheina asked as Nedira held the pair of earrings out to the woman.  “I saw what it did to you.”

Larek nodded.  “I’m a, well, special case.  Don’t worry, it should be fine.”

“Here, let me try it first—” Crester spoke up at her side, reaching out to take one of the earrings, but Rheina immediately snatched them up.

“Nope.  I’m the one that wanted—whoa,” the speedy Martial said before she swayed in place where she was sitting.  With everyone other than Larek looking at her with concern, she steadied herself and smiled.  “A little uncomfortable at first, but I’m already adjusting.  Probably because of my lower Strength and Body stats in comparison to my Agility.”  She looked at Crester and tilted her head to the side as she studied him.  “On second thought, you might need to test these out to see if they are too powerful.  One at a time, though.”

She held out one of the earrings to the armored Martial, Crester picked it up off of her palm and the woman seemed to deflate almost immediately; a second later, Crester’s entire body shuddered as he gritted his teeth in pain.  Rheina made to snatch it back, but he quickly shook his head and closed his eyes as his breathing intensified, as if he was in the middle of a strenuous workout.  The other Martial sat back but kept her eyes on him, ready to spring into action to pull the earring away, but after about 20 seconds the shuddering stopped and the rictus of pain that had enveloped his face faded away.

“That,” he finally panted out, “was intense.  Now I know why they say not to add more than a few AP into one of our stats at a time.”

That was something that Larek had learned the hard way.

“I can handle it, but it takes some adjusting.  I don’t think I could deal with anything stronger right now, though, and that was just an increase in my Strength.  Perhaps with a higher Body stat to help with the pain?” he mused, staring at the accessory in his hand.

“I won’t create a Fusion stronger than that for you, then.  It should still be an impressive boost to your stats.”

He nodded, even as Rheina handed the other earring to him.  There was another round of pain after the Fusion started to affect him, but it didn’t appear to be as intense because it ended within a few seconds.  “That was much better.  Yes, I think this is my limit for now,” he agreed.  After giving them back to the other Martial, he shuddered and seemed to sink in on himself for a moment as the boost to his stats left him, but instead of being disappointed, he looked excited for Fusions on his own gear.

“Alright, knives next and then I’ll get to you,” Larek said, already feeling much better after the extremely strange reaction he had to the Body Boost Fusion a few minutes before.  Rheina eagerly handed them over after slipping the earrings back into the holes in her ears, where Larek could see with satisfaction that their areas of ambience didn’t interact with each other.  It was close, as they nearly touched and overlapped, but they were far enough away from each other that he didn’t think they’d ever have a problem unless they were both hanging off the same ear.

With the bared blades now in his lap, Larek quickly created the Sharpen Steel Edge Fusion on the first of them, before deciding on 4 for the Magnitude – only slightly less than his axe.  Any higher than that would create an area of ambience that might interfere with her bracers while they were being wielded, and in his experience, a Magnitude of 4 was still plenty sharp. 

Just like Healing Surge, Larek had created this type of Fusion more than a few times before, and as he didn’t have to add additional effects to it, the entire process was done in about 10 minutes.  A minute or so was all it took to rest before he finished off the second knife, as the Fusion felt quite simple by this point.  In fact, it was so simple and easy that it was almost a disappointment.

Discovering how to affect multiple materials earlier had been a new height in his enjoyment of creating Fusions, and without pushing his limits like that, everything else felt too… easy.  It wasn’t that it was easy, per se, as the Strengthen Steel Edge Fusion still required intense focus to create it accurately, but it was no longer a challenge.

He suddenly understood why he hadn’t increased the level of his Skills past a certain point before, as everything he did was too easy.  He needed things like multi-effect Fusions to add to his base of knowledge and to accomplish more challenging projects; only by doing that would he really be able to see what he could do in the future.

Rheina was ecstatic upon gaining her knives back, and she practiced slicing slivers of wood off some nearby crates, marveling at how easy it was and how her weapons didn’t dull in the slightest.  Larek ignored her as he looked at Crester, beckoning him to start handing him pieces of his armor. 

There were more parts to the entire outfit than he expected.  He had thought that it might only be in 3 or 4 pieces, but it turned out to be around three times that amount.  First were the boots, then the legs were in two different pieces each; the torso of leather and iron plates was actually two separate pieces that fit together, and the arm guards were also in two separate pieces each.  When he added in the helmet, shield, spear, and necklace, there was a total of 16 different items that needed Fusions, though some of those would need multiple Fusions because they had a few different iron bands or plates. 

To save time, Larek decided on a Magnitude 3 Strengthen Iron Fusion for every band or plate on the armor and the shield.  It would still make the iron 300% stronger than its original state, which wasn’t an insignificant amount, so he thought this was a perfectly fine compromise.  In addition to it only taking approximately 2 minutes per Fusion, as it required 875 Mana and 16 Pattern Cohesion to complete each one, their area of ambience was relatively small enough that they wouldn’t interfere with another even if they were almost directly next to it.  It was only when the Fusion was extremely powerful that such a thing became an issue.

After all of the bands and plates were done on the armor and the shield, Larek created a Strengthen Wood +7 Fusion for the spear shaft, as it could be a little larger due to it being by itself; a Strengthen Wood +4 on the wooden part of the shield was next, as he didn’t want anything larger to interfere with the iron bands on it that already had Fusions.  Next was Sharpen Steel Edge +5 on the tip of the spear, which was sharper than Rheina’s knives, but there was also a bit more space for a larger area of ambience there. 

With all the simpler Fusions out of the way, the novice Fusionist added a Body and Agility Boost to the long wooden shaft of the spear, spaced out not to interfere with the Strengthen Wood Fusion already there.  Larek was originally going to add a Strength Boost to the spear, but after seeing how greatly it had affected him as opposed to the Body Boost, he thought it would be better to keep the Strength Boost on his helmet, where it would stay in contact with his skin.

This made Larek consider whether or not it would be a good idea to move all of the Boosts to a more permanent location than the spear, especially as he had observed how much it had affected both of them as soon as the Fusions activated against their skin.  For Mage stats, having Boosts on their staves didn’t seem to physically affect them as much, but it seemed to be different for Martial stats.  At the moment, he couldn’t find any other object that was in constant contact with Crester’s body that he could use as a spot for a Fusion, as it was mostly cloth or leather underneath the armor. 

With a shrug, knowing that he was already planning on spending time on figuring out softer materials for Fusions, he went ahead and added the two Boosts to the spear shaft, and then followed them up with the Body Boost on the helmet – all of them at a Magnitude of 5.  The last one he created was another Healing Surge +3 on Crester’s necklace, which was as easily done as the back of the steel locket was just large enough for his Fusion without having to condense it much.

With all those done, he gave them back to the Martial graduate, who quickly equipped every piece with a huge grin on his face. “This is amazing, Larek.  Really, thank you for this; I never would’ve thought I’d own anything with Fusions on them – especially not as powerful as these are.”

Larek was glad to see that the second time Crester went through the process of adjusting to his increased stats it only took about half the time, which made him hopeful that the transition would continue to decrease in time with subsequent use.  Still, he immediately went to work on playing around with cloth and leather to help alleviate the need for such a transition period.  “You’re very welcome.  Both of you.  Just remember that you have no idea who created those Fusions, as I don’t want the attention to come back on me.”

They both nodded seriously, though Larek could tell that they were extremely pleased with the work he had done.  “Don’t worry; we won’t betray your trust on this.”

He just nodded before turning away, thinking about Fusions on different materials.   Unfortunately for Larek, Nedira and Verne convinced him to take a break after he was done with Crester’s gear, not allowing him to sink into such an enterprise at the time.  As much as he wanted to refuse, he thought back on those times when he had been so absorbed in making Fusions that he ignored the world around him.  Remembering how he could become so focused that nothing else really mattered, he concluded that it was probably beneficial that his friends were there to keep him alert to the world.

It was a good thing they did, too, because not 5 minutes after Crester re-equipped his gear, the carriage they were riding within began to slow down.


Chapter 15

“Hey, help with the unloading, would you?”

Larek heard the shout coming from the back of the carriage soon after it stopped.  An open hatchway led out to the bright sun of the outdoors, which was nearly blinding after being in the relative darkness of the cargo hold for the last number of hours.  

Over the previous few minutes, the sound and movement of the vehicle had changed; it was both rougher and louder as the wheels rolled over what sounded like cobblestones, and the sounds of voices outside of the carriage’s frame could be heard.  It didn’t take them long to determine that they had reached another town or city on their route down south. 

“Sure thing!” Crester shouted back, and everyone inside the cargo hold moved to the back hatch.  Larek’s first impression of the town outside, once his eyes adjusted to the bright light of the slowly fading day, was that it appeared very similar to Garventon, though in this case he doubted there were thousands of dead Bog Goblins outside the walls.  Because they weren’t distracted by having just been attacked by an unheard-of number of monsters, the people reacted just the way they normally did when they saw him and his height emerge from the back of the carriage, already holding a crate that had been pointed out to him by the one that had asked for their help.

He ignored their expressions of disgust and muttered insults as he moved to drop off the crate of supplies he was carrying into a storage area nearby.  He found that the more he encountered such responses to his appearance, the less he cared about it; he was still aware of it, of course, but it bothered him less and less as time went on.  In fact, he found himself smiling at those that seemed the most affected by his height, which immediately improved his mood as they flinched back in surprise. 

What was even stranger was that those that he smiled at, when he saw them on his way back from dropping off another crate or sack of supplies, just looked at him in confusion.

“They don’t know how to react now,” Nedira suddenly said by his side with a barely audible chuckle when she saw him looking.  “I told you before, there is an instinctive hatred and fear of tall people here in the Kingdom, but when you smiled at them, you completely disrupted their thought processes.  I’m sure you’ve already seen changes in those you’ve spent enough time with, haven’t you?”

Larek thought about it for a moment before nodding.  “But they didn’t act like that, though,” he said, pointing his thumb back at the confused people who were staring at him.  In fact, the usual response to him was either fear or, at best, indifference – not confusion. 

This time she laughed out loud, not bothering with hiding a chuckle.  “That’s because you didn’t react like they expected!”

“What do you mean?”

Nedira took her time before responding.  “Well, what is your normal response to those reacting this way to you?”

“Ignoring them?”  That sounded about right to him.

“Exactly.  That just shows them that they are right in their reaction to you, because you are obviously someone that deserves to be hated or feared.”

Larek shook his head.  “What?  How does that make any sense?”

“Because you obviously think you’re better than they are, and that they are beneath your notice.  If you were to respond with violence, that would also reinforce their incorrect viewpoint.”

“But I don’t think that I’m better—”

She put her hand on his arm, interrupting him as they walked back to the carriage to grab more supplies.  “I know that, Larek, but that’s how it appears to the people of this Kingdom.  Don’t ask me why or even how they all feel this way, other than being enslaved by the giant Gergasi around a thousand years ago. Granted, that is definitely something that might stick in the minds of a people for a long time, but their instinctual hatred and fear is something ingrained in them, not based on memories or stories told about that time in their history.”

Larek had thought about what Nedira had told him about that before, and it didn’t make any more sense to him now even after more explanation.  “And when I smiled at them?”

She chuckled again, though not as loudly as her laughter before.  “Let me ask you this: How would you react if a monster emerged from a Scission and, instead of attacking you, stopped to talk or smile at you in a friendly manner?”

He instantly understood what she was getting at, because he would be thoroughly confused, though it also gave him a new perspective on his situation.  They see me as some sort of monster?

As if reading his thoughts, Nedira went on.  “No, you’re not a monster, but it’s the best comparison I could think of.  But do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

Larek nodded.  It still didn’t explain everything, but it helped, nonetheless.

The unloading didn’t take nearly as long as he expected and they were ready to leave within an hour, though the Canniks needed another few hours of rest before they could depart.  The delay gave Larek and his friends a chance to walk around the town and continue to stretch their legs a little bit before they were shoved back into the cargo hold of the carriage again. 

It also gave them a chance to discuss some things without Rheina or Crester being nearby – though all four of them checked to make sure the stealthy Martial wasn’t eavesdropping on their conversation like she had in Garventon.

“So, tell me: What happened with that Fusion?  What did it do to you?” Nedira asked him as they slowly walked along the wide town streets.  Verne and Norde were walking ahead of them, where they could hear the conversation but also keep an eye out for anyone attempting to get too close. 

Larek described what happened to his Body along with his Pneuma and Pattern Cohesion without going into too much detail about the specific amounts because he didn’t think it was important.  Besides, he didn’t want them to think he was even more abnormal than they already did, because he could tell they were still getting used to him having Martial stats and the Skills that went with them.

When no one responded to his explanation of what had happened to him with the Body Boost Fusion, likely because they also had no idea why it occurred, he asked something that had been on his mind ever since he unlocked any of his stats.  “I have to know: Are there other people with both Martial and Mage stats?  How do you think people of the Kingdom will react after learning about… me?” As all three of his friends were originally from different places altogether, their viewpoint might be a little skewed; what worried him the most was how the people of the Kingdom would respond to learning about his dual-stat situation.

“I… don’t know,” Nedira admitted, and it appeared as though neither Verne nor Norde knew, either.  “I’ve never heard of anyone having both before, at least.  As for how they would react, I’d like to say that they would rejoice and would want to encourage both sides of your abilities, but after just having a conversation about your height and how they already believe that you think you are better than them, I can’t see them looking positively upon you.”  She paused for a moment before adding something that chilled him despite it being relatively warm outside.  “They may even seek to contain and study you somewhere until they can figure out how you have both.  Or they might end up killing you because you are too much of an unknown.”

That was what he had feared, but hearing someone else say it was almost worse. 

“Needless to say, I know, but I would keep that information to yourself,” Verne spoke up, facing toward Larek as he walked backwards.  “As for your other problem, the one with the Fusion that locked up your body, I believe I have an idea of what happened.”

“What, really?” Nedira asked incredulously.

“Yes, really,” Larek’s roommate said excitedly.  “At least, I believe so!”

“Then, why did that Fusion do that to his body?”

Verne looked Larek in the eye, and he suddenly had a serious expression on his face.  “My people believe that there is a strong connection between our physical body, our spiritual self, and nature.  It’s how I have an ability to manipulate and shape wood, as well as a few other innate abilities that aren’t important right now, but what is important is how this might – and I emphasize might – apply to your situation.”  He paused before asking a question.  “Am I right in assuming you have a disproportionately high Pattern Cohesion?”

Larek nearly missed a step, despite not walking very fast.  How does he know that?

“I knew it!” Nedira punched him in his lower arm, which didn’t hurt but surprised him, nonetheless.  “When you accidentally mentioned that you had over 1,000, I briefly thought you were just messing with me; I always thought it was true, however.”

Larek remembered inadvertently saying that to her around the same time he had created the Fusions for her staff, but figured she had forgotten.  Turning his attention back to Verne, he nodded.  “I do.  Quite high, actually.”

“That’s what I thought.  Of course, it makes sense with the strength of the Fusions you can create, but it also confirms my theory,” his roommate responded.  “I believe there is a connection between your physical form and your spiritual self that transcends normal boundaries and conventions.  You obviously already have an extremely strong internal spiritual framework, but it is further enhanced by the overall state of your physical body.”

Larek understood Verne’s words, but the meaning behind them was lost upon him.  “What exactly does that mean?”

“Simply put, as your Body gets stronger, so too will your Pneuma and Pattern Cohesion.”

“But I’ve already increased my Pneuma with a few Advancement Points and my Pneuma Boost armlet; wouldn’t that affect my physical body, then?”

Verne shook his head.  “No, I don’t believe so.  I think it only works the opposite way.  It’s like having a large bowl made of stone, which is your body, holding a bunch of water – which is your Pattern Cohesion.  When you increase your Pneuma through different means, you’re essentially adding more water to the bowl – but it will eventually fill up until you can’t add any more.  I don’t know what that limit is right now, but you likely surpassed it earlier.  I believe this is what locked your body up, as you exceeded what you could hold as far as Pattern Cohesion. 

“However, with your Body stat, you can increase the size of the bowl to hold more water and enhance what it already has inside.  This is what happened when your Pneuma and Pattern Cohesion increased by 50% when you held the Body Boost Fusion.

“The problem was that you increased your Body stat all at once, which made the bowl unstable because it was a rush job and possessed flaws and cracks in its construction.  Over time, you probably would’ve automatically repaired those flaws and cracks, but I have no idea how long that would take.  As it is, you have to be careful not to add too much to your Body stat all at one time, to avoid a repeat of what happened to you.”

The more the boy spoke, the more he seemed to make sense.  Larek wasn’t sure if everything Verne said was 100% accurate, but his analogy certainly seemed like it had a real possibility of being true.

“What’s the solution, then?”

“I think what he’s trying to get at is to gradually add to your Body stat,” Nedira answered before his roommate could.  Verne nodded in agreement.  “You still have some Advancement Points, right?”

Larek consulted his Status and confirmed he still did; he had 40 of them, in fact.

“Then when we get back into the carriage, I think you should add a single point into Body to see how you handle it.”

It was a little worrying, thinking about sending himself back into that helpless state again, but he had to admit that they both had a point.  Besides, it was only a single Advancement Point, so it couldn’t be that bad.  Could it?

He was only partially wrong.

A few hours of wandering around later, they were back on the carriage and Larek planted himself in his little corner of the cargo hold.  As soon as they were underway, apparently to make one more delivery before stopping for the night, he directed one of his AP into his Body stat.

At first, he couldn’t feel anything happen, but within a few seconds he felt a pulse echo out of his Stama supply and reverberate through his entire body, weakening his muscles to the point where he could barely move.  It wasn’t as debilitating as his experience with the Body Boost Fusion, but he still felt as weak as a newborn; thankfully, he could still functionally move his eyes and head, as well as minimally manipulate his fingers, but lifting his extremities was almost impossible.  He could also speak, which helped him to let his friends know what was happening to him as they grew concerned. 

It took nearly an hour before the effects started to wear off, as he gradually felt everything return to normal.  When Larek looked at his Status, he found that his Pneuma had increased by 5 to 109; with his Pneuma Boost +9 armlet, that raised it to 207, consequently bringing his Pattern Cohesion to 2,070 up from 1,980.  From what he could tell, each point in Body was equivalent to 5 Pneuma, which at 21 was 105; with the additional 4 AP he had directed toward his Pneuma while still at Crystalview, that brought it to 109.  Why it worked that way, he didn’t know, but his roommate’s theory had certainly proven to be fairly accurate.

If only raising my Body stat wasn’t so debilitating, I could have an even larger amount of Pattern Cohesion in no time.  Then again, I’m not really feeling a lack of Pattern Cohesion, so I guess it can wait.

By the time he had recovered and adjusted to the extra point in his Body stat, they had arrived at another town, where he helped to unload once again.  Afterwards, he – along with everyone else – was tired enough after the day that he slept in the cargo hold all night despite the relatively uncomfortable accommodations. 

He didn’t wake up until the next morning when the carriage began its journey south once again.


Chapter 16

Their travel south took an unexpected turn when additional passengers joined the carriage while Larek and his friends were asleep.  Unfortunately, the small group of 5 SIC members suddenly appeared in the cargo hold of the carriage that morning as it had the least amount of supplies that still needed to be delivered; he only discovered it when he had woken up and found that Rheina and Crester weren’t the only people besides his friends that were now inside the hold. 

“Students, huh?  Where you headed?”

Larek and the others were in their accustomed places on top of some sacks and crates, staring at the newcomers with an uncomfortable silence, only for it to be broken by an older man who was wearing worn leather armor with chainmail, with a massive steel warhammer strapped to his back.  The Fusionist estimated that he was probably in his early 30s, age-wise, though from the patched and reinforced appearance of his armor, he had quite a bit of experience in fighting.  His companions, two Mages and another pair of Martials, looked equally as “experienced”, with a general rough appearance in their clothing and even their postures. 

Rheina and Crester sat along the side, not quite with Larek and his friends but also not a part of the new group.  They looked uncomfortable for some reason, as if they weren’t worthy to be talking to these individuals.  He could only assume that they were quite a high Level and that the recent graduates were a bit intimidated by them.

“Yep!  We’re headed to Copperleaf Academy down south!” Verne answered, his normal bubbly enthusiasm eliciting a few small smiles from the new arrivals. 

“Copperleaf?  Wouldn’t Crystalview be closer?”

Larek and his friends froze for a moment at the mention of Crystalview, but fortunately Verne was able to recover quickly enough to answer.  “Oh, you didn’t hear?”

The man, who hadn’t introduced himself, looked suspiciously at Verne before turning his attention to everyone else.  He, along with the rest of the newcomers, was from the Kingdom, but fortunately they hadn’t appeared to have an issue with Larek.  It could have been because the Fusionist had been sitting down the entire time, but he also thought it was because these people had seen enough in their lives not to care about the relative heights of people like him all that much.  At least, that was the impression he got from them, a certain vibe they gave off that Larek was beginning to recognize in people; he wasn’t an expert by any means, but his experience dealing with people since he left home had expanded his awareness of such things exponentially.

“Heard what, boy?”

Verne took the lead in explaining what had happened at Crystalview Academy, including the appearance of so many Scissions inside the city.  He only mentioned that the building had been seriously damaged during the attack rather than give any details on exactly how it came about, for which Larek was thankful. 

The warhammer-wielding SIC member looked at his companions with a silent message passing among them, their ability to communicate without words obvious even to an inexperienced outsider like Larek.  They must’ve been working together a long time.

“We hadn’t heard that,” the man responded, his voice becoming harsher the more he spoke, as if it was rusty from lack of use.  As Verne had been talking, he had stared at Larek and the others not part of his group as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing; when no one appeared to disagree with what the boy was saying, he seemed to understand that Verne wasn’t just making up stories.  “We’ve been away for a while, looking into something else, so we’ve been a little out of the loop,” he said in way of explanation. 

Away for a while?  What does that mean?

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem as though any of them were going to expand upon that, as everyone stopped talking after that, and an uncomfortable silence descended upon the cargo hold again.  Larek briefly contemplated experimenting with cloth or leather Fusions, but ultimately decided that would be a poor decision with the newcomers so close by.  Based on his talk with Nedira earlier, he knew that keeping his abilities – even his existence as a Fusionist – a secret for as long as possible was the best way to ensure he didn’t end up locked away somewhere or simply dead.

He nearly asked Nedira if she would cast some spells that she knew so that he could learn their spell patterns, but he held off when he remembered learning in his Spellcasting class that simply seeing a spell pattern without it being infused with Mana wouldn’t necessarily teach him the spell.  One needed to see the entire process being completed before an understanding could be made from it, which was why Professor Gilbo had constantly cast his spells into the training hoop in the room instead of simply holding the pattern for a long time so everyone could see it. 

Needless to say, he didn’t want her casting random spells in the back of the carriage, as who knew what they would do. 

Thankfully, he was saved from trying to find another use of his time when one of the newcomer Mages, a woman wearing a dark blue robe, suddenly turned to another woman from her group who was wearing a full set of steel plate armor and had a short sword attached to her waist via a belt and scabbard.  From what Larek could tell, this woman was the protector of their little group, similar to what Crester would be once he arrived at his eventual destination.

“Maryanne, let me refresh your Fusion while we’re on the move.”  The Mage said it quietly, but Larek heard it even over the rattle and rumbling of the carriage as it moved over the road below.  He immediately turned his attention to the two women as the one in full plate armor pulled out her steel sword and handed it over to the Mage.

Is she a Fusionist, too?

For the first time, Larek used his senses to look closer at each of the SIC members in the cargo hold, searching for the tell-tale sign of Fusions.  It didn’t take him long to find a number of them among the group, and even sitting a dozen feet or more away from them, their pattern formations were clear.  He saw stat boosts on the Mages’ staves, only at Magnitude 2, as well as Strengthen Fusions at the same Magnitude on the head and haft of the warhammer he noticed earlier, another on the wood bow of the archer-based Martial that was part of the group, and on the steel shield of the one in plate armor, Maryanne.  There were none on any other armor pieces for some reason, though he thought he saw evidence of an area of ambience originating under the Martials’ clothing, likely some sort of necklace or pendant with a stat boost on it. 

Nothing he saw was at Magnitude 3 or higher, but the Fusions he did see were well-constructed and their formations were clean, better than most that he’d seen – not that he’d seen a whole lot in his time as a Mage and Fusionist.  They were better made than the ones strengthening the undercarriage of the vehicle they were riding in, for instance.

Even so, based on a visual inspection of what he could see of their patterns, none of them appeared as if they would last more than a month or two, as they were degrading already.  That wasn’t something surprising for him to see, because that seemed to be the norm for all Fusions – except his own. 

There was a Magnitude 2 Sharpen Steel Edge Fusion on the sword Maryanne gave the Mage, but Larek could tell that it only had about a week or two before it faded completely.  As the woman in the dark-blue robe settled it into her lap and got comfortable on a sack of what appeared to be wheat grain, he realized that this was the first time he’d ever watched someone else create a Fusion.  His Fusions class had simply been theory and other information pertinent to the creation of Fusions, but there hadn’t been any practical applications of what they had learned.  Granted, Larek had created hundreds of Fusions by this point, but he thought it might be good to have a visual reference of how other Mages and Fusionists actually created Fusions.

It took nearly 10 minutes for the woman to fully form the formation for the Sharpen Steel Edge +2 Fusion, as she appeared to keep losing her focus with every bump in the road.  Even when it was fully formed, it was wispy and relatively insubstantial, unlike his own Fusions which were practically solid.  He began to see why everyone who saw him working on his creations – at least those who could observe the Pattern Cohesion and Mana involved – were shocked at the difference.  If this is how most Mages create Fusions, then it’s no wonder they don’t last very long.

After the formation was formed and held in place over the blade of the sword, the Mage in the dark-blue robe began to slowly feed her Mana into it, which was practically a trickle compared to Larek’s usual torrent.  Still, he watched, fascinated by the process after never seeing it from the outside before; it was very slow, but he could see the control and focus that the woman had as she filled the pattern as her Mana filtered through the Mana Cost section of the formation. 

A sudden, bumpier section of the road made the woman lose focus for a moment, and Larek saw the entire formation begin to waver, like it was made of delicate smoke and someone breathed on it.  Fortunately for her, the Mage was able to recover and stabilize the Fusion, though he saw that some of the Mana that had been fed into it leaked out and drifted out into the air before dispersing.  He estimated that it was only a few points of Mana by that point because the woman was feeding it into the Fusion at an extremely slow rate, so it didn’t harm anything.  If it had been nearly full of Mana, the rapid expulsion of the energy from the Formation might have caused an explosion.  At Magnitude 2, it probably would’ve been a relatively small explosion, but it still would’ve done some damage to both the woman and even the sword itself.

The entire process took a little over an hour from start to finish, which was frankly astonishing.  Not that it had taken her so little time, but because it took her so long; Larek was fairly certain he could’ve done it all in 5 minutes or less – and that was only because of the need to ensure it was precise while in the somewhat bumpy carriage.  If he had peace and quiet, he thought he could get it all done in less than 2 minutes, if that.

After the woman was done, she practically collapsed backward in exhaustion, after a portion of her Pattern Cohesion had been used in the creation of the Fusion and the need for focusing for such a long period of time.  He admired that she had been able to concentrate for that long, as he knew it could be tough; while he had made a few Fusions that required even longer periods of time to create, it had all been where he was comfortable and didn’t have to worry about external stimuli messing up his focus. 

“Thanks, Dreana.  I appreciate it,” Maryanne said, as she carefully picked up the sword from the Mage’s lap and slid it back into the scabbard at her waist.

Larek was wondering if the woman would create any other Fusions, but she seemed wiped out from just that single creation.  Disappointed, as he’d found the demonstration informative, he looked away to see if there was something else he could do; but in his own focus on the Fusion process, he failed to recognize that almost everyone else was just as interested in watching as he was.

Unfortunately, Rheina opened her mouth and Larek restrained an unconscious need to flinch at her words.

“Was that a powerful Fusion?” the Martial graduate asked in what he suspected was genuine curiosity.  “I have to admit, I’ve only seen it done a few times, but that one seemed to take a lot longer than the ones I saw.”

Dreana, the Mage who had created the Fusion, had recovered enough to sit up and answer, her strength already seeming to come back.  “It wasn’t too powerful at only +2, but the added difficulty of creating it within this bumpy carriage certainly added some extra time,” she admitted.  “Plus, I’m sure the ones you saw created before were only +1, which is the weakest they can be, and they take much less time to complete.”

“Ah, thank you; that is fascinating,” Rheina replied.  Larek was thankful that she didn’t even twitch an eye in his direction, but she had also gained the Mage’s attention – which wasn’t the smartest idea. 

“Wait, I think I detect some Fusions on your own gear.  What kinds do you have?” the woman asked, getting a little unsteadily to her feet.

“Dreana, you shouldn’t be standing up so soon after—”

“I’m fine, Wolfram,” the Mage insisted, cutting off the man with the warhammer, whom Larek was beginning to assume was the leader of their little group based on his interaction with the others. It took her a few seconds to fully catch her balance, but she eventually picked her way over to where the leather-clad Rheina was sitting off to the side, Crester inconspicuously behind her staying out of the field of attention.  “C’mon, let me see what you have—” she said as soon as she sat down, but cut her own self off this time as she got a clearer look at Rheina’s bracer.  It was the one with the Agility Boost +7 on it, which was probably not the best thing for her to look at if they wanted to avoid calling attention to Larek.

“Where—?” she began to ask, before swallowing and starting again.  “Where did you get this?”

“I… can’t say.” 

He was happy to see that Rheina still didn’t let her vision even flicker toward him, though a glance at Crester found the armored graduate subtly straining against looking at Larek.  He’s going to break if he’s pressed, he deduced from the young man’s actions.  Rheina, on the other hand, had absolutely no problems whatsoever. 

Dreana stared at the bracer for another few seconds before she briefly stared at the man with the warhammer and then the other Mage, who was wearing a deep-red robe and held his staff across his lap.  After some sort of silent communication with them again, she turned back to Rheina and nodded.  “Fair enough.  I apologize for disturbing you.”

Without another word, Dreana got up and sat back over with her companions, who wouldn’t meet the gazes of anyone else in the hold and had stopped talking entirely.  Larek glanced at his friends and he saw the same question reflected in their faces.

What just happened there?


Chapter 17

The rest of the trip south over the next few days was unfortunately super awkward and incredibly boring.  The group of 5 SIC members acted as if no one else in the cargo hold existed, but they were still present enough that Larek wouldn’t be able to do any Fusions or have Nedira teach him any spells – especially with how they reacted to seeing Rheina’s bracer.  As they helped to unload supplies at a couple of towns and once at a much larger city, even bigger than Peratin where Crystalview Academy was located, he was able to briefly talk to his friends without anyone overhearing, but no one had an explanation for what had occurred.

“It was extremely strange how that woman just stopped being interested in the Fusion like that,” Nedira mentioned. 

“Does anyone have an idea why they are doing this?  It’s almost as if they are afraid of saying or doing something that could cause problems.”  Larek knew all about what that looked like, as he used to do it himself when he first really went out into the world. 

“That’s a good interpretation of how they’re acting,” Verne agreed.  “But that still doesn’t explain why.”

Unfortunately, they didn’t learn anything more over the next 5 days as they traveled to the capital city of Andrin, as they basically slept half the time or exchanged small talk along their journey.  The morning they made it to the city, it took almost an hour for them to get inside and arrive at their final destination, which told Larek that the capital city was much larger than any he’d ever seen before. 

With his first sight of the city as soon as he stepped out of the carriage, he wasn’t disappointed.  In every direction were buildings, buildings, and more buildings, and the only reason he could see past them was because they were in an extremely large courtyard that he estimated was a little over 1,000 feet in diameter.  With it located on a gentle rise in the landscape among the city, he was able to look out in just about every direction except for directly behind where he had emerged, which he immediately identified as south according to the sun.

For as far as he could see, there were structures blanketing his view in a myriad of different colors, shapes, and sizes.  Some he identified as houses, including some massive mansions like the ones he saw in the Noble quarter back in Peratin, but the majority of the ones he saw appeared to be single-family or residential buildings similar to the one in Rushwood back home.  The rest he figured were some sort of businesses, though he was too far away to tell for sure.

At the edge of his vision, to the north, east, and west, he could make out an extremely tall stone wall that he estimated was at least 100 feet tall, or perhaps even taller; as they were so far away, he couldn’t say if there was anyone on top of it, but he wouldn’t be surprised if there was.  Given the sheer size of the wall, he expected that they must’ve had thousands of defenders that were part of the SIC, and he couldn’t even imagine attempting to repel an attack by a powerful Scission in the biggest city in the Kingdom.

To the south was another wall, but it was much closer and prevented him from seeing further past the extensive compound they had been dropped off within.  Looking around, he could see dozens of different Network carriages either parked near storage warehouses or moving around, all pulled by the same sort of Canniks that pulled the carriages they had traveled with to get there. 

“Copperleaf Academy transfer students?”

Larek turned around to see a woman holding a clipboard, similar to what he’d seen some of the Professors using back at Crystalview.  She was taller than most, at nearly 6 feet, and she was most definitely not from the Kingdom with her pale white skin and long, shiny black hair, half of which was tied up in a bun on top of her head.  She was wearing a dark-grey dress that cut off just below her knees, and she was wearing a pair of what appeared to be thick-soled black shoes that shone just like her hair.

“Yes, that’s us,” Nedira answered for the group.  Larek and his friends were currently mingling with the other students who had departed the carriages, as they were at a loss for where to go.  As for Rheina and Crester, as well as the veteran SIC members that had traveled with them over the last few days, they had taken off almost immediately, with the former at least telling them goodbye. 

“Great!  It’s a good thing that you were able to get in early today, because we already have your carriages ready for transport to Copperleaf Academy,” the woman continued, marking something off on her clipboard with a pencil, similar to the ones that Larek just noticed were stuck through her bun. 

“We’re leaving today?” Nedira asked with audible annoyance.  Larek understood immediately; he could tell that everyone was frankly tired of traveling, and just wanted to at least stay overnight in some comfort.

“Oh, yes!  We have a timetable to keep, and we can’t afford for the schedule to become disrupted any more than it already is with your arrival!”  Whoever this woman was, she seemed inordinately excited about telling them they couldn’t rest.

“Ugh.  Fine.  Let’s just get it over with,” Nedira grumbled.  Looking at Verne and Norde, he could tell they felt the same way; the last few days had been rough for them with the SIC members nearby that acted like they weren’t even there, as they didn’t feel like they could talk about what they wanted while they were sure to be observed.

Larek hadn’t cared about not being able to talk, of course, but not being able to freely create Fusions when he had the time and opportunity had annoyed him thoroughly.  Now it seemed as though he wouldn’t have any time again as they were about to leave for Copperleaf Academy.

“Right this way, students.  Please, follow me,” the woman in the dress said, looking up from her clipboard and apparently seeing Larek for the first time as her eyes widened.  Instead of being annoyed or angry at his appearance, she smiled at him as her eyes roamed up and down, like she was sizing him up for an outfit or something. 

Larek suddenly felt a hand on his arm and he looked down to see Nedira next to him.  “It looks like we’re going to be traveling immediately again,” she said, which he thought was unnecessary because he had just heard that from the woman with the clipboard.  As he nodded, he looked up and saw the aforementioned woman turning around with a swish of her dress as she led the way toward their new vehicles. 

“I know.  Hopefully we’ll have some private time to ourselves at some point along the journey,” he said, even as he began to follow the other students who were following their guide. 

“I would definitely like that, too,” Nedira agreed. 

Larek heard Verne and Norde chuckle for a moment, and he peered around to see what they were getting into, but they were looking away.  He didn’t see anything, so he turned back to their relatively short walk across the courtyard to where a pair of carriages awaited them.

“Now, the accommodations are going to be a little tight, but fortunately most of you are small enough that it should be fine,” the woman with the clipboard said as soon as she stopped them in front of the first carriage.  “For those of you who are a little larger,” the woman continued, looking directly at Larek, “it won’t be nearly as comfortable, but if anyone who might fit that criteria wants to stay overnight, I think I can find another transport in the morning.”

“No, I think we’re all fine.  We can manage even if we’re a little squished,” Nedira immediately responded.  Larek nodded, as he didn’t want to be separated from the main group; he still felt responsible for overseeing that they arrived at Copperleaf as safe and sound as possible.

“Are you sure?”

Nedira seemed taken aback at the question.  “Uh, yes, we’re sure.”

“Fine.  Have a safe trip!” the woman said with a last brief look at Larek before stomping off in a different direction. 

“That was odd.  Anyway, let’s see what this is all about,” he said, gesturing toward a couple of people wearing clothing that he now recognized as belonging to the SIC Transportation Network. 

It turned out that they weren’t going to be stashed in the cargo hold this time, as they were completely full of supplies for the trip south toward Copperleaf.  They were the only passengers along for the ride, but that still meant that an area meant for a max of 20 adults needed to fit more than 60 students along with Larek.

“I’m sorry, but you’re probably going to have to sit on the floor,” the driver apologized, ushering them onto the carriage.  As soon as he stepped inside, following all the other students, he realized why the driver mentioned the floor – because the students were sitting hip to hip along four long, padded benches set up along the passenger cabin, leaving the only spot for someone of his size being the floor.  He shrugged and sat down with his back along the rear wall, which he knew separated them from the cargo hold. 

It wasn’t comfortable by any means, especially once they began to move and he could feel the bumps and other movements along the road more than in the cargo hold.  Regardless of his comfort, he knew that there was no way he’d be able to do anything he wanted during the rest of the trip with all the other students there.  Even if he were willing to demonstrate his abilities with Fusions, he didn’t think he’d ever have enough focus to completely block out the conversations of around 30 ten-year-olds who didn’t seem to know how to regulate their speaking voices for enclosed spaces.

Nedira was at least sitting next to him – on the bench, of course – and she helped pass the time by chatting with him, though he could barely hear her over the incredible noise coming from the other students.  Verne and Norde were next to her, having their own conversation that he also couldn’t hear, and Larek suddenly wished his Listening Skill wasn’t as high as it was currently; he had difficulty differentiating among people talking all at the same time, because his Skill wanted to enhance his sense of hearing so that he could hear them all.  After a while, he stopped trying and closed his eyes, just waiting for the torturous journey to be over.

It took a total of 6 full days of constant, ear-splitting conversations and what seemed like much bumpier roads than their journey to the capital before they finally arrived.  Larek had needed to use his Healing Surge Fusion a few times along the way as he got more than a few headaches from the sound and pains in his back from sitting on the hard, bumpy floor, but it was more than worth it.  Along the way, they were fed at different intervals throughout the day, typically as they stopped by a town or city to drop off supplies, and he was glad of the opportunity to get up, stretch his muscles, and walk around.  Even with stopovers of a few hours, it was never enough to make him feel satisfied, and he was beginning to become irritable by the end. 

“Larek, we’re here.”

He nearly snapped at Verne who shook him awake out of the daze he had been in over the last few hours of travel, but he caught himself.  The simple thought that they had finally arrived at their destination after what was approximately 2 weeks of constant travel, starting with the caravan where they had been attacked by Bog Goblins, and then multiple Transportation Network carriages with different levels of comfort, was enough to banish most of his irritability.

When they finally stopped, he followed the rest of the students outside of the passenger cabin, stretching as he stood on solid, unmoving ground again.  When he finally looked around, he found that they were in another large city; unlike Peratin, which was basically built into the side of a mountain, this one seemed to be surrounded by forests.  In the distance, past the trees, were small mountains that created what appeared to be a U-shaped border, with the opening likely where they had just come from.  From his vantage point, which was a much smaller courtyard than the one in the capital, he thought that the city was larger than Peratin but not nearly as large as Andrin. 

“Welcome to Thanchet, home of Copperleaf Academy and Fort Pinevalley!”

Again, they were greeted when they arrived, but this time, instead of a woman with a clipboard, it was a woman dressed in a black robe with 8 different-colored stripes along the sleeves.  A Professor, at least, but based on the colored stripes, it might also be the—

“My name is Dean Lorraine, and I’m here to escort you to where you’ll be staying,” she continued, smiling at everyone – including Larek, which he took as a good sign.  What was an even better sign, as far as he was concerned, was that the woman reminded him of his old Mana and You: Basic Mana Usage class professor, Professor Kincaid.  Standing a little under 6 feet tall, she had pale skin – not quite as pale as the woman back in the capital, but close – and long, nearly white hair, which freely hung down her back.  Her bright blue eyes sparkled as she looked out at the assembled students, which Larek thought was a good sign until he remembered how friendly Dean Wilburt had been to all of the new students, too.  He decided to stay wary of the new Dean before he found out more about her, at least for now.

As they started to move out after the Dean instructed them to follow, he looked around at the carriage behind him, bidding it good riddance.  Stretching his legs, for the first time Larek started to consider how different this new Academy would be compared to Crystalview.  He hadn’t exactly hated his old Academy, as there were things that were great about it…

…and, of course, things that he disliked.

Overall, he was looking forward to seeing what kinds of Fusions he could learn without getting in trouble for overreaching.  Either that, or he’d end up dead because they found out about his Martial stats and couldn’t handle the unknown.

Should be a fun rest of the year.


Chapter 18

The journey through Thanchet was relatively uneventful, though Larek could tell that the city was much bigger than Peratin based on what he could observe.  He’d seen it once he exited the carriage, of course, but walking through the streets lined with hundreds of different-sized buildings only emphasized the differences.  Granted, the city that housed Crystalview Academy had been large, but it only looked as large as it did because it spread up the small mountain it had attached itself to like moss on the side of a tree.  Spread out like it was, Thanchet wasn’t obviously larger, but once he was actually walking within the city, he could feel the difference. 

Thankfully, his experience seeing so many different towns and cities, as well as – at least briefly – the enormous capital city of the Kingdom, allowed him to take its size within stride.  A half-year ago, he knew he would’ve been gaping at the sights out of wonder and ignorance, but he was inclined to think that his worldview had changed since then.

Oh, I’m still mightily ignorant of many things, but not nearly as much as I used to be.

“This environment is much better suited to me, I think,” Verne idly mentioned by his side.  Larek looked at his roommate, who was smiling as his gaze was focused out into the distance.  Seeing the forest that surrounded the city in most directions, he understood immediately.

“Do you miss your home?” he asked his roommate.

Verne nodded.  “Of course.  Don’t you?”  At the last moment, the boy seemed to realize what he had said and opened his mouth to take it back, but Larek waved it off.

“I do,” he responded softly, thinking about his home near the Rushwood Forest.  “But I’m sure they’re doing fine without me, as much as I want to return and see that they’re safe.” 

Even though he was slightly worried about them with all of the abnormal Scission behavior going on up north, he could only hope that they would be fine.  Even if he were to rush back immediately, it would take weeks or months of travel to arrive; if there were any trouble, he would likely be too late.  Besides, the SIC existed for a reason, and as much as he didn’t appreciate being forcibly drafted into the organization, he’d already seen that they were quite effective in defending against sudden outbreaks of monsters.  Granted, there weren’t any representatives of the SIC up near his home, but he could only hope that the strange occurrences were temporary and limited in range. 

With each passing day, Larek’s desire to return to the Forest and cut down trees again all day faded to an afterthought instead of the driving desire that it had been soon after he left Rushwood.  The biggest appeal it had for him was a return to simplicity, where he didn’t have to think about anything but applying his entire focus to a specific purpose, but that had gradually been replaced by his new obsession: Fusions. 

Is “obsession” too strong of a word?  Based on what happened back at Crystalview, obsession might be exactly what it was. 

Now that he was aware of how he could lose himself into the process of creating Fusions, he was hoping he could avoid that happening again.  That, and now that he had a few friends among the students, namely Verne, Norde, and Nedira, he could rely on them to snap him out of such a state if he ever fell into it again.  At least, that was what he had mentioned to them at one point during their journey south, and they agreed to help if such a happenstance occurred.

“Yeah, I can understand that.  I miss my family as well, but I also know that I’m exactly where I need to be right now,” Verne said.  “But having all of these trees nearby reminds me enough of the Dyran Hearthwood that it’s almost like they’re here with me.”

His roommate’s statement brought with it something that Larek had wondered about for a while.  An overheard conversation or two back in Crystalview gave him a small indication of what the likely answer was, but didn’t explain it completely.

“Why didn’t you come here, then?” he asked.  “Why Crystalview?  There really aren’t a lot of trees there, as you saw.”

Instead of the boy answering, Nedira spoke up from his other side.  “It’s because enrollment of new students to Copperleaf, Silverledge, and Goldpoint Academies is generally reserved for individuals from the Kingdom, mostly Nobles.  You’ll see very few, if any, students from outside of the Kingdom at one of those Academies; we might be the only ones in our years, in fact.”

“Really?  Is having the abilities of a Mage or Martial that rare outside of the Kingdom?”

She shook her head, which he could see out of the corner of his eye.  “Not necessarily, but only those who are dedicated to unlocking specific potential come to the Kingdom,” she explained.  “Most of the time, the abilities we take for granted as Mages manifest in different ways, such as what young Verne over here can do with wood.”

His roommate nodded.  “That is true.  I’m one of the first to come to the Kingdom to learn to be a Mage,” he said.  “Most of the others from the Hearthwood rely on their innate connection to nature to become more powerful, and while they can become quite strong, I wanted to pursue a different path.” 

“And those from my homeland of Tyrendel are similar in that connection to nature, but we typically take it in a different direction,” Nedira added.  “Whereas those from the Dyran Hearthwood are more focused on manipulating trees and everything connected to them, we are more focused on all growth and applying those skills to improve and defend our land.  There’s a lot more to it than that, but that’s the easiest way I can explain it to those who aren’t a part of our culture.”

As Larek learned more about the world, he began to feel smaller within the entire scope of things.  Based on his classes at Crystalview, it seemed like the Kingdom had been the center of the world, but in reality it was only a small part of it.

He was slowly skewing his thoughts to these changes in his worldview, but it was all still new enough that it was difficult for him to fully comprehend.  Rather than strain his perception of the world too much, he instead latched onto something else that Nedira had said a little earlier.

“So, Crystalview is the only one that accepts new students from other lands?  Or, at least, for the most part?” he asked.

“That is correct.”

“Then if the other three, Copperleaf included, are largely reserved for those from the Kingdom, how is it that it’s mostly the Nobles who go there?  Are these other Academies tiny?”

It didn’t make much sense to him, given that they were supposed to teach students from all over the Kingdom.  From what he understood, the Nobles were outnumbered by every other person in the Kingdom by at least 1000 to 1, perhaps even more.

“No, they’re not tiny,” Nedira chuckled, gesturing up ahead.  When Larek focused on what she was pointing at, he saw a massive structure, which he judged to be at least 2,000 feet in width, as well as 100 feet in height; it dwarfed Crystalview Academy by at least three or four times, though he couldn’t tell from his perspective how deep it went.  If it was in the shape of a square, it could potentially fit 8 or 9 Crystalview buildings inside of it. 

“Whoa, what?  How?”

Larek wasn’t sure what he was asking, as he was simply overwhelmed by the sheer size of the structure he was looking at.  It wasn’t just the size, which was understandably impressive, but it was beautiful in a way that he hadn’t ever expected building to be before.  Great, sweeping arches decorated the façade, showing what appeared to be large, colored glass windows that caused the outside to shine as they reflected the sun, and dozens of large, wooden doors opened along the bottom perimeter of the half white stone and half wooden construction of the building.  With the stone decorating the bottom portion with a carved, wavy line delineating the separation between the materials, it was almost like a forest of trees was growing out of a white sea. 

“For some reason,” Nedira continued her response as Larek stared at the building they were heading toward, “Nobles in the Kingdom are around 90% more likely to have the potential to become a Mage or Martial, as opposed to common folk.  From what I remember hearing, they say that only 10% of the normal people have that potential, but I heard a rumor that it is more like 1%.”

“That sounds very odd,” Larek stated.  “Does that mean that most of the SIC members that we’ve met are Nobles?”

She shrugged.  “Maybe?  My understanding is that most of the higher-placed Nobles that become part of the SIC are those that are in charge, while those from minor families mingle within the ranks.”

Still staring at the gigantic building, he couldn’t help but think that there was no way that entire structure was full of Nobles.  He mentioned this to Nedira.

“You’re right, it’s not,” she replied.  “There are other students from influential families, such as merchants and others that the Kingdom decides are important, but common folk make up perhaps 10% of the population.  Most of the Professors are from outside of the Kingdom, however.”

“What?  Really?  And how do you know all of this?”

Nedira nodded.  “Yes, it’s true.  Because of the Nobles being here, those in charge of the Academies decided that in order for Professors to have the authority to discipline students without fear of reprisal, most of the staff have to be from somewhere where the long arms of the Nobles’ families couldn’t reach.  Not that they would, from what I’ve heard, because while they might be Noble, they are still needed in the defense of the Kingdom.  It’s supposed to be some great honor rather than an obligation or duty, unlike with the common people.

“As for how I know all of this, some of my duties back in Crystalview, such as welcoming new students like I did with you, Larek, had me working with various Professors.  Unlike their stoic personalities in your classes, you’d probably be surprised how much they like to gossip and complain about things when their students aren’t around,” she explained, chuckling.

“I’ve heard… somewhat the same about the other Academies and Nobles, though not in as great of detail,” Verne agreed.

It was good information, but it still didn’t explain how there were so many Nobles; he had thought they were rare.

“They are, uh, at least from what I hear, they are a bit… uh… promiscuous?”

Larek knew what the word meant, but he didn’t see how it applied.

“They breed like rabbits, Larek,” Verne supplied when Larek looked confused. 

Ah.  Alright.

Slightly uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going, he just nodded.  At this point, the city streets began to narrow as they got closer to Copperleaf Academy, so they couldn’t really talk much without it all being overheard, anyway.  Another half-hour saw them in the front of the grand entrance to the Academy, which was a massive, 30-foot-tall set of arched wooden doors banded with what appeared to be iron, and even at a distance Larek could see that both the wood and the iron doors possessed Strengthen Fusions on them.  He wanted to get closer to them to see them in better detail, but he wasn’t able to stop as the doors swung open and they were ushered inside.

Unlike the entrance hall at Crystalview, they weren’t greeted by a massive space; instead, they were in a relatively small room that couldn’t have been more than 30 feet wide, lit by magical Fusion lights that were more ornate than the ones at his former Academy.  Contrary to his original thought that the lower half of the building was all going to be constructed of stone, the internal walls were all made of planed, stained, and carved wood.  Larek could tell immediately that it wasn’t made of Rushwood; rather, it was likely wood that came from the surrounding forests, as it was a lighter color even with the stain on it.

As he looked around at his new Academy, the doors shut behind him with a loud *boom*. 


Chapter 19

“Again, I want to welcome you to Copperleaf Academy!” the Dean announced to everyone once the doors shut behind them.  “I’m going to leave you now so I can return to my duties, but I will leave you in the good hands of Ricardo, one of our star students in his fifth year here at Copperleaf.  Ricardo, please show our new arrivals to the recently reopened auxiliary residences, if you would.”

“It would be my pleasure, Dean Lorraine.”  This came from a young man standing next to the Dean in a light-yellow robe, his telltale tanned skin and brown hair marking him as part of the Kingdom, though there was a subtle difference about him that Larek couldn’t distinguish at first.  “Thank you for giving me this privilege.”

“Yes, thank you for your help.  Come see me later this evening and we’ll discuss those changes you suggested earlier.”  Turning back to the crowd of new students, she nodded at them in a gesture that encompassed them all.  “It was a great honor to meet you all, and I hope you all make our Academy proud.”  Without another word, she quickly moved off to her left, where a stylized archway led deeper into the building.

Looking around a little closer, Larek could see that on the opposite side of the archway through which the Dean left was another one leading off to the right, as well as one straight ahead.  From his position, he couldn’t see where each of these archways led, though the one ahead of him seemed to lead to a relatively short hallway, ending with a massive doorway similar to the one they had just passed through.

As soon as the Dean was out of sight, Ricardo smiled at the students, many of whom seemed to be a bit intimidated by their surroundings; at least, that was what he assumed due to their lack of conversation.  Given that most of them were quite young, had just traveled nearly half of the Kingdom, were suddenly in a structure larger than any they’d ever been in before, and were going to begin their schooling at a brand-new Academy about which most of them likely had very little knowledge, he couldn’t blame them – especially when he was feeling somewhat the same way.

“Right!  If you’d follow me, I can bring you to where you’ll be staying while you’re here at Copperleaf Academy.”  He began walking toward the hallway ahead of them instead of taking a detour left or right, and the students quickly moved to follow.  After a few seconds, Ricardo turned around and walked backwards, continuing to speak.  “The living situation here at Copperleaf is probably a little different from what you’re used to, coming from Crystalview,” he said, with derision clear in his tone of voice when mentioning the other Academy, “as we typically have enough space to furnish each student with their own room, as befits their station; but unfortunately, with your late arrival, we’ve had to reopen our auxiliary residences to accommodate the sudden influx.

“I must warn you, your new living quarters might be a little cramped, though with you coming from Crystalview,” – there was that derisive tone again – “I imagine that it shouldn’t be a problem.  You’ll be sleeping four to a room, unfortunately, but it’s the best that we could do without much more advance notice.”  He said that as if it was their fault for not giving them at least a few months or even a year to make changes to accommodate them. 

The fact that they would be sleeping four to a room didn’t really bother him, and he doubted it would bother many of the others, either, given that they had spent the better part of a month sleeping in large groups.  The students from Crystalview hadn’t necessarily become hardier with more physical endurance, but they had slowly adjusted to their situation as they traveled; Larek was positive that whatever changes were in store for them now, they could handle.

“As for your schedule, today is our off-day, so tomorrow you’ll begin your classes,” Ricardo continued.  “Thankfully for you, the curriculum throughout every Academy is identical for at least the first two years, though I’ve heard it diverges from the third-year on.  As most of you are first-years, there shouldn’t be too much difference, though you may be a little behind after traveling for so long.  Your Professors will assess whether you need additional instruction, so don’t be too worried about it for now.

“For those who are third-year or higher, we’ll have some schedules for you delivered to your rooms, though you’ll have to select your electives with the Registrar.  If you have any questions about where to find anything, any of the staff wearing dark brown will be able to assist you; if you have questions about anything academic-related, you’ll have to ask your Professors once you begin class.”  At about that point, they reached the doors at the end of the hallway, and Ricardo paused just in front of them.  “Now, you’re about to enter what we call the ‘yard’, but don’t get distracted.  Stay with me until we arrive at your residences; otherwise, you may become lost.”

Without further conversation, Ricardo turned around and opened the doors, which glided smoothly open without any particular strength needed of the fifth-year student.  Bright light shone through the doorway as soon as it was open, momentarily blinding Larek due to the lower light inside the hallway, but his eyes quickly adjusted.

“Wow…” Larek whispered involuntarily.  He wasn’t the only one.

Spread out in front of them was a wide-open space, filled with all manner of different things that caught his eye from one thing to the next.  From where they emerged into the daylight, they appeared to be in a slightly elevated position, allowing him – and the others – to see just about everything spread out in front of them, and it was an impressive view.

Closest to their position appeared to be a large garden, filled with grasses, flowers, and even some smaller trees; it was also filled with pathways leading to various cleared circles created within the greenery.  In a few of these circles, Larek could see some students in green robes talking together, Naturalists similar to Nedira, if he wasn’t mistaken.  A few of them seemed to be casting spells that manipulated the plants and other growth inside of the area, so he could only assume that was what the garden area was used for other than being pretty to look at.

Past that was a small pond of water, where blue-robed students seemed to be lounging around, and while he didn’t see any of them casting spells, he could picture them using the water nearby to aid in their efforts.  From what he understood, using spells to manipulate already existing elements in the environment required far less Mana to cast, so Naturalists and Aquamancers could use natural growth and bodies of water to augment their spells.  It was easier to affect what was already there, after all, rather than creating something from nothing.  It wasn’t exactly imperative to have natural elements nearby for a Mage to be effective, but for training purposes, he could certainly see the benefits. 

Along that vein, there was also a small pile of boulders of different sizes nearby, and there was a contained bonfire just past that.  He wondered why his old Academy didn’t have anything like these training areas, as their purpose and efficacy seemed obvious now that he saw them.  All they had were the training hoops in an area behind the large Academy building – but nothing like this.

It wasn’t like Copperleaf didn’t have that kind of training area, too, as he could see something very similar to what he remembered out back at Crystalview just past the elemental areas – but at least twice, or perhaps three times the size.  There were dozens of training hoops set up around the area, though he only saw a few people utilizing them to cast spells at the moment.

Along the left-hand side of the massive open area was something else he recognized from back at Crystalview, but like everything else he’d seen thus far, it was much bigger.  Constructed into the very wall of the building were stands that could hold thousands of people facing a large dirt field that held some stone blocks reminiscent of the arena behind Crystalview’s structure, but not nearly as many.  Instead, there almost appeared to be miniature stone fortifications set up like the walls of a town, complete with walkways and staircases.  There were four of these set up facing each other in each cardinal direction, and the stone blocks he saw before were in the middle of the space between them. 

Huh.  Very interesting.

“Keep up!  We’ve got a little walk to get to your residences!” Ricardo shouted, pulling the gazes of the students away from the yard.  Larek kept looking as he caught up to the fifth-year leading them to their destination, which was also when he realized that he had only been looking at the closer half of the large space. 

The other half, just past the arena-like area, was completely different from the training areas he was used to seeing.  Rather than training hoops for spells, there were a few flat, open spaces where he could see young students stripped down to nearly nothing clothes-wise fighting with wooden weapons, one with a spear and the other with a short sword and shield.  A crowd of other students surrounded them and cheered as the two tried to stab each other, and he could see a few spots of blood on each of them.  He watched them for only a few seconds before his attention was pulled to an area where a dozen students were holding bows and firing them at targets set up along a wooden wall backed by stone, with some of them showing a hint of some sort of magical effect to their shots, as they flew and minorly exploded upon contact with their targets.

Past them was a gigantic structure made of ropes and wood, where he could see figures navigating their way around an upright course of platforms, unsteady bridges, and swinging pendulums that seemed ready to knock off the unwary.  All he could tell about those who climbed, swung, and leaped through the structure was that they were all quite agile and quick, making maneuvers that at times seemed impossible. 

“If you’re wondering,” Ricardo called out as he walked backwards, still leading them, “that over there is Fort Pinevalley, where the Martials train.”  From his tone, Larek could tell that the fifth-year student didn’t think much of them for some reason.  “While it’s not forbidden to venture over to that side of the Academy, it is strongly discouraged.  The trainees there are always looking for another target to train against, so I would advise against going over there until you can learn how to take care of yourselves.  Just a warning, though,” he continued, “fighting is strictly prohibited unless in a sanctioned bout, or in the arena during a Skirmish.  That goes for between us Mages too, not just Mage and Martial confrontations.  Martials are strange, though, as they are generally allowed to fight at any time, as it is part of their training.  Meatheads, all of them,” he muttered with a softer voice, but Larek heard him.

The Martials train here, too?  I wonder if I can somehow learn from them without revealing anything?  That seemed like it might be impossible, but he would like to know more about Stama and Battle Arts than what he had learned from Rheina and Crester on their journey south.

“And… we’re here!” Ricardo announced, and Larek pulled his attention away from the yard and everything going on there.  In front of them was another large doorway leading back into the building, and the fifth-year quickly opened it and ushered them inside.  Almost immediately, Larek could sense that this area of the building was a little more rundown than what he’d seen thus far.  Stains on the stone flooring, cracked wood on the faded and dusty walls, and only half of the Fusion-powered lights being active were the visual indications that this part of the Academy wasn’t used very often; the smell of dust and mold in the air was another indication that they were being shunted off to the equivalent of a forgotten closet.

“Your rooms are down here; I apologize preemptively for the state of everything right now, as the staff has only been able to open this place up over the last few days,” Ricardo explained.  “Over the next few weeks, they’ll be in to give this place a good cleaning, as it’s been years since anyone has needed to live in here.”

Thankfully, as soon as Larek saw the rooms, he saw that they, at least, had been cleaned.  In each room there were four sets of clean, albeit evidently used, furniture in a space that was actually half-again as large as two rooms back in Crystalview would’ve been, so it was actually quite spacious.  The bedding appeared to be freshly cleaned, and while there was still the scent of dust and mold lingering about, it seemed to have been largely cleaned out before they arrived.

“Along the left are the girls’ rooms, and to the right are the boys’,” Ricardo explained, pointing in each direction.  “You can pick whatever rooms you want, but no more than 4 to a room.  Once you leave your belongings in your new accommodations, you can follow me to the Dining Hall, which I’m sure you’ll all appreciate – because you all look famished.”

Once everyone picked their rooms, with Larek choosing to room with Verne and Norde without a fourth roommate as of yet, they all met back out in the hallway separating the boys’ and girls’ sides.  “Over there you’ll find the restrooms, and through this other exit you just need to walk straight ahead where you’ll eventually find the Dining Hall.  I’ll meet you there in a moment, but you can go along without me while I take care of something.  Once you’re done, come back here and you’ll have your new schedules ready and waiting for you.”  Ricardo pointed toward the areas he was describing, and the students – all growing boys and girls – immediately hurried to the Dining Hall with great excitement. 

Larek and his friends weren’t in as great of a hurry, so they lagged behind.  Just as he was passing Ricardo, the young man reached out and touched his arm, stopping the former Logger in place while his friends kept going. 

“What, uh, what are you doing here?  Is there something I should know?”

The questions were strange to Larek, not because of the words themselves, but because of the tone behind them.  He would’ve expected, given his appearance in a brand-new Academy, that it would’ve been filled with anger or derision – just like everywhere else he went when people from the Kingdom saw his height.

Instead, all he could tell from the question was that it was simple curiosity…

…along with a significant helping of fear.


Chapter 20

“Hmm, what do you mean?” he asked in confusion, and it was only then that his friends noticed that he had stopped.

Ricardo looked up at him with a searching gaze, as if he was trying to figure something out.  He opened his mouth to respond but noticed that Verne and the others were watching – and listening.  “Oh, n-nothing,” he stammered.  “I was, uh, just wondering why you seem so much older than the others, that’s all.  Nothing meant by it at all.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go, to make sure everyone found the Dining Hall without getting lost, and to check in with the Registrar for schedules.”  The young man quickly extricated himself from the sudden confrontation, leaving Larek looking at the others in bewilderment.

Verne shrugged, followed quickly by Nedira and Norde.  “No idea,” his original roommate said.  “Reminds me of what those veteran SIC members did on the Network carriage, though.”

Larek nodded, agreeing.  Ricardo’s actions were bizarre, to say the least; it was almost like he knew something about Larek, but the former Logger had no idea why the fifth-year would know anything about him, considering that he had just arrived.

“There was something about him that was different. As you mentioned, it reminds me of Wolfram and the others on the carriage,” Larek remarked, as they began to follow the path the other students had taken to the Dining Hall.

“Well, he’s a Noble, so that could be what you noticed was different,” Nedira pointed out.

“What?  Really?  How do you know?”

The fourth-year Naturalist tilted her head to the side in thought.  “I’m not exactly sure what it is, but when you meet any Nobles, you’ll instinctively know.  Even for those who come from outside the Kingdom, it’s noticeable.  Could you feel something different from him, Verne?”

The tree-like boy frowned.  “Maybe?  I haven’t met any Nobles personally before, though I’ve seen some from a distance.  There were a few minor Nobles, or so I thought, at Crystalview, but they didn’t feel the same way.”

“Ah, I think I know who you’re talking about.”  Nedira nodded.  “Evander and Florit weren’t born Nobles, but instead were brought into the family by marriage.  I think blood relationships make a difference.”

“Alright, but what is this… whatever it is?  Why are they different?”

No one could answer that, unfortunately, because no one knew. 

“Well, at least he didn’t look like he was angry at me,” Larek remarked.  That was the strangest part of it all, he thought, as that absence of anger had not been his experience with most new people who met him thus far.  There were a few, such as Wolfram and the SIC members on the carriage, who didn’t react that way to him, but most did.  Now that he really thought back on it, he remembered there being something off about that group, but he attributed it to them being strong and powerful.  He hadn’t really paid attention to them after a while, not wanting to draw their focus, but he could vaguely remember feeling this strange kind of difference that he had felt in Ricardo.

Were they Nobles, too? 

He wasn’t 100% sure, but given what he’d learned about Nobles being much more likely to have potential, he thought it likely.  Even if they were, what did it matter?  What kind of difference would that make?

None, as far as he was concerned.  The only thing that was strange about them all was how they reacted to both him and his Fusions that were on Rheina’s gear.  It was a mystery, and not one that he was going to solve right then and there, as they arrived at the Dining Hall.

To say that the Hall was larger than the one at Crystalview Academy would be putting it lightly.  As it was approaching but not quite peak dinner time, the enormous room was half-full of students in Mage robes in a variety of different colors, weaving amongst the hundreds of tables and chairs that filled the space.  The room was essentially the entire width of the structure, around 150 feet at least, and was easily 600 feet long; a half-dozen thick, wooden columns crafted from enormous trees acted as supports along the middle of the room for the roof up above, and for the first time he was able to see that it was made from wood in an arched pattern, similar to the doorways he’d seen in the Academy.  The biggest difference was that the internal portions of the roof and the upper walls were covered in a copper-colored sheen, and he wasn’t sure if it was actually copper stuck into the wood or if it was some sort of paint. 

Pulling his attention away from his surroundings, Larek followed his friends to the long line leading to the buffet of food in the distance.  Weaving through the tables, he found that his presence caught the attention of many a student within the Dining Hall, but only a small number of them had the accustomed looks of derision or anger he was used to.  Most of them either ignored him or had a curious or shocked expression on their faces. Regardless of their reactions, good or bad, his movement through the room caused a ripple of silence to spread throughout it as more people caught sight of him.

To his relief, as soon as he stopped at the line, conversation throughout the room resumed.  Surreptitiously looking around, he saw quite a few people still looking at him, but most seemed to have gone back to what they were doing before he arrived.

Better than I expected.  This bodes well for this place being much better than Crystalview. 

Dinner was delicious, even better than the food at his previous Academy, but that was something that didn’t surprise him based on everything he had seen so far from Copperleaf.  Everyone who had just arrived was ravenous and quickly ate their dinner, so it didn’t take them long to end up back at their rooms, passing by other living spaces along the way that he honestly missed on their way to the Dining Hall.  While they appeared to have better upkeep as well as being more spacious, given that there appeared to be only a single occupant in each space compared to their own 4-to-a-room, they weren’t all that different.

Ricardo was already there in the hallway when they arrived, and he immediately began to pass out schedules.  The fact that the Academy already knew all their names was a surprise, but since they already knew they were coming, he figured the message had somehow been passed along.  For a moment, as everyone else got their class schedules ahead of him, he thought that the Dean from Crystalview Academy was further punishing him for his role in the explosion that destroyed a portion of the building by forgetting to include his name, but he discovered he was wrong as his name was called out at the very end.

“Larek Holsten?”

The fifth-year didn’t do more than glance at him as he handed Larek his schedule, which included a map of the Academy on the back.  Ignoring his classes for now, he studied the map and saw that it also included Fort Pinevalley and all of its individual training areas, which he thought was a nice bonus. 

He didn’t get very far before Ricardo announced, “Curfew is at ninth bell, so make sure you’re in your rooms by then.  Study those maps to find your classrooms tomorrow, but for most of you, your first-year classrooms are on the opposite side of the Academy, so make sure you leave with plenty of time to spare to get to class to avoid being late.

“Again, if you have any other needs, please inform the staff, and they will see what can be provided to accommodate you.  Good night, and welcome once again to Copperleaf Academy.”  With a smile at all of the satiated and exhausted students staring at the schedules in their hands, the fifth-year took off after a very brief glance in Larek’s direction.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m beat after all that traveling,” Verne said, dramatically swooning in place where he stood.  “I’m ready to get cleaned up and get to bed.”

“I can’t say I don’t agree,” Nedira said.  “I’ll see you all tomorrow.”  With that, the young woman retreated to her room, which she was sharing with three others, all first-years. 

Larek washed up briefly in the bathroom, which was – despite being in a more rundown section of the building – still a step up from what he had seen at Crystalview.  He didn’t get a chance to explore much as he was tired enough to want to go to bed almost immediately after arriving in his room.  Taking off his boots and setting his axe – which hadn’t left his side after being strapped securely to his leg while they were traveling – up against his bed to lean within easy reach, he sat on his bed and looked at his schedule for the first time.

Introductory Magical Theorem – 9am to 9:50am

Classroom 100

Advanced Fusions 1 – 10am – 10:50am

Workshop 405

Understanding Specializations – 11am – 11:50am

Classroom 110

Lunch – 12pm – 12:50pm

Dining Hall 3

Spellcasting Fundamentals – 1pm – 1:50pm

Workshop 135

The Geography of the SIC – 2pm – 2:50pm

Classroom 120

Monster Knowledge – 3pm – 3:50pm

Classroom 170

Mana and You: Basic Mana Usage – 4pm – 4:50pm

Workshop 155

The Dangers of Scissions – 5pm – 5:50pm

Classroom 160

Looking at his schedule, all of the classes were largely the same, if at different times than back at Crystalview.  There were still classes on Magical Theorem, Scissions, Mana Usage, Monsters, Geography, and Spellcasting; the biggest difference was that they were in both classrooms and workshops instead of just classrooms, which was interesting.  He also saw that the Dining Hall they had visited was apparently one of at least three, which meant that there were many more people that went to the Academy than he had even thought was possible. 

But what caught his attention the most out of his entire schedule was the fact that his original Fusions and Pattern Cohesion class had been replaced by something called Advanced Fusions 1. Not only was it different from what he had before, but it was also in Workshop 405, whereas all his other classes were in classrooms or workshops starting with 100. 

“Verne? Norde? Do you have the same Fusions class as the one in Crystalview?” he asked his roommates, who were settling into their own beds with visible relief.

“Huh?  Uh, yes, Fusions and Pattern Cohesion at 2pm in Classroom 140.  Why?” Verne asked. 

Norde spoke up before Larek could respond.  “2pm?  Nice!  I’m in your class.”

“When is yours, Larek?  If you’re in my class, I’m going to feel so inadequate,” he joked.

The former Logger slowly shook his head.  “No, my class is at 10am.”

“Phew!  That’s a relief!” Verne said with a smirk.  Obviously seeing something in Larek’s face, his joking expression switched to one of concern.  “What’s wrong?”

“I have something called Advanced Fusions 1 in… Workshop 405.”

Both of them sat on their beds and looked at him in shock – which was mirrored by Larek, as well.  Finally, Verne spoke up encouragingly.  “That’s great!  Isn’t that what you wanted?  What’s the problem?”

“Yes, that’s what I wanted.  But it begs the question of, ‘Why?’”

“Why, what?” Norde asked, but Verne already seemed to grasp the issue.

“The problem is why they put you there, isn’t it?  Somehow, they know you are good at creating Fusions.”

“Exactly,” Larek agreed.

“Who told them?” Norde asked, catching on.

“Dean Wilburt, perhaps?”

As much as it seemed unlikely, given his treatment of Larek, the novice Fusionist had to admit that it was the most logical explanation.  The Dean had known that he had “helped” Annika make those Healing Surge Fusions, so it was possible that he mentioned something about it when contacting Copperleaf Academy about the transfer.

But if that was true, what else did they know?


Chapter 21

“Welcome new students!” the diminutive woman shouted from the front of the large room, directing her words toward the back where Larek and the other new first-year transfers were sitting.  “I know you may have a lot of questions, but they can wait until the end of class.  For those of you who have been here all year long, you’re going to be able to go early because of this!”  There was some slight cheering from the crowd, though it wasn’t overly enthusiastic.

Larek looked around the classroom, which was entirely unlike what he expected due to his familiarity with those at Crystalview.  When he thought of a classroom, he pictured a relatively small room with a few dozen desks inside where students could sit and learn from the Professors.  There was the “Theater” that was much larger and could hold an entire year of students, of course, but this current classroom put the Theater back in the other Academy to shame.

Hundreds of low-backed wooden benches were set up on a slight incline, allowing those in back to see over the heads of those ahead of them similar to the Theater, but it was so much bigger than anything he’d seen before other than the arena stands outside.  This one classroom was big enough to hold up to 10,000 people, though only about a third of the seats were filled; what that told him was that over 3,000 students were in the room along with a single Professor down at the front.

That was 3,000 students that were in their first-year; not the entirety of the student body.  In comparison, there were only around 1,500 students in total at Crystalview, so seeing so many kids in one place for the same purpose was more than a little overwhelming for Larek and even the rest of the first-year transfers.  Strangely, they looked toward him for support once they arrived at Classroom 100, so he did his best to lead them to an empty spot in the back where they could all congregate together.

For once, his height and the reactions from the people of the Kingdom hadn’t been the main focus as they entered.  Unfortunately for most of the other students, other than his friends who weren’t from the Kingdom, it appeared as though the Nobles in the huge group were looking down on the “common folk” who were accompanying him.  Their expressions said, “I’m better than you,” which was something he was uncomfortably used to seeing when it was directed toward him, but in this case it was sent toward the other kids with him. 

That didn’t mean he didn’t have students looking at him that way, but they were in the minority.  He couldn’t be sure, but it was as if the common folk that were already there at the Academy looked down on him; the Nobles looked down on the common folk; and Larek… if he was being honest with himself, he looked down on everyone from the Kingdom.  That didn’t mean he didn’t feel a little bit responsible for the first-years who had accompanied him, especially as their attitude toward him had changed from when he had first arrived at Crystalview.  Some of them were even nice and could potentially become his friends in the future, but for now they were simply children who needed his help, which he was inclined to give them since it was technically his fault that they were here in the first place.

Introductory Magical Theorem reviewed a lot of the same things as what Dean Wilburt covered back at Crystalview, but the biggest difference was that the class was taught by a Professor instead of the Dean.  Sadly, Professor Burcha reminded Larek of Fusionist Annika because they were both Dromes, her 2-foot-tall figure eliciting thoughts of his ally’s tragic fate during the Scission attack on the Academy.  Even at a distance away from the small woman, he could tell that they looked very little alike other than some general features, but it still affected him, just seeing someone who was remotely similar and how he had nearly achieved his goal of learning more from her. 

His minor depression when he listened to Professor Burcha largely faded by the end of class, thankfully, as it was obvious that she was nothing like the Fusionist other than a vague similarity in appearance.  When she dismissed most of the class early and had Larek and the others descend toward the front of the room so that they could interact with her, Professor Burcha started listing off information that they would need to research on their own time in order to get caught up.

“…also in the library, I want you all to pick up a copy of Thralrenson’s Treatise on Magical Applications within the next few weeks, as that should cover most of what you’ve missed in this class while you were traveling,” she concluded after listing quite a few different topics that needed to be covered.  Most of it Larek had heard before in one place or another, though he was sure that some of it would be worthwhile to research.  “If you have any other questions, please see me after any other class, and I’ll do my best to get you all up to date on your learning.  Now, before you head off to your next class, does anyone have any questions?  Yes?”  She pointed at one of the kids up front of the group.

“How many students are there here at Copperleaf?”

The Professor thought about it for a moment.  “With you here, I believe the count is up to 16,439,” she responded, to the gasps of most of the other transfer students.  “That’s nothing, though, because the Martial trainees over at Fort Pinevalley are over 20,000!” she continued with a strange bit of excitement.

Over 16,000 Mages here?  And 20,000 Martials across the way?  How is there a problem getting more Mages, like Dean Wilburt mentioned to me?

If the 2 other Academies were anything like Copperleaf, then that meant that around 10,000 additional Mages graduated every year.  He thought that should be more than enough to help replace those from the SIC that unfortunately perished during the defense of various towns and cities, because if the attrition was that bad, then it was worse than he was told.

There were a few other minor questions that were asked, but nothing that caught Larek’s attention.  Before long, they were dismissed to their next classes, and Larek took out his map from his pocket to ensure he knew where he was going.

“I think you’re going to have to run to it every day,” Verne mentioned at his side, seeing Larek with the map.  “That’s quite a distance.”

His roommate was absolutely right.  The journey from the Dining Hall in the morning to their first class of the day took them approximately 20 minutes, even when they hurried as fast as they could without running; Workshop 405 was actually relatively near the Dining Hall and their bedrooms, meaning that he would have to run to get there in time. 

“I’m off, then.  See you later,” he told Verne and Norde, leaving them and the other first-years behind. 

As he passed everyone at a run, he heard some of the existing first-years talking.

“Whoa, where’s he going at a run?”

“Why’s he in such a hurry?”

“Is he a Martial trainee?  If so, why is he wearing a robe?”

“Hey, that isn’t, uh, you know, is it?”

That last whispered question made him nearly stop and confront whoever said it, but when he looked around he couldn’t tell who had spoken.  Without breaking stride, he ran down a set of stairs and out through a door leading into the yard, as he deftly maneuvered around hundreds of students moving around the main walkway along the perimeter.  There were so many kids and young adults moving around that it felt like a miniature city inside the Academy, as he even saw numerous staff wearing brown and even Professors making their way through the crowd.  Never in his life could he ever have imagined so many people could live together in a relatively small area for how many people there were inside the massive building.

Larek wasn’t running as fast as he could, but he was still moving fast enough that he arrived at the door he needed to enter within minutes of leaving the last classroom.  He slowed down as he approached the doors in order to open them, only for them to swing open while he was reaching for the handle.  He quickly hopped out of the way so as not to be hit, moving off to the side.  A small group of 6 older students wearing various colors of robes denoting their Specializations emerged, a mixture of young men and women.  They were laughing as they emerged, only to stop abruptly when they noticed him. 

“Hey!  What are you doing here?” one of the young women wearing a purple robe suddenly demanded with a sneer.  “Only those with Specializations are allowed within these workshops.”

The Larek of a few months ago would’ve shrunk back and mumbled some sort of apology, but he had changed.  Whether it was the introduction of his friends helping him to adjust to society at large or just a general reluctance to be pushed around so much anymore, Larek wasn’t planning on backing down from this young woman.  Feeling for whether she or any of the other Kingdom students were Nobles, he couldn’t feel anything; she didn’t act like she hated or despised him, but she obviously felt like she was better than him.

Well, that’s too bad for her, then.

“My class is inside here and I don’t want to be late.  Please move or I’ll be forced to move you myself.” 

The 6 students looked shocked as if they couldn’t believe Larek was talking to them that way, but he didn’t have time for their games.  When they didn’t move from where they were blocking the doorway, he placed his hands on either side of the purple-robed woman’s shoulders and then lifted her bodily out of his way before setting her down again. He had already passed them and entered the hallway before she recovered enough to scream.

Larek was already turning the corner and largely ignored the woman, knowing that he hadn’t hurt her, despite the scream.  He wasn’t sticking around for any of them to accuse him of doing something inappropriate or harmful like what happened in Rushwood Village; he’d learned his lesson well enough by now. 

The hallway he moved down appeared similar to other ones he had gone through in the little time he had been at Copperleaf, but thankfully it was well lit by strong magical Fusion lighting, more so than anywhere else he had seen – which he took to be a good sign.  He almost stopped to look at the Fusions on the lights, but he knew that he still needed to get to his class before he was late, so he moved his attention to the placards attached to the different doors he passed along the way. 

According to the map, it should be right around… here!

Quiet, please!  Fusions may be in progress!

Workshop 405

Larek chuckled softly at the warning, but he took it seriously.  He knew how delicate Fusions could be once a Fusionist lost control of them, so he gently opened the door and walked inside while staying as quiet as he could.

At first glance, the room he walked into didn’t appear much different, size-wise, in comparison to the classrooms back at Crystalview.  Instead of desks lining the floor, there were dozens of 8-foot-long walls that emerged from the perimeter of the room toward the center, spaced about 6 feet apart from each other.  At the end of the walls was a door which he could see could be closed on a cleverly hidden hinge, thereby blocking off everything within the 8-foot-wide walls. 

Inside of these closet-like spaces were piles of pillows and small side tables, set up like some sort of high-backed sitting throne.  From what he could see of a few that were empty of people, there were mostly empty plates of finished meals and emptied cups that appeared as if they hadn’t yet been cleared away.  Larek immediately knew what these spaces were despite never having seen them before.

They were Fusion alcoves, designed to be comfortable for Fusionists as they created Fusions.  His back was thankful just looking at the comfortable spaces as he remembered doing so many Fusions on the roof of Crystalview with just a relatively lumpy pillow underneath him for hours on end.

The Fusion alcoves were like a dream come true.

Why didn’t I think of something like that?

In truth, he had created something similar on the Network carriage as he created Fusions for Rheina and Crester, but it was nothing like this decadence.

Looking around as he delicately stepped further into the room, he noticed that 6 of the alcoves appeared to be occupied, as their doors were closed.  In front of a few others sat a student on the plush rug that covered the entire floor, wearing loose-fitting “normal” clothing rather than a robe; he could see their robes had been removed and folded neatly by their sides. In all, he counted two young women and two young men, all of them old enough to be at least fourth-year students, though they were more than likely fifth-year.  They stared at him in surprise as he came in, though they didn’t say anything.

Before Larek could ask if the class had started without him, a soft voice asked from behind, “Excuse me; are you in the right place, young man?”


Chapter 22

Larek whipped his head around, the unexpected voice of someone so close to him causing him to twitch briefly in surprise.  He immediately found the source of his shock, an older man with a completely bald head and a long white beard that pooled in his lap, sitting in what appeared to be a specialized Fusion alcove that was located next to the entrance.  It was slightly larger than the others and had a few bigger, even more comfortable pillows in a throne-like arrangement. 

As he looked closer at the older man, he realized that there was a slight blue-ish tint to his pale skin, marking him as not originally hailing from the Kingdom.  He was also dressed in a thin, almost threadbare, dark red robe of a different style than the one Larek was wearing, but it looked extremely comfortable.  A glance at the older man’s face showed a hint of a dreamy smile, as if he had just woken up from a pleasant sleep.

“I, uh, believe so,” Larek muttered, trying to keep his voice low so as not to disturb anyone.  “This is Advanced Fusions 1?”

“That is correct,” the man confirmed.  “I wasn’t aware of any new students; are you transferring from Intermediate Fusions 2 with Fusionist Lurka?”

“No, I’m actually a new transfer from Crystalview Academy.  I just arrived yesterday, so this is my first day here.”  Realizing he hadn’t introduced himself, he added, “I’m Larek.  It’s an honor to meet you.”  Not that he had any idea who the man was, but he appeared old enough that he probably deserved respect; the fact that he was a Fusionist that was teaching Advanced Fusions meant even more to Larek.

This is someone who can teach me how the really complicated Fusions work, he thought.

“Crystalview?  I wasn’t aware… oh, well, it doesn’t matter.  Welcome to Advanced Fusions 1.  If you weren’t already aware, I’m Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai.”  He waved at the other students with a lazy hand.  “We were about to start today’s class, but since you’re just now starting at Copperleaf, I’ll have to evaluate you to determine your knowledge base.  If you would, take a seat at one of the empty privacy alcoves and I’ll call you for the evaluation once I start the other students on their projects.”

With a nod, Larek moved over to an empty “privacy alcove”, sitting right next to a young woman with very short brown hair, probably no more than an inch in length; she had all the features of a citizen of the Kingdom, but her hair was different from most of the other Mages he’d seen at either Academy thus far.  He seemed to remember that some of the Martials had it cut that short, but not any Mages. 

She blinked a few times as he sat down cross-legged nearby, but her face didn’t change into any identifiable expression before she turned away and looked toward Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai.  It was actually refreshing to not have a reaction of any kind from her, mainly because he was fairly certain she wasn’t a Noble.  In fact, looking around, he didn’t feel as if any of the students in the class – the visible ones, at least – were Nobles. 

There was another minute of silence before Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai stood up slowly out of his pillow throne and moved toward the center of the room.  He looked at each student other than Larek and addressed them in the same soft voice he had used with him.  Fortunately, it was quiet enough inside the room that everyone was able to hear him despite the low volume he used.

“For today’s class, I want you to continue your practice creating the 8-by-8 grid formation with the Effects we were focused on last week,” he instructed them.  “Remember, this is practice only; do not feed your Mana into your formations at this time.”

Each student nodded and immediately got up from where they were sitting before moving directly behind and into the privacy alcoves.  Once they were inside, they pulled the door/wall closed to shut themselves in, and for the first time Larek realized that there were Fusions on the door and inner walls.  They were far enough away from him that he couldn’t see them clearly, but he was fairly certain that they were 2-by-3 formation grids. 

Even looking at one of those Fusions will help me out.

Larek was tempted to get up and look at the Fusions on the walls in the alcove behind him, but he saw Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai looking at him.  With a beckoning gesture, his instructor bade Larek to follow him to his special alcove again. Once he arrived, another wave of his hand directed the former Logger to sit on top of a pillow located a half-dozen feet in front of the “throne”.

“Now,” the old man started, “tell me a little about yourself.  Larek, was it?  Are you a fifth-year?”

“You are correct; it is Larek, Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai.”

“There is no need for honorifics here, Larek.  You can just call me Shinpai; everyone else does.”

“Shinpai, then.”  It felt a little disrespectful for Larek to call the old and obviously wise Grandmaster Fusionist by only his name, but he wasn’t going to argue.  “I’m not a fifth-year student; I’m only a first-year.”

For the first time, there was real emotion on the older man’s face as he heard that.  Gone was the dreamy quality of his personality; intense focus quickly replaced it, and all of that focus was fully on Larek.  “A first-year?  How is that possible?”

“I, uh—”

Shinpai’s focus moved from Larek’s face to other parts of his body, as he looked exactly at the areas where the armlet and anklets were located.  Even though they were hidden by his robe, that didn’t seem to prevent the old man from seeing them. 

“Where did you get those Fusions?  Based on the amount of ambient Mana being absorbed, those are Magnitude… 8?  No,” he shook his head, “Magnitude 9.  What are they?”

Rather than explain yet, Larek hesitated only a second before he took the Pneuma Boost +9 armlet off his arm and reached forward to hand it to the Grandmaster Fusionist sitting across from him.  The hesitation was solely from his desire for secrecy, but he immediately realized that if he wasn’t as honest as he could be – up to a point, as there wasn’t necessarily a need to go into his Martial stats – then he probably wouldn’t be able to get the help and learning he needed. 

His instructor took it from his hand with intense curiosity on his face.  Larek watched as Shinpai’s face contorted into a myriad of different expressions as he stared at the wooden armlet, only a few of which he identified: confusion, incredulousness, and anger.  The latter fortunately didn’t last long, as it was replaced by something else Larek couldn’t identify.

“What—?”  The Grandmaster Fusionist cleared his throat.  “Where did you get this?  I don’t recognize the Grandmaster who created it.  Even I would have difficulty focusing long enough for something like this; it’s not impossible, but concentrating for over 3 days would test my patience.”

Concentrating for 3 days?  That’s a long time.  Though, if I remember correctly, my Fusion said that this would take 160 hours; if that’s the case, then as a Grandmaster, he’s able to cut that time in half.

It was a significant reduction in the Fusion Time, but it couldn’t compare to what it took Larek.  He still didn’t know why his ability to create Fusions was so different from everyone else’s, just like he didn’t know why his stats were the way they were.

“I created them.”

“What?  Now that would be impossible,” the old man said, shaking his head.  “The solidity of the grid formation is something that I haven’t seen before; there is no way a student came up with something like this.”

“It’s true, whether or not you believe me.  I can show you an example of my work right now if you have something I can use?”  Larek honestly didn’t blame his instructor for not believing that he had created the Fusion on the armlet; based on what he’d learned about Fusionists since he’d gone to an Academy, Fusions like the ones he created were basically impossible.

“We don’t have hours to wait for you to create a Fusion.”

He shook his head.  “Not necessary.  I just need a few minutes.”

“A few minutes?  What game are you playing here?”

“No game.  I’m telling the truth.”

Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai stared at Larek for nearly a minute while the former Logger did his best to keep from squirming under his instructor’s gaze.  Finally, the old man reached out to his side and picked something up from underneath a pillow: a flat, thin, stone square approximately 5 inches wide.  He handed it to Larek, who had to stretch to reach it, but it wasn’t that difficult. 

“Make me a Pattern Recognition Skill Boost Fusion, then.”

Larek would’ve loved to have done that, but he was unfortunately unable to.  “I’m sorry, I only know how to create 2-by-2 Fusions,” he replied disappointed, shaking his head.  From what he remembered reading, Skill boosts of any kind would require a larger grid formation.

Shinpai scoffed, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “Then what are you doing in Advanced Fusions 1?  You wouldn’t even qualify for Intermediate Fusions 1 with knowledge of only 2-by-2 grid formations.  Do you even have a Specialization?”

“I do.  I’m a Fusionist.”

Even though he hadn’t practiced it much, Larek was able to display a portion of his Status to his instructor, which included his name, his Fusionist Specialization, and even his Level. 

“I see.  And you’re only a first-year?  Were you taught anything before you joined the Academy?  Crystalview, if I remember correctly.”

He shook his head.  “No, no training.  I was a Logger until a few months ago.”

“A Logger?  Then how is it that you’ve been able to achieve Level 12 as a first-year?”

Larek shrugged.  He didn’t really have an explanation for his rapid advancement.

Shinpai looked at him for a few seconds, before sighing.  “Well, this better not be a waste of time.  If you’ve been messing with me, I’m keeping this,” he said, lifting Larek’s wooden armlet with the Pneuma Boost Fusion on it, “as punishment.”

While it would be disappointing to have to create another armlet, it wouldn’t be that much of a hardship.  Besides, he wasn’t wasting his instructor’s time or messing with him, so he didn’t worry too much about it.

“Create whatever Fusion you want, then.  I’ll judge you based on what you can actually do.”

Larek nodded and thought about what he wanted to create.  He didn’t want to create a Healing Surge Fusion, despite it being able to show off his abilities, mainly because he wasn’t sure if his former Dean had passed on knowledge of Larek’s relationship to the Fusion to Copperleaf Academy; if he had, then he didn’t want to get in trouble because of that on his first full day of classes.

Therefore, he decided on something simple and related to the object he held in his lap.

Blocking out any distractions – which was easy, considering his current whereabouts – Larek used his Pattern Cohesion to form his grid formation, quickly inserting the Activation Method, Effect, Magnitude, and Mana Cost into their respective places.  After triple-checking that all of his lines and containment barriers were perfectly aligned, he started funneling his Mana into the formation.  A gasp from Shinpai was mentally acknowledged and subsequently ignored, as he focused all his concentration on what he wanted the Fusion to be.

No more than 10 minutes later, he felt the last of the Mana the formation needed disseminate through the pattern, finishing it off with a *click* as it settled in place.  He looked up from his lap to see Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai staring at him with wide eyes.

“Boy, what the heck are you doing?!” he whisper-shouted.  “You’re going to break your formation by pumping in so much Mana all at once!”

Larek understood where his instructor was coming from, but he’d made enough Fusions by that point to know that was next to impossible.  His formations were solid enough that they could absorb just about any amount of Mana without deteriorating catastrophically; only if he were to lose focus during the creation process would he have some issues with formation stability.

Shaking his head, he said matter-of-factly, “Not with my Fusions.  Here, take a look.”

He handed the stone square back to the old man, whose hand seemed to shake as he reached out.  Unfortunately, it shook so much that the piece of stone fell, hitting the floor in the only space where a rug didn’t protect it.  As stone hit stone, Larek’s instructor flinched backward, expecting the stone to shatter and release the Mana that had been absorbed into the Fusion, but it did no such thing.

With a Strengthen Stone +7 Fusion on it, that wasn’t likely to happen.

It was a simple grid formation, as well as a simple Fusion, but he thought that with a Magnitude of 7 on it, that would demonstrate exactly what Larek could do.  When he first started and hadn’t expanded his Mana pool and perfected his funneling, such a Fusion would’ve taken nearly an hour; now, it was done in less than 10 minutes.

Larek quickly reached forward and picked it up, handing it back to his instructor who took it with a firmer grip this time.  As Shinpai looked at the Fusion he created, Larek could see the disbelief plain on his face.  After nearly a minute, he finally looked up and stared at the former Logger.

“If I didn’t see you do it myself, I wouldn’t have believed such a thing was possible.”  He was silent for a few seconds before he went on.  “Boy—Larek—do you even know how much Pattern Cohesion this Fusion requires?”

He couldn’t remember exactly how much, but from what he was currently at right now and his steady Pattern Cohesion regeneration rate, he estimated that it was around 200 or so.

“Um, around 200?  Why?”

“Why?  Because—you know what?  I can’t even process the impossibility of you right now.”

Larek wasn’t sure what to say, so he said nothing while Shinpai looked back and forth from the stone square in his hand and his new student sitting in front of him.  Finally, his instructor spoke with a stern tone to his voice.

“I’ll agree to teach you if you do one thing for me.”  A pause while Larek nodded.  “Show me the Pattern Cohesion from your Status.”

Larek’s mind froze for a few seconds as he contemplated what it would mean if he was to do that.  Given all that he had done thus far to demonstrate his ability to create Fusions, it was already obvious that he was different.  Therefore, he couldn’t really see any reason to hide it from his instructor.

With only a slight hesitation, he showed Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai that portion of his Status.


Chapter 23

The fallout from revealing his Pattern Cohesion wasn’t as cataclysmic as he had feared it might be, but it wasn’t nothing, either.

“Y-you— What is this?  How do you have such a high Pattern Cohesion?” Shinpai asked incredulously.  He glanced down at the wooden armlet in his hand, before looking back at Larek.  “And that’s not even with a boost to your Pneuma.”  His instructor’s eyes went a little unfocused for a second.  “It’s… higher than mine, even though I’m holding this—how?!”

Larek shrugged.  The only real explanation he had was to show him his actual Pneuma stat, which was still at 109, translating to 1,090 Pattern Cohesion.

The Grandmaster Fusionist sat there for nearly a minute as the portion of Larek’s Status faded away, staring at the space where it had just been.  Eventually, his focus switched to the former Logger’s face, disbelief written all over his.  “Ignoring the fact that you have over 100 Pneuma at your age and Level, and the fact that the amount of Mana you pumped into it beggars belief as to how you were able to regenerate it so quickly, are you telling me that it provides you with 10 Pattern Cohesion per point?  That’s… impossible.  At least, I would’ve thought so before I saw what you did a few minutes ago.”

“I didn’t realize how different it was until I heard from a friend of mine that it’s normally 1 to 1,” Larek revealed.  “After that, I wasn’t sure what to do or who to tell.  The environment for Fusionists at Crystalview Academy is, how should I say—”

“Hostile?” his instructor asked, nodding his head a few times.  “I’m well aware of Dean Wilburt’s opinion on Fusions and Fusionists.  It’s a wonder that he still even has a Fusion program there, but as it’s a requirement to keep operating, he is forced to keep it running; that doesn’t mean he would ever encourage it, unfortunately. 

“Does anyone from Crystalview know… this,” he asked, waving in Larek’s general direction, “about you?”

Larek shook his head.  “No, just a few friends that accompanied me here.”

“Good.  Let’s keep it that way,” Shinpai ordered, before he smiled.  “To think, because of Wilburt’s extreme prejudice, we would discover such a treasure as you here at Copperleaf.  My colleagues at Silverledge and Goldpoint are going to be quite envious that I found you first.”

Larek wasn’t sure if his instructor’s sudden enthusiasm was a good thing or not, but since it sounded as if Shinpai wanted to keep it a secret from most others, he could only assume that it was a good thing.  That didn’t mean the risk of his being shipped off to a dark room to create Fusions non-stop against his will wasn’t still a possibility, but he chose to believe the risk was worth it if he was ever going to progress in his abilities.

“So,” Shinpai continued, “I’ll teach you all I know about Fusions, but there are limitations on the time I can spend with you due to regulations at the Academy.”

“I’ve heard something about that.”

“Fostering your learning and growth is absolutely important to not only me, but the entire Fusionist profession.  I’ll do what I can, but your current status as a first-year student makes any type of interference with your schedule difficult.  There’s one thing that doesn’t make much sense to me, though.  You said that no one was aware of your unique situation back at Crystalview, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then how is it you ended up in my class?”

Now Larek hesitated where he hadn’t hesitated before.  While he wasn’t entirely sure of the reason behind his surprise transfer to the Advanced Fusions class, he had his suspicions.  Unfortunately, revealing those suspicions might cause some problems, considering what he had done had destroyed a portion of Crystalview’s building.  The last thing he wanted was to cause his instructor to rethink his presence there at Copperleaf because of any potential danger to the Academy – whether that danger existed or not.  He had to tell the Grandmaster Fusionist something, as when he did discover the connection, Larek didn’t want to be accused of deliberately hiding something from his instructor.

“The Dean knew about my interest in being a Fusionist, and I had assisted my previous Fusions instructor in duplicating a number of Fusions that, well, didn’t end so well.”  It was a half-truth at best, but considering that it was what the Dean believed, Larek chose to copy the story.

“Your Fusions instructor knew about your unique stats?”

Larek shook his head.  “No, not exactly.  She was aware of a few things, but not as much as I’ve told you.”

“So, she was the one who recommended you transfer to my class?”

He shook his head again, though this time a little sadly.  “No, she was killed during the Scissions attack on the Academy.  My assumption is that it was the Dean—”

“Wait, did you say Scissions?  Attack on the Academy?”

Larek explained what had happened at Crystalview, including the death of Fusionist Annika, as well as a brief description of the explosion that destroyed a portion of the building, which was the main reason for his transfer to Copperleaf.

It appeared as though Shinpai hadn’t heard of the attack or about anything that had occurred up north.  Larek was beginning to understand that the Grandmaster Fusionist – and perhaps even his advanced students – existed in a world of their own.  Not that such an outlook was a bad thing, as it probably helped Larek’s instructor, and his students, focus more on their Fusions than worrying about things outside of their control.

“I’ve never heard about that happening before inside of a city,” Shinpai admitted after Larek was done.  “It makes me wonder if things are changing that we aren’t prepared for.”  His gaze unfocused and he looked over the former Logger’s head for almost a minute without saying anything.  Eventually, he seemed to remember the conversation he was having with Larek before they got off on a tangent.  “That is unfortunate about Annika, but it does sound as if it was the Dean.  While he doesn’t care for Fusionists, even he was likely aware of at least a portion of your talent.”

Larek had his doubts about the Dean being aware of his particular abilities, but the man did seem like the most logical explanation as to why he ended up in Advanced Fusions.  It’s also possible that this is an attempt to scare me away from my chosen field by showing me how difficult it can be.

“Are you as effective with spellcasting as you are with Fusions?” his instructor asked, which was something that Larek had been dreading.

He paused for a few seconds before he responded.  “Learning spells and their spell patterns seems to be quite easy.  Casting anything, on the other hand, is not.”

“What do you mean?”

“I cannot cast spells… at all.  If you take a look at the Fusions you’re holding and their formations, you might be able to see the problem.”

His instructor took another look at the stone square and the wooden armlet he was still holding, peering intently at the Fusions embedded within them.  It didn’t take him long to see the issue.

“Your patterns are excessively solid.  I would imagine if this happened during a spell formation, the spell pattern wouldn’t be able to activate and would overload, pulling more Pattern Cohesion from your body to try and strengthen it.  I’ve unfortunately known a few students who have accidentally done this in the past, perishing as they were unable to pay the cost.”  He looked up from the objects and stared at Larek.  “Please don’t tell me you tried this?”

Trying to keep a sheepish look off his face, the former Logger said, “Unfortunately, I did.  It sucked out most of my Pattern Cohesion and then blew up, nearly killing me in the process.”

“Ouch.  Alright, that could be a problem with your time here at Copperleaf.  A Mage that cannot cast spells?  Even as a Fusionist, you’re still expected to show a minimum proficiency in certain subjects, from knowledge of Scissions and monsters to spellcasting.  Even those coming from outside of the Kingdom must meet these requirements to be considered a graduate of any Academy.  It isn’t normally an issue, as by the time any student reaches the end of the third year of their time here, they are technically able to graduate except for the need to be a minimum of Level 10.”

Larek had heard about the Level 10 requirement, but not the others; it didn’t surprise him that they would look for at least a minimum ability to cast spells and therefore be able to contribute to a defense against a Scission attack. 

“We’ll have to figure something out eventually, but for now, I don’t believe it will matter so much since you are still technically a first-year student.”  The Grandmaster Fusionist held out Larek’s armlet to him.  “Here, this belongs to you.”  As the instructor’s newest student grabbed it back from him, Shinpai addressed him. “Nice work, but it could use improvement.  You need to strengthen up the containment barrier in your Mana Cost quadrant, as it appears to be slightly warped by the rapid infusion of Mana during the creation process.  Given enough time, that could eventually lead to a gradual rupture in the formation.”

Larek looked at the Fusion on his wooden accessory, thinking that his instructor had to be mistaken, but he immediately saw what the Grandmaster Fusionist was talking about.  There was a slight warping and thinning of the containment barriers surrounding the Mana Cost section of the Fusion.  It wasn’t enough to cause it to fall apart, but he could see that over time, as more ambient Mana was absorbed during the normal process of keeping it powered and active, it would eventually wear away.  How did I not catch that before?

“How do I—?”

“Unfortunately, we’re out of time today, but I promise that it will be the first thing I’ll go over with you tomorrow.”  At that moment, those students who had entered their privacy alcoves earlier emerged within seconds of each other, as if there was some sort of alert or alarm that told them to stop what they were doing and leave.  The alcoves that had been shut when he came in were still closed, and Larek had to assume that they were filled with students that were accomplishing some sort of lengthy Fusion and would emerge when they were finished.

“Students.  I would like to introduce you to a new addition to our class, Larek; he is a transfer from Crystalview and will be working closely with me in the near future to get him up to speed with this year’s curriculum.”  The other students looked at him with very mild interest in their postures, but they didn’t appear very curious about him in any serious way.  Their almost vacant expressions and lack of any significant response to the instructor’s words made Larek worried that something was wrong with them. 

“I’ll see you all back here tomorrow as we prepare for your next Fusion project, which will initiate at the end of the week.”  That was all he said as he leaned back in his pillow throne, and the students filed out of the room without any words spoken between them.  Larek nodded toward his instructor and the Grandmaster Fusionist nodded back, before he took off after those who had already departed. 

Bringing out his schedule, he saw that his next class, Understanding Specializations, was located all the way across the Academy grounds – back where he started the day.  Taking off at a run, he passed the other students from his Advanced Fusions class without any reaction from them other than to move out of his way.  Before long, Larek was running out of the building, opening the doors with a minor burst of strength.  As they flew open, he was greeted by a sight that immediately sent a shock of worry through his body as he saw a group of familiar students speaking with a pair of Professors in their black robes with colorful stripes.

“There he is!  There’s the one who hurt me!”

Through all the conversations he had with his new instructor, Larek had forgotten about the group of students that had attempted to prevent him from entering the doorway he had just burst out of.  Unfortunately, the one he had picked up and bodily moved hadn’t.

I am going to be so late to my next class.


Chapter 24

“Is this true, young man?  Did you hurt Portia?”

Larek assumed that Portia was the woman in the purple robe who still had her finger pointed in his direction, especially as she sneered at him and nodded emphatically at the Professor’s question, even if it hadn’t been addressed to her.

He shook his head as he peered closer at the Professor.  Larek was momentarily relieved to see that she wasn’t from the Kingdom, what with the long, straight, black hair that fell down to her waist, with a portion of it piled up on top of her head in a complicated tangle that appeared intentional.  She reminded him of the woman back in the capital that directed him and the other students to their other Network carriage that brought them to Copperleaf Academy. 

The other Professor was very similar in general appearance, with the same pale skin and black hair, though his was short and slicked back, only falling to his shoulders.  His black Professor’s robe had red, blue, brown, and silvery-black bands on its sleeves, while the woman had white, yellow, purple, and the same silvery-black bands.  He wasn’t exactly sure what the latter band represented, as he hadn’t seen it before, but he could infer the meanings of the others based on his experience at Crystalview and the different Specializations and robes.

“No, I didn’t hurt her; I just picked her up and moved her,” Larek said in accompaniment to the shake of his head.  “She was refusing to let me inside the building and I didn’t want to be late to class on my first day here.”  He paused for a moment before he started to add, “Which will happen for my next class if I don’t start running—”

“He has no business within these workshops without a Specialization!  He doesn’t belong here!”

The female Professor looked in between Portia and Larek.  “While I wouldn’t have put it quite that way, Portia does have a point,” she proclaimed.  “Only those students with a Specialization are allowed within these particular workshops as a measure of safety.”  The woman paused for a second before she went on, peering at Larek a little closer.  “You are certainly old enough to have a Specialization by now; what year are you?”

With time ticking away in his head before he had to be at his next class, Larek impatiently responded.  “I’m a first-year.”

“See!  He’s only a first-year, so we were preventing him from entering the—”

The Professor interrupted the vehement purple-robed student.  “Do you have a Specialization?”

Rather than hesitate and waste time, Larek brought up the portion of his Status that listed his Fusionist Specialization, thankful for the slight practice he’d had in front of Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai.  Even with that practice, he still ended up accidentally listing his name along with his Specialization, but at least he didn’t show anything that would cause too many problems – or so he hoped.

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

“What?!  No way, that has to be some sort of illusion—”

“It’s not an illusion, Portia,” the Professor said to the student, interrupting her yet again.  “And you should know that, considering that you have an Illusionist Specialization.” 

“But—”

Ignoring her, the black-haired woman asked Larek, “Which class were you nearly late to, young man?”

“Advanced Fusions 1.”

“Oh, wow; I bet Shinpai was happy to have another student.”

Larek nodded.  “He was.”

“Good.  Now that we’ve established that he had permission to be inside the workshops, I just need to determine whether or not he hurt you.”  Turning to Portia, she asked, “How exactly were you hurt?”

Larek did his best not to shuffle from foot to foot, his need to run to his next class to avoid being late mounting as these people wasted time.  Unfortunately, he knew that he’d be in even more trouble if he left without this being resolved than he would for being late, so he stayed to see it through.

The student lifted her sleeves until her upper arms were bare, showing a slight discoloration and vague reddening where Larek remembered picking her up.  Seeing those, he realized that while he hadn’t intended to hurt her, literally picking her up and setting her down using his strong hand grip might have injured her a tiny bit.  Nothing more than a slight bruise, perhaps, but it was technically an injury.

“Look!  I think I might have a bruise here and here.”

“I see.  And this was caused by Larek here picking you up and moving you?” the Professor queried with a slight tilt to her mouth, as if she was trying not to smile.

“Exactly!  He touched me for absolutely no reason—”

“But you were blocking the door to the workshops, preventing him from entering?”

“Well, yes, because he didn’t belong—”

“Obviously, he did belong, as he has a Specialization and a class that he was nearly late to.  You were blocking his way, so he moved you in order to get by.”

“Yes, but—”

“Larek, if you would come here, please?  I’m going to quickly truth test you before I can let you go.”

Truth test?  Oh, is that like what the Inquisitor did back in Barrowford?

“Let him go?  But he—"

Ignoring the student in the purple robe, who was suddenly abandoned by her friends who took a few steps back at her continued complaints, Larek quickly strode up to the Professor, feeling her strangely cold hand grasp his wrist with a firm grip.  She did something with her other hand that looked like some sort of spell, but the spell pattern was created so quickly that he barely even caught a glimpse of it.

“Are you really a first-year student?” the black-haired Professor abruptly asked him.

“Yes.  I just transferred from Crystalview and this is my first full day of classes.”  It was more than she asked, but he wanted to provide more information in order to speed things up so he could run to his next class.  He thought that he might be able to make it if he left within the next minute or so.

“Do you truly have a Fusionist Specialization?”

“Yes.”

“Did you intentionally try to injure your fellow student, Portia Mitchell?”

“No, I did not.  I only meant to move her and didn’t mean to leave bruises.  I apologize for that portion of my actions.”

“But you don’t apologize for moving her?”

“No, because she was blocking my way and I needed to get to class on time.  It is my Specialization, after all.”

The Professor released his wrist.  “Very good.  Every single word you said was true, even being apologetic for hurting Portia.  You may go, Larek.”

“Thank you,” he responded, before taking off at a run.

Behind him, he could hear the woman with the long black hair overriding the purple-robed student’s complaints.  “No, that is the end of the matter.  You were preventing him from attending his assigned class; he moved you, doing very little damage to your arms in the process, and that was it.  You were both partly at fault for doing something you shouldn’t have done, so it’s a wash.  I’ll even heal your arms for you so that you can’t complain that you were unfairly treated.  At least, I’d better not hear anything after this….”

Larek wasn’t able to hear more than that as he quickly ate up the distance to the other side of the Academy building, his Long-Distance Running Skill allowing him to reach a high top speed, especially as he ran toward the outer edge of the park, which was largely free of any obstacles in his way.  On his way to the entrance leading to the first-year classrooms, he couldn’t help but reflect on what had just occurred.

Someone finally believed me?  That alone was a change that pleased him, and he suddenly understood on another level why most of the Professors in this Academy were from outside of the Kingdom.  He was partly sure that if the Professor had been from the Kingdom, the entire situation wouldn’t have turned out as well as it had.  Even if it wasn’t an instinctual prejudice against his height, it could’ve been worse if the one accusing him had been Noble. 

Thus far, his experience at his new academy had been fairly positive, if he discounted the strange way that Noble had spoken to him and the accusation by the purple-robed student, Portia.  He could deal with that, at least; it was the fact that the Professors seemed to be better for him, both in their fairness and their willingness to teach him.  It was already a far cry from the situation back in Crystalview, and he could only hope that it continued to improve. 

Thankfully, when he arrived at the doors leading into the first-year classrooms, they were already open, so he was able to speed right inside.  Having already identified where he needed to go before he started the day, he raced for Classroom 110, which was fortunately on the bottom floor.  As he reached the door and gripped the handle, he heard the bell-like *gong* that indicated the change in the hour and which also indicated that the next class was beginning.

Larek was inside before the sounds finished, and while everyone inside stared at him as he entered, he ignored them and found a seat on a bench near the back of the classroom, as this particular room only had short benches with what appeared to be arms with flat surfaces that swung up from below instead of individual desks.  The bench creaked alarmingly as his weight settled on it but held, and he worked on returning his breathing back to normal even as his new instructor, a man surprisingly from the Kingdom, walked toward the front of the room. 

Barely even paying attention to the Professor of Understanding Specializations as he started talking, going over another basic Mage Specialization, he looked around for the first time to see that the classroom was a bit different than he was expecting.  Based on the first one he saw, he had thought that most of the classrooms were of the same massive size, but this current one only held perhaps 100 students and it was approximately 80% full.  It had a similar tiered effect for the benches with a stairway along both sides, but that was where the similarities ended; the difference in size alone was significant, but it also felt more intimate with a lower ceiling and worn, padded seats that were surprisingly comfortable. 

A quick glance identified a few familiar students nearby him, first-years from Crystalview that had traveled south with him, and a few of them even nodded in his direction when they felt his glance on them.  What a change from just a few months ago; they wouldn’t have acknowledged me like that before.

The class was relatively boring, as the Professor went over a review of a handful of Specializations that Larek had already learned about, and he droned on with a monotone voice that threatened to put him to sleep – as it did a few other first-years he saw within range.  Thankfully, none of them were from Crystalview, as that probably wouldn’t have been a good first impression.

He didn’t learn his Specializations instructor’s name until the very end, when Professor Vinely called his new students to stay after class briefly to let them know what they might have missed while they were gone.  Larek took notes of those he’d have to research on his own time, from a library somewhere that was open to first-years, apparently, which made him eager to check it out.  Not that he was in any mood to learn more about Specializations, but the off-chance that there were more books about Fusions intrigued him.  Granted, he was hopefully going to receive instruction from Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai, but any knowledge was sure to be useful since he was fairly certain he was still lacking in his Fusion education compared to the other students in his class.

Lunch was next, in the same Dining Hall as dinner the night before and breakfast that morning, but it was so busy that he wasn’t able to find Verne or Norde until it was nearly time to go.  Nedira had her lunch later, apparently, so he wasn’t able to see her, either.

After lunch was Spellcasting Fundamentals, which worried him for a moment because he knew he wouldn’t be able to do anything there, but fortunately it was simply another Professor casting spells over and over while describing the different elements of the process – the same as at Crystalview.  The biggest change from his previous class was that it took place in a workshop, but it was different from the one in which his Advanced Fusions class was held.  Instead of privacy alcoves, the walls were simply made of stone very reminiscent of Crystalview, but it was much larger than the classrooms there.  Over 100 students sat on the floor and observed the Professor at work instead of sitting at desks, which was a bit of a change.

The Geography of the SIC, Monster Knowledge, and The Dangers of Scissions were all in classrooms again almost identical to the one where he was taught about Specializations, but Mana and You: Basic Mana Usage was in another, larger workshop.  In his Mana class, everyone sat on the floor, spaced out from one another as they practiced calling forth their Mana in order to manipulate it, and with over 200 students working away, Larek was fortunately able to blend into the crowd as he did as little as possible.  He still wasn’t able to control his Mana very well when it didn’t have a specific outlet like a Fusion to funnel it into, and he didn’t think having expansive clouds of Mana pouring out of him would be the best thing to demonstrate on day one.  Perhaps once he learned more about how his Professor and the other students would react, he might be more inclined to practice, but for now he was trying to limit his exposure to his Fusions class.

In all but his Mana class he had work to review on his own time, given by the Professors after class, and it immediately felt a little overwhelming.  It was going to require a visit to the library, which was in the next section over from his current living quarters, close to the border with the Martial Fort. 

At dinner, he discovered that each of his friends had additional information to research on their own time, which made sense because they were gone from classes for a while.

“You want to visit it after dinner?  If you’re up to it and not too exhausted from running all day?” Verne asked, referring to his sprint to and from his Fusions class earlier that day.

“Absolutely.  We might as well get started on it, as it’s a lot to go over,” Larek affirmed.

“You’re telling me,” Nedira added.  “You all have it easy; there’s a whole lot more when you’re a fourth-year.”

“I bet there is,” Larek’s roommate said.  “Alright, if you’re all done, let’s go.”

Leaving the Dining Hall, they made their way out of the building as the sun began to descend over the horizon, marking the end of their first full day at Copperleaf.  Walking outside to get to where the library was located, he just hoped that they didn’t have to spend all night staring at books and researching the topics they had missed.

He had a very important day in his Advanced Fusions class tomorrow, after all.


Chapter 25

The library was only a 5-minute walk, but it felt shorter because there was so much newness around the park and that portion of the gigantic building that they had yet to explore. Larek’s head was on a swivel as they made their way to their destination, as he got a better look at the park and the differing training sections and the odd-looking arena in the distance, as well as glancing at the different students walking past them on their journey.  For a wonder, his height wasn’t as noticeable to many of those that saw him, as everything was on such a grand scale that he really didn’t matter all that much.

Naturally, there were exceptions to those who saw him and had that look, but for the most part they were few and far between.  Whereas at Crystalview he had been extremely noticeable as he stuck out in the smaller Academy, here at Copperleaf he was just another student to most of the people living in and around the building.

What caught his attention even more was when they ventured closer to the Martial side of the gigantic structure.  Hundreds of Martial students—or trainees, as he heard they were called—were outside fighting in a few sectioned-off areas like he had seen the day before from a distance.  With his closer proximity, he was able to see not only how quickly they moved, but also how strong they seemed based on the sound their wooden practice weapons made when they impacted a shield, armor, or even flesh.  Grunts of exertion and pain echoed across the park, easier heard now that he wasn’t hundreds of feet or more away, and he inwardly winced a few times as he saw a particularly potent strike hit some of the trainees with brutal savagery. 

Yet, they all got up or kept going even after being knocked down – or even temporarily knocked out.  It was obvious to him that most of those he saw, especially those that were fighting in their duels or spars or whatever they called them, had the Body Regeneration Skill, which allowed them to keep going when any normal person would’ve called it quits.  He could certainly see the purpose behind all of the fighting, as it would undoubtedly improve their Skills over time just like Mages improved their own by casting spells or creating Fusions; despite that, it was a bit more intense than he preferred.  Seeing that was a reminder that all of the students and trainees at the Academy and Fort were there to learn how to kill monsters, which was, again, something that he didn’t have any desire to do if he could help it. 

He now knew that he wouldn’t back down if it came to a fight against whatever emerged from a Scission if doing so would endanger his friends or other helpless students, but he currently had no plans to go seeking out monsters to slay. 

As they got closer to their destination, Larek started to look away from the Martial trainees, but he abruptly stopped as something caught his attention.

“What’s wrong, Larek?”

He didn’t look at his small, tree-like roommate as he answered.  He didn’t want to look away in case he caught another sight of what he thought he saw.  “I’m fine; I think I saw something.”

All three of his friends stepped up next to him and stared at one particular duo of trainees fighting close to them.  One was a young man from the Kingdom with thick muscles wearing a brown, hard leather chestpiece with flexible sleeves, a leather helmet with a metal nose guard, and a pair of leather leggings; he was wielding a wooden shield and a spear, reminding Larek a little of Crester from his carriage ride away from Garventon. 

The other was a relatively tall young woman with long, vibrant blue hair, perhaps slightly older than the man, wearing a chainmail top with a leather underlayment, no helmet, and a pair of very short leather pants, leaving most of her legs bare from halfway down her upper leg.  She was wielding a massive wooden sword in both hands that had to be at least her own height if not taller, and was a good 8 inches wide; even though it was wood, he could tell from the sound it made as it was whipped around that it was also quite heavy, perhaps with a central core of metal underneath the wood.

It was obvious from the fight that she had enough Strength to wield the heavy, oversized sword, but she also had the Agility to move quickly and avoid any retaliatory strikes against her rather dark skin.  She practically danced around her opponent, swiping the heavy sword in cuts that moved his shield out of the way to strike against his body or simply tried to overwhelm him with powerful strikes that he had difficulty blocking fully.

He did end up blocking most of them and preventing himself from being hurt, but he was also unable to do much to the woman in return.  She was too quick for him to take advantage of any openings that might arise, especially when he had to concentrate on not being smashed into the ground or being injured by a sweeping cut.

None of that really mattered, nor was it what caused him to stop and stare.  Instead, it was a flare of… something that seemed to emerge from the woman briefly that caught his attention.  As he stood there watching the two continue their fight, he finally saw it again, a reddish aura that surrounded the woman’s arms for a half-second before disappearing.  He wasn’t sure what it was until he saw her suddenly swing her wooden sword hard enough with a downward cut that it practically blurred to his sight.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one who couldn’t see the blade, as the young man was unprepared for the strike; he had just attempted to counterattack after a previous side-swipe, leaving him completely open to the woman’s overhead assault.  He barely had time to twitch the shield an inch toward the incoming blade, but it was too little, too late.  The heavy wooden sword smashed into his shoulder, barely missing his head, and even from at least 150 feet away, Larek could hear the hollow crack of bones breaking.  The Martial trainee collapsed to the ground under the force of the attack, screaming with the incredible pain of his upper left chest essentially being crushed in the process.

“Penelope!  What have I told you about using your Crushing Force Art in spars?!  Now you’ve gone and done it,” came the voice of an older man that Larek just now realized had been watching over the different fights with his arms crossed over his worn, dark leather jerkin.  He was currently running over to the area where the young man who had his chest crushed had collapsed to the ground, his screams suddenly cutting off as he passed out from his excessive injuries, and he did not look happy in the least.  “You know we don’t have a healer from the Academy here right now!”

As for the woman, Penelope (according to the shout Larek heard), she stepped back in horror, dropping her weapon to the dirt as she held her hands up to her mouth in distress.  “I-I’m sorry, I-I didn’t even plan to do it; it just happened—”

“Shut up, girl, and help me assess his injuries,” the older man, whom Larek assumed was some sort of instructor, shouted even as he skidded to a stop next to the unconscious trainee.  Even from a distance, it was plain to see that the boy was extremely messed-up, with blood starting to leak out onto the ground, likely from his broken shoulder and perhaps rib bones piercing through his internal organs, muscle, and skin.  Larek had seen some of the healing-specialized Mages perform some incredible healing feats, but he wasn’t sure if even they could save him.

“Ah, hells,” the man said, shifting the young man’s body so he was lying down in a better position than how he fell.  “We’re losing him.”

“B-but, his Body Regeneration should kick in any time—”

The young woman with the blue hair appeared nearly in tears, and the instructor’s next words only seemed to hasten them.

“Sure, if his Skill was at 50 or above, he might be able to heal from something like this; as it is, he’ll be dead before it could even start to fix even some of the minor problems.”

“Then we can bring—”

“Trying to transport him to the Academy for healing will just make it worse.”

Tears that glistened against her dark cheeks in the failing sunlight suddenly had Larek’s feet moving of their own accord.  At that point, the commotion was starting to draw a crowd as they stopped their fights and began streaming toward the downed trainee, worry and curiosity drawing them like bees to a field of flowers.

“Larek, what are you doing?” he heard Nedira shout as he moved quicker than the others, who he could hear following him. 

“I have no idea,” he shouted back, recognizing that it was only partly true.  He knew that he wanted to attempt to heal the mortally injured trainee, but he wasn’t sure if his Healing Surge Fusion would be able to fix such damage.  It was designed to speed up the body’s normal healing regeneration, but the amount of broken bones and internal damage he had seen happen was extensive. 

“A Mage?  Wait, are you a first- or second-year?” the older man asked as he looked up at Larek approaching at a run, his boots pounding against the dirt of the park where the sparring had taken place. 

“That’s not important,” Larek said, sliding to a stop only feet away from the horribly wounded young man on the ground.  Actually, he seems like he’s more of a boy than a man now that I can get a better look at him.  And the injuries are worse than I thought.  I hope this works.  “I’m going to try and heal him.”

“You can heal?”

Rather than answer, he fell to his knees and sat back on his lower legs, reaching down to his boot and reaching inside, pulling free the anklet he had hidden there.  As he held it under his hand and quickly pressed it against the boy’s broken chest, he activated the Healing Surge +3 Fusion, feeling the effects pass through him momentarily as he let go of the wooden accessory, surreptitiously shoving it into a tear in the leather chestpiece so it was in direct contact with his skin.  He continued holding his hands over the upper body of the trainee, feeling the blood adhering to his fingers as the leather spilled it out, but he ignored it.  While he wasn’t actually doing anything by keeping his hands on the trainee, he was attempting to sell the fiction that he was casting a spell rather than using a Fusion.

The knowledge that he had a Healing Surge Fusion, the same one that caused problems back in Crystalview, was something he would rather keep quiet for the time being.  As he had considered with his new Advanced Fusions instructor, the information would eventually come out, but he was hoping to be fully entrenched in his learning before that.  He didn’t want to give them any excuse to kick him out or potentially transfer him back to Crystalview, after all.

From his position over the older boy, not quite a man, he could see that the trainee wasn’t breathing, but could see and feel that there was life still within him.  After about 10 seconds with no visible change, he despaired that it was too much for the Fusion to heal, but suddenly there was a dull *crack* as a bone underneath his hands shifted back into place, followed by another and another after that.  After 30 seconds, a good portion of the area near his anklet had reformed, including where his heart was located, which he took as a good sign – until blood began pumping out of this body again as his vital organ began to pump again. 

He continued to improve over the next 30 seconds, but Larek could see that even though the trainee had Body Regeneration, the Fusion was starting to consume his body; any fat seemed to disappear underneath his skin, and even his visible muscles began to shrink as they were essentially eaten away to fuel the healing process.  A little over a minute later, the older boy’s skin seemed shrunken in places, and Larek started to pull away the anklet, afraid that he would end up killing him in a completely different way.  The injured trainee still had a portion of his shoulder that hadn’t reformed yet, but the worst of the internal damage seemed to have been repaired.

Thankfully, the boy chose at that time to wake up, coughing up blood as his lungs began working again and he attempted to sit up; Larek snatched the wooden anklet away and deactivated it, slipping the bloody accessory into his pocket as he sagged backwards, feigning exhaustion. 

“He’s not out of danger yet, but that’s all I can do,” he told the older man, who was looking at Larek with a thankful and almost perplexed expression on his face.  “You should be able to transport him now and get a real Healer from the Academy to assist the rest of the way.” 

The instructor nodded and pointed toward a group of other trainees standing nearby, watching in awe as the one who had nearly died seemed to have miraculously survived.  “Pick him up and—gently—bring him to the Healer’s quarter at the Academy.”  As those he pointed to picked up the still severely injured boy, the man turned to Larek and said, “Thank you.  I’d never hear the end of it if Duke Scorwood’s boy was killed during a practice spar.”

He was a Noble?  Now that he concentrated on it, Larek could feel the Nobleness inside of the trainee being carried away. 

“I was just doing what I could to help,” he said, getting to his feet, brushing the dirt off his robe.  “He’ll need rest and plenty of food after he’s finished being healed, but the other Healers at the Academy should be able to take care of that.”

“I will see that it is done,” the older man responded firmly.  “I can’t thank you enough for what you did; what is your name, by the way?”

“It’s Larek, and like I said I was just doing what I could to—”

There was sudden movement at his side as he saw a flash of blue hair and dark skin; before he could react, he unexpectedly felt a pair of arms slide around the back of his neck as a figure hopped up in front of him, followed by a pair of legs wrapped around his waist.  That, strangely enough, was followed by a pair of lips pressed firmly against his own.


Chapter 26

Larek froze, completely out of his element as the young woman practically hung off him with her surprisingly soft lips locked onto his own.  After nearly 20 seconds, she finally disengaged from his mouth, but promptly started pecking his cheeks and even his forehead as she kept saying, “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

It felt like it had gone on forever by the time Larek heard a voice coming from his side.  “Your eyes are going to dry out if you make them any wider, Larek.”

Nedira’s comment made him blink a few times, realizing that she was absolutely correct.  He focused on that rather than try and make sense of what the Martial trainee was still doing to him, though she stopped shortly after hearing the fourth-year student. 

Loosening her arms around the tall former Logger and dropping off of him, Penelope stepped back and immediately raised her hands to her mouth in shock.  “I—I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”  Even through her dark skin, Larek could see a blush creeping up her cheeks as her eyes widened as much as his own had done.  “I was just so thankful for you healing Birdy after what I accidentally did to him that I wasn’t thinking.”

Larek wasn’t even sure what to think; in fact, he had trouble even thinking at all.  The entire event, from the healing of the near-mortally wounded older boy to the forced kiss had overwhelmed his mind.  And if he thought about it too much, he might even have to think about how his body reacted to the Martial trainee being so close to him.

It was all just too much.

“Well, it was the least we could do, but we really have to get going,” Nedira said when Larek didn’t respond.  A hand on his wrist pulled him away from where he was standing perfectly still, turning him around so that he wasn’t staring at the blue-haired girl anymore.  As if he had been under some sort of illusionary spell, as soon as he lost sight of the trainee, his brain started to work again.

At first, he was dragging his feet as he was pulled away, following Verne and Norde, who were looking a little frightened for some reason; eventually, he began to walk on his own even without Nedira dragging him by the arm.  She still didn’t let go of his wrist, even when they had left the Martial section of the park, for which he was appreciative; he was still feeling a little out of sorts and didn’t mind the assistance.

They were halfway to their rooms before he realized they were headed in the wrong direction.  “Uh…”  For some reason, forming coherent words was difficult.  “Library?”

“We’ll check it out another time,” Nedira quickly explained, the tone of her words clipped.  “We should probably get back to our rooms before it gets too late.”

He supposed that made sense, though he didn’t think that the entire process of healing the poor trainee had taken that long.  It wasn’t even dark yet.

Before he knew it, Larek was in his room with his roommates, sitting on his bed across from them as they stared in his direction.  Nedira had disappeared at some point, leaving him somehow missing the feel of her hand.  It was a comfort in a time when he was feeling as if nothing made sense.

“Larek, are you alright?” Verne asked.

It took him a few seconds to respond.  “I think so.  Why?”

“Because you’re acting like you just got smacked in the head with a hammer,” Norde replied instead of the young, tree-like boy.  “Did that healing drain you as much as it appeared?”

Larek shook his head.  “The healing?  No.  I only used my anklet for that.  I can’t cast any spells, remember?”

Verne smirked at him.  “Ah, then it was what happened after—”

“What?  No.  I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Thankfully, neither of his roommates teased him about it anymore, as he didn’t want to think about it.

“Fine.  We can pretend it didn’t happen.”  Verne said, before his expression turned serious.  “But as for the healing, do you think that was a good idea?”

“What do you mean?  Was saving that boy’s life a good idea?”  He didn’t think there was any question.

“No, not that.  I meant the entire situation: Revealing that you could heal him despite being a first-year, and risking people finding out about the healing Fusion you created.  Weren’t you going to try to not call attention to yourself?  If so, you didn’t even make it a single day.”

Looking back on the entire day, he had to admit that what his roommate said was entirely true.  He hadn’t intended it, but he had done a lot that day to draw attention to himself, and for once it didn’t even have to do with his height.

The distraction of thinking about it was good for him, turning his mind away from… other things.  “Well, wait until you hear about what happened when I went to my Advanced Fusions class this morning…”  He hadn’t been able to talk about it before during dinner, but now Larek was able to tell his roommates about the incident involving him bodily moving that student blocking his way inside the building.

“Wait, the Professor performed a Truth spell on you?  Did she do it to the other student?” Norde asked.

Larek shook his head.  “No, not while I was there.  I had to leave quickly, but the Professor certainly didn’t look happy with the young woman.  It’s quite possible that she was tested after I left.”

“Good.  I would watch out in the future, though, because you might have just made an enemy of that girl.”

Larek certainly hoped not, because that was another complication that he didn’t need.  He shrugged, knowing that there really wasn’t anything that could be done about it without searching for the purple-robed student and apologizing.  In an Academy the size of Copperleaf, he didn’t imagine his chances of finding her were high, unless he met her outside of the doorway again.  Even then, the way she reacted to him indicated that there was a pretty good chance that she wouldn’t accept any apology he might give, but he could at least try.

He shrugged, trying not to worry about it at the moment.  “Perhaps.  I’m more excited for my Fusions class tomorrow than concerned with something like that.”  As his roommates knew more about his strange stats and abilities with Fusions than just about anyone else, he told them about his encounter with Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai, and what he ended up demonstrating to his instructor. 

“It sounds like you’re finally getting some help!” Verne said excitedly, and Larek couldn’t help but agree.  “If he’s really going to help you, then he might help to shield you from any retaliation from that girl.  Just… make sure you let him know if you’re being harassed.”

He really didn’t want to bother such an important man with his problems, but he would keep it in mind.

There wasn’t a lot more to go over, especially as he didn’t want to talk or think about what happened after the healing a little bit earlier.  They ended up going to bed earlier than usual, but that was fine for Larek because he had a big day tomorrow.

He was finally going to learn more about Fusions.

*          *          *

Head Drill Instructor Bleeker quickly passed through the hallway leading to Vice General Whittaker’s office, the day’s events cycling through his mind.  Normally, he would rarely have a need to talk with the man in charge of Fort Pinevalley, but something unusual enough had occurred that he needed to report it.

A brief knock on the door to his destination was quickly answered with a barked order to enter, and he swiftly turned the handle and swept inside.

“Bleeker.  Heard you had some excitement in the yard today.”

Standing at attention as he approached the Vice General’s desk, he looked at the older but still obviously powerful individual sitting behind it.  His thinning white hair and sun-darkened and wrinkled face were the only visible signs of his age, as the Vice General’s frame exuded strength, vitality, and restrained violence. 

Exactly what the head of a Martial training Fort should look like, in Bleeker’s opinion.

“Yes, sir.”

“Is Scorwood’s boy alright?”

It didn’t surprise the Head Drill Instructor that the Vice General knew about what had happened, nor that he was concerned about a Noble’s brat.  While the trainees at the Fort were technically all equal in the eyes of the staff and instructors, there was an underlying awareness that the majority of them were Nobles, and could make life slightly difficult if something like an accident killed one of their own.  Granted, accidents absolutely did happen, but they were rarely fatal; they typically had a healer of some sort while any high-intensity training was going on, thanks to the proximity of the Mage Academy in the same building, which was usually enough to heal any injuries.  It was actually a good practice regimen for healer-focused Mage students to have practical applications of their spells.

During extracurricular training and duels, they only occasionally had a healer present, which meant that the fights were supervised, and most offensive-based Battle Arts were banned; there were too many opportunities for something to go wrong when the combatants used their powerful abilities instead of perfecting weapon drills, concentrating on their footwork, or employing tactics to win a fight.

Which was what happened earlier that led to such a potential tragedy, as Penelope had disobeyed instructions and used her Battle Art despite an otherwise clean fight.  Fortunately, the gravely injured boy had been miraculously saved – giving Bleeker a reason to visit the Vice General’s office.

“He’ll… be fine, eventually,” he replied.  “From what the healers at the Academy can tell me, it’ll take a few weeks for him to recover.”

“That doesn’t seem too bad, then.  I heard it was much worse than that.”

“Oh, it was.  The kid was seconds from dying.”

That seemed to shock the Vice General, as he sat back in his chair.  “Really?  But I thought we didn’t have any healers on call at that time.”

“We didn’t.  He was saved by a Mage student passing by,” Bleeker explained.  “Here’s the thing: This kid was older than most of my trainees, but he didn’t have a Specialization robe.  From what I could tell, he wasn’t even a healer.”

“Then how was he able to heal the brat?”

This was the thing that caused him to seek out the head of Fort Pinevalley.  “I don’t believe he did, sir.”

The man looked perplexed, which was exactly how Bleeker felt.  “What do you mean?”

“I can’t be entirely sure, because it all happened so fast, but I believe the Mage might have used a Fusion instead of a spell to heal him.  That’s the only way I can see him being able to do what he did, because the amount of healing required to save the kid’s life was more than most veteran mages could handle in such a short amount of time.”

It sounded entirely far-fetched, he knew, but a glimpse of something in the Mage student’s hand made him think this was the case.  Either that, or the student was some sort of healing prodigy, but he thought he would’ve heard about that before now. 

“A Fusion?  You must be joking.”

“I wish I were, sir.  But all the evidence points to it being true, even if it is hard to believe.”

“But healing Fusions are impossible, at least for more than a single use.  I’ve seen them before, you know, and they are typically no more than a temporary patch to a wound, not a full healing like what you’ve described.”

It also didn’t surprise the Head Drill Instructor that the Vice General had used a healing Fusion before, as he had been around a long time.  While he was not exactly current with the doings of the Fusionists, he knew that such Fusions were rarely made any more, as they took hours to create; and with their single-use designation, they weren’t worth the time. There were also examples of them exploding when they degraded at a faster than normal rate, for reasons he had no knowledge of, which also contributed to their rarity. 

“I’m aware, but I still stand by what I saw,” Bleeker replied.  “Now, I can’t guarantee this wasn’t a one-time use Fusion, but I don’t believe so.”

The Vice General was silent for a moment.  “I’m going to have to look into this, then.  If this is true, this could be huge.  Did you happen to catch this student’s name?”

“I believe it’s Larek, sir.”

“Larek, huh?  I want you to see what you can find out about this Mage student.  Use whatever means are necessary, though don’t step on any toes.  Dean Lorraine appreciates the strict delineation between the Academy and the Fort that is maintained, and I don’t want to upset the balance.  Bring any information you can to me and we’ll go from there.  You’re dismissed.”

As he turned to leave, Bleeker thought about what kinds of resources he had available to get his assignment done.  There wasn’t a lot that he could do to directly discover any information about this Larek student; while there was some cooperation between the Fort and the Academy, there was an inordinate amount of personal privacy baked into the entire system.  He wished it wasn’t the case, as it would then be a matter of contacting the Dean of Copperleaf and asking for a student’s records, but he blamed the fact that the majority of the students in both the Fort and the Academy were Noble in origin – and they demanded their privacy, even if that was all they were able to demand.

Fortunately, there were a few contacts that he could lean on for information.  If those didn’t pan out, he was sure there was another method that could be employed.  In fact, as he thought back to that evening’s events, a completely different tactic occurred to him.

Hmm… that might work even better.

Bleeker immediately turned around from where he had originally been heading, navigating his way to the barracks in search of a particular trainee.


Chapter 27

The next morning, Larek woke with excitement through his entire body as he thought about the day.  He barely paid attention to the world around him during his morning routines, at least until breakfast brought him a very odd-acting Nedira who sat across from him and his two roommates with an annoyed expression on her face. 

“What’s up, sis?”

The fourth-year student answered him with a curt, “Nothing,” before crossing her arms over her chest as she sat back in her chair.

Norde attempted to draw her out into conversation some more, but she didn’t seem like she wanted to talk, even when Verne got involved.  Larek wasn’t really paying attention to much of that, because all his focus was on getting through his food and on with the day.  Just as he was about to stand up from the long table in the Dining Hall, he felt a hand on his arm. 

“Larek?” Nedira asked, as soon as he looked at the owner of the hand.  He hadn’t realized that she had moved from her spot across the table.

“Huh?  Yes?”

She looked like she was about to speak as she searched his eyes for something; instead, she removed her hand and said, “Never mind.  I’ll see you later.”

“See you later,” he echoed automatically, his mind already on his future classes.

A little later, as he sat through his first class, he barely even paid attention to what his Professor was saying; though on some unconscious level he felt like he was taking it in. 

“Larek,” Verne hissed at him.  There was a punch on his arm, which made him sway in his seat after the abrupt strike; it didn’t hurt, but it was so unexpected that it snapped him out of his thoughts.

“What?” he asked loudly in response.  It was apparently too loud, as Professor Burcha stopped in the middle of her lecture.

“I said, young man, that the nature of our magical abilities has always been a mystery, ever since the Transition occurred 999 years ago,” she said, a hint of anger in her tone for being interrupted.  “While most believe that it was granted to members of the Kingdom as a reward after a time of great hardship when they were powerless and enslaved to the Gergasi, its presence – if to a lesser, widespread extent – in other lands is enough to hint that it was the result of something else entirely. 

“For some reason unknown to scholars around the world, only the Kingdom has managed to cultivate this magical potential – in both Mages and Martials – to an extent where a significant proportion of the population can take advantage of it.  This is the main reason why the only Academies and Forts capable of teaching those with this potential are found in the Kingdom, as potential found in other lands is relatively rare.

“But that doesn’t mean it is non-existent, as evidenced by myself, as well as many of the other Professors here at Copperleaf and other Academies; there are also a significant number of us foreigners participating in the defense of this Kingdom, as such service pays for our learning and training.  Many of us end up staying, but even if you were to add up our numbers in comparison to the total number of those who possess the potential for magical or martial development, it is but a fraction of those that originally come from the Kingdom.”

As she went on to describe some other theories of why the Kingdom of Androthe possessed a much greater concentration of those with potential than other lands, including the presence of Scissions only appearing in the Kingdom, she finally seemed to forget about Larek and continued with her lecture.  It was all fascinating, but he was still having trouble focusing on it.

Whispering to Verne, he asked, “What did you want?”

“You’re acting like you’re going to lose it again.”

“Lose it?  What do you—oh.”  Larek contemplated what his roommate said for a few seconds.  He hadn’t been aware that he was starting to lose focus on the world as his attention was consumed by something, such as what had happened before; he was thankful that he now had friends who could help him identify when it occurred.

“Yeah, you have that same look in your eye that I saw when you were going, uh, up to the roof back at Crystalview.”

That wasn’t good.  He’d rather avoid that kind of obsession again if he could help it.

As if being aware of what he nearly fell into was enough to prevent it from happening, Larek’s mind felt as if it were clearing.  Not only did he become more engrossed in the remainders of the Introduction to Magical Theorem class, but he was able to mentally acknowledge that Nedira had been acting strange ever since that Martial trainee had kissed him the previous evening.  That, of course, led him to briefly thinking about the blue-haired, dark-skinned young woman and the feel of her lips—

“And that concludes our class!  I’ll see you all tomorrow, when hopefully there won’t be any more random interruptions which demonstrate whether or not some of you are listening,” Professor Burcha announced in a joking voice, which elicited a few chuckles from the students. 

Larek, his uncomfortable thoughts interrupted, turned to Verne and thanked him as everyone began to file out of the room.  “Thanks for telling me about—”

“Not a problem,” the boy interrupted, “as long as you don’t mind me punching you in the arm again.”  He smirked at Larek, before shooing him away with a wave of his hand.  “You better hurry or you’ll be late to your class.”

For a moment, as a result of his mind clearing from the intense focus that had clouded it earlier, he had forgotten that his Advanced Fusions class was halfway across the Academy campus.  Nodding at his roommate again in thanks, he took off, doing his best to navigate his way through the students still filing out of the large classroom.  It took him longer to get out than the day before, which made him think that sitting up front for the next class might be a better option than in the back, as long as he was able to arrive early enough to get a seat there. 

Racing across the Academy grounds, he put on even more speed than the previous day, with the time until his class would begin ticking away in the back of his mind.  Not as many people stared at him compared to yesterday as he raced ahead, as they were already somehow familiar with the sight of a 7-foot-tall Mage student running at a full sprint.  Approaching the entrance to the workshops where his class was held, Larek was both worried and eager about seeing that young woman in the purple robe again; he didn’t want to be delayed again, of course, but he also did want to personally apologize.

Fortunately and unfortunately, there was no sign of the purple-robed student or the others who had accompanied her the day before.  He was able to yank open the doors to the workshops and proceed through them without harassment, making his way through the hallway to his destination.  Before long, he was at the door to his Advanced Fusions 1 class, and he slowly and quietly opened the door to go inside, calming his labored breathing as he did.

Thankfully, he made it to class on time, which was evidenced by the appearance of the same 4 students from the day before sitting quietly on cushions, along with 2 new ones who were unfamiliar to him.  Looking around the room, he noticed that two of the privacy alcoves that had been previously shut were now open.

“Larek,” came a voice that he immediately recognized.  “I’m glad to see you were able to make it.  Please have a seat, and I’ll work with you in a moment.”

Following Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai’s instruction, Larek sat down in the same area as the day before, waiting for class to begin.  Soon enough, his instructor was speaking to the other students, so the recent arrival simply listened in.

“Welcome, everyone.  David, Marybelle, I hope you’ve gotten some sleep,” he said softly, his voice just loud enough to carry to those inside the relatively quiet room.  Those he addressed, who appeared to be the new students that had at some point emerged from their privacy alcoves, nodded. Only at that time did Larek notice that each of them was holding something in their laps.  At his instructor’s prompting, each of them got up and handed what appeared to be a thin steel plate to the Grandmaster Fusionist.  Even from where he sat, Larek could see that each of the plates held Fusions, but they were both larger and more complicated than the normal 2-by-2 grid that he was familiar with.

“Ah, very well done, David.  It appears as though you’ve incorporated what we covered at the beginning of this year into your design.  So, tell me, what does this Fusion do?”

The young student cleared his throat and fidgeted where he sat, clearly nervous.  “I-It’s a Fusion I designed to permanently Strengthen steel while, uh, also permanently emanating a slight Area Chill,” David said, his voice hesitant and not much louder than the instructor’s.  “In addition, it, uh, also has an Activatable Illumination section that can be used when it’s, uh, dark and stuff.”

“That certainly looks to be the case,” Shinpai replied, nodding as he looked again at the steel plate.  “Tell me, why did you create this particular Fusion?”

“Um, well, I thought that this would be a good addition to a Martial’s armor pieces when they wear them in defense against a Scission,” David explained, becoming more comfortable and enthusiastic as he spoke.  “I’ve heard that it gets hot wearing all that equipment, especially when in the light of full sun; hence the cooler temperature.  The light is because defensive battles also take place at night, so…” he finished, shrugging like it was obvious.

“That is very true; members of the Scission Interception Corps can fight at any time, day or night, depending on when the Scissions appear,” the instructor agreed.  He then held up his finger as if to make a point.  “However, they can also fight anywhere, meaning that they could end up fighting to the north in winter where snow blankets the ground; as a result, they might have to fight in freezing temperatures.  Having your Area Chill Fusion connected to a Permanent Activation Method would force them to fight while being even colder at that point.  For such an Effect, it would be better to have it as an Activatable or even a Reactive Activation Method, so that it could be better regulated.”

The boy looked crestfallen as he slumped in place.  Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai didn’t give him too much time to wallow in self-pity, as he smiled and gestured to the Fusion in his lap.  “But for this project, that matters not at all.  What this was designed to do was to force you to use your ingenuity in forming a Fusion based on multiple Effects and Activation Methods, which is exactly what you did.  While it might not be a completely functional Fusion for everyday use on the armor of a Martial member of the SIC, you’ve demonstrated your competence in assembling the correct components needed for the project.”

David perked up after hearing that, but Shinpai wasn’t done.  Holding up his finger again, before pointing it down toward a different place on the Fusion, he said, “There are some areas that you can improve, however.  First, your containment barrier around the Area Chill Effect is loose and is likely to fray within a few days, which will end up collapsing the entire Fusion.  If everything wasn’t at Magnitude 1 like you created it, this could result in a potential detonation that could do more harm than good to the person wearing this armor. 

“Here, your connection between the Permanent Activation Method and the two cross-Effects of Strengthen and Area Chill is practically nonexistent, which is why I can barely feel the Area Chill portion of the Fusion while I’m holding it.  I’m sure you were probably wondering why it wasn’t as cold as you expected?”  At David’s reluctant nod, their instructor continued.  “Exactly.  You may have lost focus on that portion of the Fusion while it was being created, but it can take time to learn how to focus for an entire 6-hour or more process – especially for advanced Fusions. 

“Lastly, the symbol inside the Activatable Activation Method is slightly deformed, meaning that it was either originally designed that way or was distorted during the longer creation process at some point.  It holds enough of the intent behind it that it shouldn’t matter all that much in the long run for this particular Fusion,” he demonstrated this by activating the Illumination portion of the Fusion, causing the entire steel plate to softly glow, “as you can see, but with higher Magnitude Fusions, you could run into a situation where this could cause a failure with all of the ambient Mana running through it.

“Those are elements of your Fusion that can be improved over time, as they take years of practice to refine.  Even I,” he continued, looking around at everyone, but especially at Larek, “am still refining my processes, which is a lifetime endeavor.  So, don’t be discouraged with these few things that I don’t expect you to have perfect right now.  Instead, be proud that your project demonstrated what you are in this class for in the first place: to learn.  Practice and refinement come in time, but you’ve obviously shown that you followed my instructions in the overall formation of this unique Fusion, using your ingenuity and abilities to not only design it but to create it.”

As Shinpai flashed another smile at David, who still appeared unhappy with his result, he put down the Fusion the student had created off to the side, facing directly at Larek. His instructor then picked up the other steel plate with another new Fusion on it, before addressing the other student, Marybelle. 

“Another excellent demonstration of what you’ve learned…” 

Larek only half-listened to the Grandmaster Fusionist expounding upon the other student’s Fusion as he stared at the one he could now see clearly across from him. 

A 4-by-4 grid?  Multiple Effects and Activation Methods?  There is so much that I need to learn.

“…Larek?”

His instructor’s soft voice shook him out of his intense concentration as he focused on the Fusion.  Looking up, out of the corner of his eye he noticed that all of the other students were gone and the privacy alcoves they had been sitting in front of were now shut.

Larek cleared his throat, slightly embarrassed to have been caught being so focused that he hadn’t been aware of the other students moving around him.  “I’m sorry, Shinpai.  What was that?”

“I was just asking if you were ready for your first lesson,” the Grandmaster Fusionist informed him with a stern tone of voice. 

“Yes.  Absolutely.”

“Very well,” Shinpai continued, sounding more even-toned at his response.  “Come sit in front of me and I’ll go over what we’ll be working on in the near future.  But first, you wanted to learn how to strengthen your containment barriers around your Mana Cost section, if I’m not mistaken?”

Larek nodded, again taking off the wooden accessory which held the Pneuma Boost +9 Fusion and handing it to his instructor. 

“I just can’t get over how strong this Fusion is,” the Grandmaster Fusionist said, looking at the armlet in his hand.  He was silent for a few seconds as he continued to stare at the Fusion, before shifting his attention back to Larek.

Smiling at the enthusiastic student, Shinpai said, “Alright, let’s get started….”


Chapter 28

“The first thing you need to know about your Fusions is that, while strengthening the containment barriers around your Mana Cost will solve most of your problems for the time being, it isn’t a catch-all,” Larek’s instructor explained.  At the same time, Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai used his Pattern Cohesion to quickly form the same formation that went into Larek’s Pneuma Boost Fusion, though at only Magnitude 1 instead of 9.  Looking down at the formation floating in the air near the floor between the two of them, Larek immediately saw what Shinpai did to the Mana Cost section. 

Instead of just a single square barrier that encompassed the entire section, with a circular internal barrier around the inside perimeter, there was another barrier that was squeezed in between the circle and square, in the shape of an octagon.  The 8-sided barrier was connected by what Larek could only describe as faint, jagged struts to the square via its points.

Pointing at them, he asked, “What are these?”

His instructor nodded as he answered.  “Those, my young student, are dampeners, allowing the additional octagonal barrier you need to add the ability to flex under the strain of the vast amounts of Mana that you’re injecting into the Fusion.  The primary purpose of the dampeners is to accelerate the infusion of Mana throughout the entire formation while maintaining proper Pattern Cohesion, but that’s not really a problem for you.

“They’re very rarely used, as I’ve only used them on very small Fusions that most Master or Grandmaster Fusionists can create within minutes, which also do not require more than a fraction of their full Mana capacity,” he explained.  “It’s a shortcut to reducing Fusion Time, but it also risks breaking the formation if it isn’t as rigid and focused as possible, an ability most Fusion veterans are able to reproduce after creating similar Fusions hundreds or thousands of times.  It’s how some of us can create dozens of similar Fusions one after another in a day without straining ourselves, but their use is limited to the weakest of them.  Until now, of course, with what you’ll be using them for.”

He could immediately see how they would be beneficial, not only to protect the overall stability of the Mana Cost section, but also to reduce the amount of strain on his focus and concentration as he held everything together during the creation process. 

“I see.  That makes sense to have it around the Mana Cost section, but why are they around the others?” Larek asked.

“Ah, well, that’s something that you would’ve learned in Intermediate Fusions,” Shinpai answered as he chuckled.  “As you create more-complicated Fusions, you’ll discover that the formations require a level of symmetry that is necessary to maintain stability.  As a result, any structural changes to the containment barriers need to be copied to the others in the formation.  For something like this 2-by-2 grid, that isn’t a big deal because there are only 4 sections; for something like a 4-by-4 grid, this can make it a little more complicated.  As you may not know, every additional element added to a Fusion formation requires slightly higher Skills to maintain proper focus.  At least, most people would have difficulty with lower Skills, but I have a feeling that you’re going to surprise me.”

Larek hadn’t actually known that information about more-complicated Fusions, but it certainly made sense.  He had a feeling that was why he hadn’t been able to advance past Level 20 in his Pattern Formation and Fusion Skills despite making hundreds of Fusions; none of them challenged him at that point, because while they were powerful, they were relatively simple in design.

“Normally, I wouldn’t suggest you practice this immediately upon learning it; creating such a Fusion would typically take the majority of our class time.  Given that I’ve seen the speed at which you can create Fusions, I think I’d like to see you attempt this with a Magnitude 1 Fusion of your choice.”  His instructor then pulled out a steel plate from a stack of them near his seat and handed it to his student.

Taking it and laying the plate in his lap, Larek pictured the new addition to his containment barriers as he began forming the Fusion for Pneuma Boost +1, as that was based on the original Fusion he was attempting to improve.

It was more difficult than he thought it would be, because his mind immediately jumped to its normal formation without the additional barrier and dampeners.  It took nearly a minute of quickly creating one incorrect formation after another from memory before Larek realized that he needed to slow down and take his time.  The formation was nearly automatic by that point, and he barely needed to think about it; but that was precisely what he needed to do in order to correctly form it with the new barrier. 

After a few more minutes of painstakingly altering the original mental picture of the formation he had in his head and then translating that to the actual Fusion hovering over the steel plate, he was finally at the point where he could double- and triple-check his work.  A quick glance at the formation that his instructor continued to show him as an example revealed a few improvements to the dampeners near a few of the barriers.  Once those were taken care of, he looked it over one more time before beginning to funnel his Mana into the formation. 

Without having to regulate the flow so that it wasn’t overloaded immediately, thanks to the extra containment barriers and the dampeners, it took all of 10 seconds before the Pneuma Boost +1 Fusion was complete, clicking into place onto the steel plate.  A few seconds later, Larek was picking it up and examining it for any visible flaws; satisfied, he handed it to his instructor, who simply smiled at him and nodded in thanks.  He was also a little disappointed that he didn’t level-up any of his Skills during the process, but he supposed that it wasn’t exactly something entirely new or particularly difficult, just an addition to what was already there.

“Precise lines, constant thickness, and a perfect reproduction of the dampeners and additional containment barrier.  Very nice – and what I expected of one who can create Fusions at the speed that you can.” Shinpai handed it back to him.  “But as I was saying earlier, utilizing this additional containment barrier and the dampeners is only one step in the process of strengthening your Fusions.  The other step is for when you begin creating even stronger Fusions, which I can see is likely to happen in the future.

“Now, this method is largely untested because it was never approved for use, but I think it will work well for you,” the Grandmaster Fusionist continued.  “It was originally designed as a way for multiple Fusionists to work on the same Fusion at the same time without it falling apart, but that was abandoned shortly after the first attempts were made.  This is a Mana Overflow Bypass,” Shinpai explained while demonstrating the creation of an interesting addition to the formation he had maintained the entire time.  The normal connections among the 4 different sections were still present, but there was another that went from the center of the Mana Cost to the exterior square containment barriers of each section, including its own.  Each containment barrier was intersected multiple times, making this Mana Overflow Bypass look like some sort of multi-limbed monster reaching out to touch everything around it. 

Larek tilted his head in confusion.  How is that supposed to work?

“The thought was that when multiple Fusionists worked on the same Fusion, with one providing only Mana to help speed up the process as the other held the formation together while adding their own Mana, their Mana flow might not equally match up or meet the requirements needed for proper saturation throughout the formation.  While an underflow wouldn’t hurt the formation unless it was maintained for the length of the process, leading to a deficit at the end, any overflow of Mana could strain the formation and break it.  To prevent that from happening, this Bypass was designed to shift that overflow into the containment barriers to help strengthen rather than strain them.  Unfortunately, the entire process was found to be too difficult to maintain, so the project was abandoned – but a few remnants like this still remain from those who conducted the experiments.”

Larek memorized the connections between the Mana Cost and the containment barriers, identifying that it wouldn’t be very hard to replicate the feat.  It would be a simple feat to produce the required connections, as it wasn’t necessarily altering the overall Fusion, just some more additions. 

“Do you think you have it?  Or do you want to practice?”

Larek nodded at the first question, before shaking his head.  “I think I have it, but I’m more interested in what else you can teach me,” he said.  “For instance, how do I go about making a 4-by-4 grid like David and Marybelle created earlier?”

“Oh, you want to run before you’ve barely been able to walk, huh?” his instructor chuckled.  “Haste will only lead to mistakes, and while you seem to have a decent foundation of basic Fusions, your other knowledge is severely lacking.  I’m not going to hold your hand and teach you everything that should’ve been taught in previous classes, but there are a few things that are imperative for you to learn before we can move on.”

“Such as what kinds of things?” Larek said impatiently.

“First, you need to slow down, Larek,” Shinpai replied seriously, all mirth gone from his face and tone.  “You may have an abnormally large Pattern Cohesion, but you’re still playing with forces here that could literally kill you if a mistake is made because of impatience.  You remember how you told me that you tried casting a spell and it nearly killed you?  I don’t want something like that to happen to you, because it will only be a matter of time before it does,” he warned.

Larek thought about those times when he had experimented with some higher-Magnitude Fusions without absolutely knowing that it wouldn’t kill him, and he mentally shivered.  His first few days of creating Fusions had been a time of wonder and exploration in his newfound ability, but at the same time he was flirting with death every time he tried something new or simply unknown at higher Magnitudes.  When he added in the fact that he was self-taught through the use of a book instead of at an instructor’s direction, he was honestly lucky to be alive. 

Larek nodded his understanding.  As much as he wanted more knowledge now, he was fairly confident that he would eventually get it, as he had an instructor who was willing to teach him.  Besides, I already learned something today that I didn’t know before, so anything else will simply be a bonus.

“I really do hope you understand, because I will refuse to teach you if you can’t follow my instructions.  The first of which is that you won’t create any more Fusions without my permission.”  He held up his hand at Larek’s immediate response.  “I know, that seems unnaturally harsh, but I promise you that it is for a purpose.  It also won’t be as bad as you might think, because I’m going to want you to create at least one Fusion every single day, if not more.  Can you agree to that?”

Larek hesitated for a second before agreeing.  The only reason he hesitated that long was because it seemed unreasonable, especially when it pertained to something that he absolutely loved doing.  In the end, he decided that it was probably for the best; with this restriction in place, it would help prevent another incident of being hyper-focused on one thing such as what happened back at Crystalview. 

“Very good.”  The Grandmaster Fusionist softly smiled at Larek as the severe expression faded from his face.  “Now, do you have any questions for me before we get started with your first official lesson?”

Larek considered one of a few dozen questions about which he was curious or wanted more knowledge, but he held his tongue for the moment.  He was determined to wait and see what he was being taught before he asked for anything more, as it was entirely possible that his instructor would cover most of it in his lessons.  If the professor didn’t cover all his questions, then Larek would most likely ask them later. 

Though, there was one question that he really wanted answered and was unlikely to be covered at any point; it was something that could be dangerous if he asked it, but he figured that he had already taken a risk by revealing some of his abnormal stats to the Grandmaster Fusionist – and it had worked out alright, he supposed.  He wasn’t going to do something as daring as revealing his Martial stats to his instructor, but the older man – who was thankfully not from the Kingdom – might have some prior experience with it.

“Just one question.  Have you ever heard of anyone having access to both Mana and Stama?” he asked. 

The Grandmaster Fusionist sat and stared at him for an uncomfortable minute before he said anything.  When he did, it was in an even softer tone than before.  “That’s a dangerous question, Larek.  And I’m not the one to risk my life answering something like that.  Is there a… particular reason why you want to know?”

“I was just curious, as something like that was never covered in my education back at Crystalview,” he quickly blurted out.  “I guess there’s a reason for that?”

“Yes; yes, there is.”  His instructor paused for a few seconds before resuming his normal tone of voice.  “Now, if there are no other questions, I’ll go over everything we’ll be covering this year in this class.”

“No; no other questions.”

The Grandmaster Fusionist stared at him for another few seconds before nodding and then began to start listing off different Fusion-related terms and concepts, which were entirely unfamiliar to him – but they sounded absolutely fascinating.

As he listened to Shinpai, he mentally made a note never to ask about people with both Mana and Stama.  If he would be risking his life just answering a question about it, I’m glad that no one knows but my closest friends. 

He just hoped it stayed that way.


Chapter 29

Larek left his Advanced Fusions 1 class at a run yet again, racing toward the first-year classrooms as he weaved through the people moving about.  Fortunately, he wasn’t stopped by Professors with a demand to convince them of his innocence, so he wasn’t delayed in the least, meaning that he made it to his Understanding Specializations class well ahead of time.  As he sat in the same seat he had been in the day before, his mind was awhirl with the information that he had been overloaded with during the short session with Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai. 

In reality, it hadn’t actually been that short of a session as it lasted nearly the entire class, but it sure felt that way with everything that they had gone over.

His Fusions instructor hadn’t actually taught him anything after the first stint with the additional containment barriers and the Mana Overflow Bypass, but had instead filled his head with what Larek needed to learn so as to be caught up with everyone else.  In fact, the only thing that he actually discovered through the class was that any Fusions that were more advanced than the relatively simple, 2-by-2 grids that the fledgling Fusionist could make required a lot more knowledge than Larek possessed. 

He had naïvely thought that larger grid formations were simply additional sections with more Effects and Activation Methods; these additional sections could lead to the development of Fusions that were similar to what David and Marybelle had created, which could perform various different Effects such as Strengthen, Area Chill, and Illumination.  While that was, in part, what larger grid formations assisted with, that barely scratched the surface.  In fact, what he understood from his instructor’s lecture was that the Fusions those higher-year students created were some of the simplest of Effects; their main purpose was to show their ability to combine different Effects and Activation Methods into the same Fusion. 

But there were a lot of complicated single-Effect Fusions about which they already had knowledge, which is what Intermediate Fusions 1 and 2 were supposed to have taught him. Larek now had a mental list of terms and concepts that he would have to start researching on his own outside of class, but only demonstrate what he learned in class with his instructor supervising.  Once he was able to understand these basic and intermediate concepts, only then would he be able to really break out and take advantage of having a Grandmaster Fusionist there to help him understand more-advanced knowledge.

It made sense, and he was willing to do just about anything to gain that knowledge.  This was exactly what he wanted all along, and if it required learning about it in his free time, then that was what he would do.

As a result of what he needed to learn, his instructor had given him a blue-painted clay chit that had, “Int Fus 1&2”, carved into it in white lettering.  Apparently, in order to access the books in the Academy’s library for those enrolled in Intermediate Fusion classes, he needed to show this particular chit to the librarian there.  He imagined that this was similar to what was required for the library back in Crystalview, though he hadn’t seen one of these chits personally until now.  Either that, or the librarian at the smaller Academy up north was more aware of who was allowed to check out what books, due to the smaller number of students.

Regardless, what it meant was that he really needed to get to the library after dinner later, as he couldn’t allow himself to get distracted again.  When Larek thought about the distraction that had deflected his efforts the evening before, he realized that it had been a huge risk for him to use his Fusion to heal someone, even if – in his opinion – it had been the right thing to do.  Even the unexpected… reward… afterward couldn’t make up for what might have been exposed if he had been just a little less careful.  It wasn’t just the revelation of the Healing Surge Fusion, but everything else about Larek that was different – such as his possessing Martial stats; after his very brief conversation with Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai regarding those with both types of stats, he was convinced more than ever to keep his current situation a secret.

Before he knew it, his Specializations class was over, and lunch came and went in a blur.  Conscious of what his young roommate had mentioned earlier, Larek did his best to avoid focusing on one single thing so as not to get lost in it, but the prospect of actually learning more about Fusions – even in book form – was almost too much to bear.  Thankfully, his Spellcasting Fundamentals class directly after lunch helped to ground him back into the here-and-now.

“Welcome, students,” his instructor said after everyone settled in for another rather boring day of watching the same spells being cast over and over again.  That didn’t seem to be the plan for the day, however.  “Today, we’re going to change it up a little, giving you first-years a break from the repetition of the Fireball, Ice Spike, and Stone Fist spells that we’ve been reviewing all year.  I can tell that some of you are beginning to comprehend the spell structures on a basic level, which is the first step in being able to form it and cast a spell. 

“At the same time, I can see in the expressions of quite a few of you that they aren’t making as much sense or you aren’t able to see their patterns with enough clarity to eventually reproduce them.  While Fireball and the others are the most common and typically the easiest to reproduce for new Mages, if you don’t have a particular affinity for them, they could be some of the hardest to learn first. 

“For instance, someone who is more inclined to healing-based spells may discover that most attack spells are inherently more difficult to understand, but they might take immediately to Minor Mending, a very basic healing spell with a channeling aspect to it.  Or, a different Mage might better comprehend air-based spells and effects, or illusions, or nature-based growth spells. What I’m trying to get at is that not everyone learns the same way, which is why we’re going to spend the next few days observing a few other spells to further the understanding of those who may have been struggling.

“Does anyone have any suggestions of types of spells to observe over the next few days?”

Larek didn’t suggest anything despite being curious about some of them, but he found that he hadn’t needed to; the rest of the students were more than enthusiastic about calling out different spells.  As a result, Larek was able to observe – and learn – a few new spells; he supposed this was a good thing, even if he couldn’t cast them.

New Spell learned!

Water Jet

Base Elemental Damage (Impact): 6

Base Elemental Effect (Bleeding): 3 per second for 5 seconds

Base Mana Cost: 5

Base Pattern Cohesion: 2

New Spell learned!

Light Bending

Magnitude: Surrounds caster

Duration: 30 seconds

Base Elemental Effect (Camouflage): Hides caster into the environment

Restrictions: Any movement, damage, or spellcasting will cancel the effect

Base Mana Cost: 25

Base Pattern Cohesion: 5

New Spell learned!

Wind Barrier

Magnitude: 8 X 8 X 1 feet

Duration: 10 seconds

Base Elemental Effect (Barrier): Prevents physical and magical effects from passing through

Base Damage Resistance: 50

Base Mana Cost: 10

Base Pattern Cohesion: 3

New Spell learned!

Static Illusion

Magnitude: 5 X 5 X .1 feet

Duration: 20 seconds

Base Elemental Effect (Visual Illusion): Creates a static visual illusion

Restrictions: Any physical object passing through will dispel the Static Illusion

Base Mana Cost: 16

Base Pattern Cohesion: 4

The first spell, Water Jet, was essentially a high-pressured jet of water that could strike a victim at a single point.  The force of the pressurized water was so great that it could cut through leather and clothing in addition to flesh, causing bleeding in the process.  The spell pattern for Water Jet reminded Larek of a pool of water, as it was created with blue-colored lines and flowed together with a waviness that expressed fluidity.  The symbols that stood out were one that looked like a drop of water, something that looked like two walls squeezing together, and a series of lines; in order, he understood these to be “water”, “pressure”, and “stream” or “jet” – exactly what the spell was designed to create. 

Water Jet was yet another attack-based spell, but it was the only one of its kind among the others that he learned.

The Light Bending spell was pure white in coloring, and it was probably one of the most impactful of the spells that Larek learned.  With a pattern that had symbols that represented “light”, “bending” or “shifting”, “hide”, and “cover”, what Light Bending did was cover the caster with a layer of light that bent around their entire body, camouflaging them and effectively making them invisible.  It wasn’t true invisibility, as there was a distortion where the caster was located, and any kind of exaggerated movement canceled the spell – but it was impressive all the same.

After that was a Wind Barrier, which was the first defensive-type spell that Larek had learned.  Utilizing “air”, “harden”, and “wall” as the symbols contained within the spell pattern, it simply created an opaque wall of air that would withstand up to 50 points of damage for a limited time.

Lastly, Static Illusion was a very basic example of an illusion that didn’t move or make any noise.  “Light”, “image”, and “recall” were included in the spell pattern, which Larek assumed meant that it recalled the images from the caster’s mind and utilized light to create the image.  He still remembered the duel he had fought back at Crystalview with the Illusion specialist, which made him realize that the young man had somehow created all those illusions from his mind – they weren’t just standard creations from the spell itself.

Not only did he learn a few additional spells – for as much good as it would do him – Larek also raised two of his Skills.

Pattern Recognition has reached Level 10!

Magical Detection has reached Level 13!

He supposed that the increases came from the fact that the Light Bending spell was a little more advanced than the simpler ones he’d learned before.  With that in mind, he resolved to observe some of the spells being cast in the yard at some point, and he reminded himself to ask Nedira to show him some of her own spells to learn some of the nature-based ones that she specialized in.

The rest of his classes were relatively uninteresting, but he paid attention in them better than he had the day before thanks to the warning from Verne earlier about his focus and the beneficial interruption where he learned a few additional spells.  However, by the time dinner was over, he was ready to head off to the library once again – and he wasn’t going to let anything distract him from arriving this time.


Chapter 30

“It’ll be good to finally get caught up on what we missed!” Verne mentioned excitedly as they walked through the perimeter of the park after dinner.  Nedira and Norde were up in front of Larek and his tree-like roommate, leading the way toward the entrance of the library.  For some reason, the fourth-year was carrying her staff despite there not being a need for it where they were going, and she kept moving her head around as if she was looking for danger.  Her actions made him a little tense, as well, because it was so unusual for her.

Larek nodded at his roommate, agreeing with him.  Although his thoughts were more focused on the Intermediate Fusions books he was going to have an opportunity to check out, he knew it was imperative that he stay current with his other classes.  Not that he thought he was missing anything in particular, especially in his Spellcasting and Mana Usage classes, because they were somewhat useless to him at the moment other than learning new spells, but he kept in mind what his Fusions teacher told him the day before.  He needed to be able to demonstrate a basic competence in different subjects, and while being able to cast a spell without it blowing up was relatively impossible at this stage, he figured if he could demonstrate his knowledge of everything else, they might let him pass.

Granted, that would probably be years into the future, but he couldn’t help but worry about it right now.  What he needed to discover was what would happen if he wasn’t able to graduate from the Academy.  Would he be imprisoned or killed? Would his family be punished?  Would he be set free to do what he wanted? 

Larek thoroughly doubted that the last option was even possible, but he didn’t know for sure.  He resolved to ask the Grandmaster Fusionist if he knew what happened to those that didn’t graduate within a set timeframe.  Or it’s possible that one of my friends might know….

“Do any of you know what happens to those that aren’t able to graduate from the Academy?” Larek suddenly asked those walking with him.

That caused all of them, even Nedira with her strange hyper-awareness of their surroundings, to look at him as if he had grown another head.

“Where did that come from?  Why would you even ask that?” the fourth-year asked, confusion heavy in her tone.

“It’s just a worry I’ve had after hearing about the graduation requirements yesterday,” he replied as he shrugged.

“Why would—ah.  Yes, I see.  But I’m sure you’ll be able to figure out how to cast spells at some point.  One failure doesn’t mean it isn’t possible in the future.”

Larek didn’t share her positivity when it came to his spellcasting abilities, but he didn’t refute it.  It was certainly possible that he could find a way to overcome his issues and not blow himself up, but he was wary of attempting it after the last time.  Instead, he asked, “But what if I can’t?  What do they do with people like that?”

All of them were silent as they got closer to the library entrance, but then Nedira stopped and put her left hand against Larek’s chest to stop him.  She left it there as she looked up into his eyes, a serious expression on her face.  “That won’t happen for you.  I’m sure they make exceptions for those who are talented in other areas, such as Fusions; they won’t want to give up your potential just for some silly graduation requirements.”

“Yes, I suppose that might be true, but based on my Fusions’ instructor’s reaction, they might not have those kinds of exemptions,” he stated.  “In that case, what would happen to me?  Will they kill me?  Hurt my family?”

Nedira shook her head.  “As far as I know, from this point on your family should be entirely safe – unless you do something silly like run away from the Academy,” she answered.  “I’m not entirely sure how they handle that kind of thing in the Kingdom, as it doesn’t come up often – or, at least, not enough that I’ve heard much about it.”

“But what about me?”

She was silent for a short moment before she answered.  “They won’t kill you outright for failing to meet their graduation requirements, but the end result might be just as bad.  It’s not common, but from what I’ve heard, it does occasionally happen.”

“And what is that?”  For some reason, the young woman seemed hesitant to reveal what she knew.

“Well, from rumors that I’ve heard, they send those who don’t graduate to… The Diregate.”

Verne and Norde seemed to shrink back at her proclamation, but Larek was entirely confused.  “What’s Diregate?”  He’d never heard of it before.

“Not Diregate, but The Diregate,” Verne explained, as if that made it make sense.  Long story short, it didn’t.  When he saw his roommate’s incomprehension, his roommate shook his head.  “I keep forgetting that you’re from an even more isolated place than even the Dyran Hearthwood.  I thought that everyone knew about The Diregate, but I guess I was wrong.”

The other two looked at Larek as if he just announced that he didn’t know what a hat was.  “What?  That still doesn’t explain anything.”

“Let’s just say that it’s an area near the capital that can see a strong Scission appear once a day, if not more frequently.  The Diregate is defended by no less than 1,000 members of the SIC at any time, but they are frequently needing additional bodies.  As a result of the constant-if-minimal attrition, only the worst SIC members are assigned there, and those that don’t graduate from an Academy or a Fort are sent to either die almost immediately or somehow improve enough to live longer.”

“That sounds like a place that I’d rather avoid, if at all possible.  How come I haven’t heard of that place in any of my classes?”

“You wouldn’t learn more about it until your third year, though everyone knows at least something about it already.” Nedira smirked up at him.  “At least, most everyone; apparently, you’re exceptional.”

He grunted at that as he looked down at her still smirking at him, before her eyes flicked to her hand, which was still pressed against his chest.  A blush crept up her cheeks as she yanked her hand away, clearing her throat at the same time.  “Anyway, enough of the doom-and-gloom; none of that is something you have to worry about right now.  At the moment, we have more pressing concerns – such as getting caught up with our schoolwork by researching in the library.” 

She turned around and hurried forward, their proximity to the library meaning she was at the door within a few seconds.  Shaking his head, Larek and the others followed after her, passing through the large double-door entrance a moment after she entered.

A step into the library had the former Logger stop and stare, his mouth hanging open in amazement.  Everywhere he looked were books lined up on shelves; dozens of rows of those shelves were located near the entrance, but that wasn’t the end of them.  Looking up, he realized that there were multiple floors to the library, and they had just walked into the center space, which was open to the ceiling, reminding him a little of the entrance area of Crystalview Academy. 

He counted 4 different floors in total, including the bottom floor where Larek and the others had entered, so it wasn’t as many floors as his old Academy, but each floor seemed to be nearly twice as tall.  The reason for that made itself obvious as he watched a series of wooden ladders connected to some sort of rail system slide along the top of the bookshelves, which were at least twice Larek’s height; he thought that he might be able to jump straight up and touch the top of one of the shelves, but even that might be pushing it.

“Wow!  I’ve never seen so many books in one place before!” Verne whispered in excitement, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.  Norde and even Nedira were equally impressed, with the fourth-year adding that it was a lot larger than the one back at Crystalview, and Larek contributed his own thought.

“It sure is a lot of books… but how are we supposed to find anything?”  He had thought the room full of books back at Barrowford where he had met Inquisitor Carl had to have held the majority of books ever written, but it was a bare fraction of what was found in this library.

Nedira took the lead, waving them forward.  “There should be an index around here, as well as a map – at least I sure hope so.” 

Shaking himself out of his shock, Larek and his roommates followed the green-robed woman as she led them to a series of angled desks, each with some aged and torn sheets of paper somehow permanently attached to the left side of the surface, along with a large, thick book that was secured to the wood of the desk itself.  Along the right-hand side was a map of the library, a diagram on aged paper that showed the different floors with letters and numbers associated with them.

“These show the locations of different subjects found in the library,” Nedira explained, pointing to the papers on the left side, “which you can find on the map over there,” she continued, then pointing toward the diagrams on the right.  “This,” the young woman waved at the large book, opening it up to somewhere in the middle, “is where you can find a specific book, broken up by subject and then in alphabetical order.  At least… Yes, that is the same as it was at Crystalview.  It’s a much bigger book, but essentially the same.”

Larek quickly understood how it worked, even though he hadn’t seen anything like it before, and he moved up to one of the empty desks to look at them for himself.  The yellowing and slightly torn paper listed dozens of different subjects, each with a number and letter pairing next to them, which corresponded with the diagram he would check in a moment.

As he was looking them all over, he sensed Verne sliding up next to him.  “Larek, Norde and I will grab the books we’re all going to need; you can borrow them, since we’re roommates and in the same classes,” he said softly, a grin in his tone.  “I know you’re eager to get your Fusions books, so go ahead and do that while we take care of the rest.”

Larek looked over at the boy and nodded with a smile of his own.  “Thank you.  I really appreciate it.”

It only took a few more seconds to find the subject he wanted on the desk paper, and he looked it over.

Fusions

	Specific Fusions (see index) 
	Basic Fusions​​1F 
	Intermediate Fusions​​2F 
	Advanced Fusions ​​3F 
	Master Fusions​​4F 
	Specialization: Fusionist​1B 


Huh, at least most of them have “F” in their locations.  Though, I wonder what more I could learn about the Fusionist Specialization if I were to pick up a book on it?  Also, I see that they have Master Fusions, but no Grandmaster Fusions; or is that even a thing?

He wasn’t here to learn about those things at the moment, so instead he moved to the map and looked for 2F where the Intermediate Fusion books were located.  It took him a few seconds to realize it was on the second floor, and he hurried toward the stairs that he saw on the map as well.  When he arrived at the top of the stairs, he found a bored-looking student in a red robe sitting at a small desk with his head in his hand.  The student perked up at his arrival, looking him over but not saying anything until Larek approached.

“Do you have a chit to access the second floor?” the red-robed student Mage asked.  Thankfully, he didn’t sound like he expected the new arrival to say no; he only sounded as if this was something he asked dozens or hundreds of times a day.  When Larek fished the blue chit out of his robe pocket, he showed it to the student, who nodded.  “Very good.  I haven’t seen you here before; do you need help finding something?”

Larek shook his head.  “No, I think I have a good idea of where I need to go.”

“Let me know if you have any questions.  With that chit, you can access the entire second floor, but you’ll only be able to check out books related to… Intermediate Fusions, correct?”  At Larek’s nod, the young man continued.  “Then only Intermediate Fusions.  You can still pursue other subjects while you’re here, but you can’t remove anything else.  Once you’ve made your selections, you can come back here and I’ll help you out.”

“Thank you.”  Almost as soon as he said the words, the other student seemed to run out of focus as he slumped back down with his head in his hand, quickly staring off into space again.

That was easier than I thought it would be.

Leaving him behind, Larek oriented himself and pulled up a mental memory of the map, before quickly heading toward his destination.  He arrived not a minute later… only to find himself slightly disappointed in the selection of books.

Oh, there were books – hundreds of them, in fact.  But there were only five different titles that he could spot all along the shelves, as all the rest were copies.  He easily found the two that his instructor told him he needed, Understanding Intermediate Fusion Concepts and Intermediate Fusion Applications, but he also picked up the other three.  The first was a book named Simple Intermediate Fusions, which sounded perfect for him.  There was also Intermediate Fusion Grid Formation Classifications and 30 Secret Tricks To Get The Most Out Of Your Intermediate Fusion. The Classifications book seemed interesting, if a little dry, while the Secret Tricks – from a brief glance – didn’t seem like it would be beneficial, because he believed there weren’t any tricks to Fusions, but he was willing to try reading anything for more knowledge.

He stacked the books in his arms to bring to the red-robed student at the top of the stairs; as he turned to leave, he suddenly bumped into someone standing behind him, his hands brushing up against hard leather.  The sight of familiar blue hair and dark skin was reinforced by a voice he recognized.

“What a strange coincidence; here I was just thinking that I never really had the opportunity to thank you properly for what you did without, you know, embarrassing either of us.

“The name’s Penelope, but my friends call me Penny.  Larek, right?  It’s nice to officially meet you, Larek, and I apologize if I made you uncomfortable yesterday.  Can you forgive me?”

Uh… what?


Chapter 31

Larek took a step back from the Martial trainee after he realized she was standing a little too close to him.  While he had accidentally run into her as he turned around, which wasn’t his fault but hers for standing so close, he didn’t want to give her any other reason to accuse him of touching her inappropriately; he’d already been the target of an accusation of the sort the day before, and he’d like to keep that kind of thing to a minimum. 

It took a few seconds for his mind to restart working, and he realized she had asked him a question.  Even as she took another step forward to put herself right in front of him, he answered as he discovered he couldn’t take another step back because his back was now up against the bookshelves.  “Y-Yes, uh, of course.  There’s nothing to forgive.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful to hear!” she responded, her face cracking an awkward-looking smile.  “I was really worried that you were angry at me for what happened, but I want to assure you that I don’t normally do things like that.  I just got caught up in the moment.”  When she smiled, her teeth appeared inordinately white in contrast to her darker skin, and it distracted him from her next question.

“I’m, uh, sorry, what was that?” Larek was starting to feel a little trapped with the Martial trainee within an inch of touching his hands and the stack of books he held out in front of him.  He took a small step to his right to see if he could get around her, but she matched him almost as soon as he moved.

“Oh, I was just curious about your interest in Fusions.  Are you a Fusionist?”

He nodded, perhaps a little too enthusiastically as she looked at him in apparent amusement; at least, that was the impression he got from her upturned upper lip.  “Fusions.”  His one-word answer was all he could squeeze out, which elicited a curious laugh from the young woman. 

“You sound like some of the Strength-focused trainees.  They’re all like, ‘Me strong.  I beat you.’  Well, not all of them, but there are a few like that who don’t have the intellect to string more than two words together without straining their brain.”

While he didn’t particularly care about the other Martial trainees, what she said made him curious about what she was doing there.  “And you aren’t one of them, obviously, because I’ve heard you use complete sentences and everything.”

That elicited another round of laughter, along with a brief touch to his arm, which she dropped after a few seconds.  “Oh, yes, I like to think I can speak much better than them.”

“But what are you doing in the library?” he asked.  “I thought that this was just for the Academy.”

She shook her head, still smiling.  “No, this library is shared by the Academy and the Fort, though a good half of it is dedicated to subjects only a Mage would utilize.  Another 30% is for shared subjects, such as monster knowledge, Scission categorization, geography, and joint battle tactics.  The last 20% is for Martial subjects, such as weapon techniques and Battle Arts. 

“How do you not know this?  Are you new here?”

Battle Arts?  I wonder if I can find more information about them here….

As she stared at him, Larek belatedly realized she had asked him another question.  For some reason, he couldn’t focus very well when she was standing so close to him; the faint scent of sweat and some sort of floral fragrance coming from her was almost overwhelming.

“I just transferred in from Crystalview a few days ago,” he finally answered.

“Crystalview, huh?  So, you’re not a Noble?”

He shook his head. 

“Well, what you did yesterday was quite noble, even if you don’t have a title behind it.”  Again, she touched his upper arm, almost caressing it as she spoke.  “How exactly did you do that, by the way?”

Beginning to become nervous at the line of questioning, he took another step away from her, pulling his arm out of her surprisingly strong grip.  It took a little more effort than he thought it would, and even she looked surprised when he was able to extricate himself.  “It was a spell, plain and simple.  I really have to go, Penelope, so if you’ll excuse me.”

Rather than attempt to block him from leaving, as he thought she might, she simply stared at him with a strange expression on her face.  As he walked away without any trouble this time, she spoke to his retreating back.  “Call me Penny, Larek.  All my friends do.”

His steps stuttered a little at that, but he kept moving with just a nod to indicate he heard her.  Making his way toward the desk where the red-robed student watched him approaching, he thought about what had just occurred.  On the one hand, the Martial trainee had made him uncomfortable with her proximity and questions; on the other hand, it seemed like she wanted to be friends.  While he wasn’t opposed to having more friends, Larek wasn’t sure if having someone he didn’t know very well learn about his Martial stats would be a smart idea.

Thankfully, the process of checking out the books – which involved the attending student stamping the inside cover of each book – took his mind off Penelope, and he met up with his roommates down on the first floor of the library.  His entire experience up on the second floor seemed to fly by in a matter of minutes, but he was actually the last to arrive.

“There you are, roomie!  Did you have trouble finding the Fusions section?”

Larek answered Verne with a shake of his head.  “No, I got held up when Penelope cornered me up there and asked me some questions.”

“Penelope?  Is that the Martial trainee from yesterday?” 

Nedira’s voice from behind him made him realize she had arrived when he hadn’t been aware.  “Uh, yes,” he said as he turned toward her, gripping the books tightly to his chest as he spoke.  “She was… actually, she didn’t actually say what she was doing there.”

“Oh, I think I know.”  The fourth-year student didn’t explain what she meant by that, and a tense silence descended upon the group.

“Anyway, we should probably head back and study,” Verne interrupted the silence, and Larek sighed in relief.  He wasn’t sure why the atmosphere had suddenly become strained, but he suspected it had to do with Penelope. 

Maybe Nedira doesn’t like her?  Is it some prejudice against Penelope or her people, like the citizens of the Kingdom when they see my height? 

He didn’t think so, because he hadn’t seen any sign of it in her brother, Norde, but he really didn’t know enough about the situation to discount it.  Regardless, he eagerly nodded at his roommate’s suggestion, because he really did want to get back to their room so he could take a look at the books he had borrowed. 

The journey back was quick and silent with no distractions, made easier for his roommates when he volunteered to carry all their books for them.  He offered to carry Nedira’s, as well, but she just mumbled something and refused.  Shrugging, he let her carry them, even though they appeared to be quite heavy for her.

Soon enough, the fourth-year student broke off from them to head to her own room without another word, and he was finally able to sit down and really peruse his new acquisitions. 

“You look at your new Fusion texts tonight, Larek; I know you won’t be able to concentrate on anything else unless you start with them,” Verne said as soon as they were settled.  “We’ll look at our other subjects tonight,” he continued, indicating himself and Norde, “but you’ll have to look at them tomorrow night so you’re not behind.”  Larek nodded, agreeing with that idea wholeheartedly as he got comfortable sitting cross-legged on his bed and grabbed the first book off the stack.

Understanding Intermediate Fusion Concepts was the book that Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai had told him to study first, and almost immediately he was lost.  It wasn’t necessarily the subject matter, because he was fairly confident in understanding whatever he read, but the writing itself was unnecessarily complicated and long-winded.  It took almost an hour before his Reading Skill advanced after struggling through the first few pages, and it finally made at least a little more sense. 

Reading has reached Level 9!

Reading has reached Level 10!

It wasn’t perfect, but the flow of the text became easier to understand, and he was able to read through what appeared to be fluff about the importance of knowing the basics of Fusions, even going so far as to review the different components of a basic Fusion – all of which was familiar to him without anything new that he noticed.  After that was a lengthy lecture on the illustrious capabilities of a Fusionist who progresses to being able to create Intermediate Fusions, which he dutifully read but ignored for the most part.

It was only when the text got to a point where it described what an Intermediate Fusion actually was that he started really paying attention.

“…brings us to the structures of an Intermediate Fusion.  What constitutes the difference between a Basic Fusion and an Intermediate Fusion?  The answer is simple: Any Fusion that uses a larger grid formation than what was taught during Basic Fusions, i.e. a 2-by-2 formation, is classified as an Intermediate Fusion.  This isn’t to say that all Fusions that have a larger formation are simply Intermediate in classification, because it only applies to Fusions that have 2 or fewer Effects with a single Activation Method.  Anything more advanced than that is, as would be obvious, covered in Advanced Fusions; as they become more complicated and intricate, Fusions will progress from Advanced to Master-level Fusions, the epitome of Fusioncraft that a Fusionist can aspire to create one day.”

From what Larek understood from the text, the larger and more complicated the Fusions became, the higher classification of Fusion it would be.  Without anything but some brief looks at some of the Advanced Fusions that David and Marybelle had created in class, he couldn’t tell exactly what made the difference yet, but he was sure he soon would. 

The night wore on as he kept reading, as the next sections of the book began to explain some concepts that were completely new and unfamiliar.  Larek soaked them up like a dry sponge, the new knowledge slotting into his mind as if filling in spaces that had already been present, simply waiting for the correct information to fit where it belonged. 

It was uncanny how well he immediately understood it, and all he wanted was to keep reading all night to finish the book.  A few hours later, as he was engrossed in a section halfway through the text, he felt a tap on his forehead that startled him.  He looked up to see Verne sleepily rubbing his eyes as he stood next to Larek’s bed.

“Larek?  You in there?”

“Huh?  What?”

“It’s late, roomie; you’ve been reading that for hours already, and we all need to get some sleep.”

Looking around, he saw that Norde had already turned off his light and was curled up in bed, and a grittiness in his own eyes indicated that, as Verne said: It was late.  Quietly closing his book, glad that his roommate had stopped him from reading all night, which would’ve made him exhausted the next day, he nodded at the boy and turned off his own light.  As much as he wanted to continue, he was thankful for Verne interrupting what could’ve been a hyper-focused session again. 

As he lay down to sleep, he found that it was becoming easier and easier to overcome the impulse to fixate on a particular subject to the detriment of everything else.  Whether it was simply practice and experience that helped him, or the fact that his roommate was getting good at recognizing it happening within Larek, the reason didn’t really matter.  What mattered was that he felt like he was getting better, thanks to the help of those he hadn’t even known a few months ago.

Thinking back on his life in Rushwood, Larek realized that he didn’t miss the trees and the work as much as he used to.  In fact, he hadn’t even thought about Logging at all that day, a first for him since he had left home.  He missed his family, of course, but he could only hope that they were doing well; he knew that the best thing that he could do for them was to stick out his tenure through the Academy, which would keep them safe.  As much as he still wanted to go back to check on them, that desire was becoming more and more a distant wish as he learned more about Fusions and adjusted to life in the Academy.

In short, the more he embraced the thought of what good he might be able to do with his newfound abilities, the more he realized that his life before as a simple Logger had been wasting his potential.  Despite the hardships he had gone through to get to that point, from being taken prisoner to having his face ripped off to the vitriol poured on him by those who saw his height and expressed their anger toward him, everything was starting to come together for the better.  He had friends who cared about him, he was blessed with an instructor who wasn’t afraid of teaching him about Fusions, and he had been kissed by someone who wasn’t part of his family; those things alone were worlds better than his life had been a few months ago. 

Thinking about it all, he fell asleep with a smile on his face.


Chapter 32

The next few weeks had Larek studying the Intermediate Fusion books he acquired from the library at night, in addition to in his Advanced Fusions class.  Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai refused to teach him anything new until he had a good understanding of the concepts he would need to take advantage of his instruction, though he was more than willing to answer questions about what he read.  The reason it took nearly 3 weeks for him to fully assimilate what he read was the fact that he had to spread his learning out at night to catch up in his other classes and on the information that was missed while they had been traveling from Crystalview, but after those few weeks he – and his roommates – were as caught up as it was possible for them to be. 

During that time, Larek didn’t go anywhere but his classes, the Dining Hall, and his room.  Never once did he see the purple-robed woman from his first day that had caused him to end up being interrogated by a Professor, for which he was both thankful and indifferent; if she needed another apology from him, then that was her problem.  The more he thought about the whole situation, the more he was confident that he hadn’t actually done anything wrong, other than possibly his method of making her physically move out of the way.  He could’ve handled it better, obviously, but what was done was done.

There were also no incidents where he was cornered by Penelope, though he saw her multiple times over the weeks from afar.  She was either walking along the perimeter of the park or was fighting against another Martial trainee; no matter what she was doing, she seemed to be able to sense when he was around and either looked in his direction or waved to him.  Larek still wasn’t sure what to do about her, but as she wasn’t getting all up in his personal space, he found it was only polite to either nod or wave back to her, but then he promptly forgot about her as he went about his own business.

Nedira’s aloofness faded after the first few days as she returned to acting normally again.  If anything, she spent even more time with the roommates, often spending time in their room in the evenings, just talking to the others as she lounged on Larek’s bed rather than sitting on the empty one.  As for the former Logger, he sometimes joined in on the conversation, but most of his attention was on getting caught up in his classes while trying to stuff what was normally 2 full years of Intermediate Fusions classes into a few weeks.  Even though he wasn’t heavily involved in the conversation, he found that he missed her presence when she either didn’t visit or left for the night to go back to her own room.

During that time, Larek did his best to deflect any attention away from himself by not doing anything out of the ordinary, nor did he and his roommates talk about anything regarding his stats or his abilities in creating Fusions.  He also didn’t create a single Fusion during that time, refraining from which was perhaps the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, especially considering all of the new knowledge he was gaining.  Wanting to utilize everything he had learned by creating brand-new Fusions was only natural, but after Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai saw how well he was already picking up the concepts, he didn’t want to slow his efforts down by interrupting them with physical Fusions. 

Larek couldn’t say he was the happiest about that, but in the end, it turned out that his instructor was correct.  By the end of just under 3 weeks, he had finished every page of each of the Intermediate Fusions books he had checked out, the knowledge they had imparted now fixed in his mind like it had always been there.  After he was done, he realized that interrupting his learning process to create Fusions would have simply delayed his learning and possibly messed something up along the way.  The latter was because he discovered some key concepts near the end of both Understanding Intermediate Fusion Concepts and 30 Secret Tricks To Get The Most Out Of Your Intermediate Fusion that helped to mesh everything together in his mind.  When it was time to finally demonstrate to his instructor what he had learned, he thought that he was even more confident in his Intermediate Fusion knowledge than the basics.

Walking into the Advanced Fusions 1 workshop with a smile on his face, Larek sat across from his instructor, seeing that all of the other students were already in their privacy alcoves. Earlier, he’d found out that each of the alcoves had sound-dampening Fusions on them that prevented most of the noise coming from outside from penetrating the walls of the alcove, which meant that his conversation with Shinpai wouldn’t be heard. 

“I can see by your smile that you’ve finished going through each of the Intermediate Fusion books,” the Grandmaster Fusionist said a few seconds after he sat down.  “Do you understand now why I had you wait until you read through everything first before we did any physical Fusions?”

Larek nodded.  “I do.  I didn’t like it at first, but I’m glad that I followed your instructions.”

Shinpai chuckled.  “I’m glad that you listened to me; I can only imagine how hard it was not to experiment.”

“It was certainly difficult,” he agreed.

“Well now, I think it’s about time we go over everything before I approve you to practice Fusions on your own.  Normally, I would want to supervise your work to ensure you’re not exceeding your limits, but based on what I’ve seen you do, I think you’ll be fine.”  The Grandmaster smiled, before waving toward his student.  “Alright.  Please quickly recap for me the knowledge you’ve gained from reading those books, and I’ll correct or add anything that might have been missed.”

Larek took a deep breath while he put his thoughts in order.  After a few seconds, he began to speak.

“Intermediate Fusions are essentially an expansion upon the Basic Fusions that I’ve created before, as they utilize larger grid formations and are more complicated than the simple ones that I’m used to seeing.  The need for larger grid formations is two-fold: It allows for a greater complexity and customization in Effects that are impossible in a 2-by-2 grid; it is also a requirement for external and situational applications.

“For larger grid formations, a slight change is needed through the connections between the different elements and symbols inside the grids, which can also affect the construction of the containment barriers around them all.  Thankfully, the double containment barriers and the Mana Overflow Bypass are still able to be used in these new configurations, so that will actually alleviate some of the Mana flow issues that I might have otherwise experienced during the creation of an Intermediate Fusion. 

“The complexity of this level of Fusion is compounded by the addition of new symbols that are never included in Basic Fusions.  While Effect, Magnitude, Activation Method, and Mana Cost are still utilized in every Fusion, there are a few notable elements that are necessary for various Intermediate Fusions.  These are, in order of importance and commonality: Equalizer, Input, Splitter, Variable, Diverter, Stabilizer, and Amplifier. 

“Equalizer does what its name implies: It equalizes the Mana flow between two Mana Cost sections in the grid formation.  Two—or more—sources of Mana are frequently used in larger formations so that a single source of Mana doesn’t prematurely overload the pattern cohesion throughout the Fusion’s construction, prolonging its permanence significantly.  While it doesn’t necessarily reduce the total Mana Cost for the Fusion, it will reduce the Fusion Time needed to create it, as well as the Pattern Cohesion.

“In all honesty, the use of multiple Mana Cost sections probably won’t be necessary for my own Fusions; but starting out, I will include them, so as to gain a better understanding of how they operate.”

Shinpai nodded and waved for him to continue.

“Input is the next most commonly used symbol, as it dictates an external input that is necessary for Reactive Activation Methods, which are impossible to create in a Basic Fusion.  Inputs are similar to Effects and can be connected to Reactive Activation Methods as either a threshold that needs to be reached or as a simple detection of an external reaction.  Examples of this are when a defined space – based on yet another symbol – reaches a certain temperature, or simple pressure against the object where the Fusion is placed.

“Moving on, the Splitter is similar to the Equalizer in that it is used as a connection between two different Mana Costs.  It is primarily used when there are two different Magnitudes related to two different Effects, as each Mana Cost acts as a separate, split power source.  By connecting them together, the ambient Mana that is consumed from the environment is split between the two Mana Costs instead of equalized, and this value is determined during the symbol’s creation.

“The Variable symbol is used in two different situations.  The first is when a specific external variable is necessary, such as when connected to an Input to dictate a threshold; in that case, it is connected directly to the Input to allow for the appropriate Reactive activation when that variable threshold is reached.  The second situation where it is used is when connected to the Input, the Effect, and the Magnitude such as in the prior example where the temperature of a space is detected by the Input; when connected to the Effect and Magnitude, it can dictate how much of the Effect will be employed.  If there is an Area Chill Effect that is supposed to decrease the temperature as the Input detects a warmer temperature, the Variable can assist in a direct correlation so that the appropriate cooler temperature is maintained.

“The Diverter symbol allows for a diversion of Mana flow to a specific Effect.  In the previous example, if there were two different Effects, one an Area Chill and the other an Area Warmth, the Diverter connects to the Mana Cost and Variable symbols, allowing the Fusion to either cool down the temperature or warm it up depending on the Input.

“Next is the Stabilizer, which acts as a way to stabilize the formation and Mana flow in Fusions that may have wild fluctuations in Inputs, Variables, and Effects.  The Stabilizer puts a cap on the amount of Mana flowing through a Fusion at one time in order to stabilize its structure and prevent collapse.  This is meant for Reactive Activation Methods, wherein the Effect will attempt to match the Variable Input sections. In the case of the temperature example, this is the equivalent of walking outside in a freezing ice storm and then entering a hot room the next moment; the extreme fluctuation in temperature Input would normally strain the Fusion as it attempts to compensate for an entirely different Effect and different Magnitude.  The Stabilizer would put a cap on the Mana flow as a result, allowing for a gradual shifting of the Effect instead of all at once.

“Last, we have the Amplifier.  This symbol is rarely used as it is seen as a disaster to the cohesion of a Fusion’s structure, though on weaker Fusions the effect of the Amplifier wouldn’t be as dramatic.  What the Amplifier effectively does is amplify the amount of ambient Mana being absorbed by the Mana Cost, which can aid in a Reactive Fusion with an Input and Variables connected to a Magnitude by raising the Magnitude to compensate for a desired Effect. 

“Again, with the temperature example, an Amplifier would be necessary in a Fusion on a piece of armor meant to keep someone nice and warm in the extreme temperatures of blizzard, or cool in the scorching heat of a desert.  That is, of course, unless the original Magnitude can already account for these extreme temperatures, which is typically not the case.  From what I can understand from the books, a normal Fusion like this on some armor would help keep the wearer from getting frostbite or preventing their muscles from freezing, but they wouldn’t feel as if they were nice and toasty.

“There are a number of different configurations and therefore Classifications of Intermediate Fusions, which include: Simple, Lesser, Minor, Major, and Supreme.  These are typically based on the number of grid spaces, the number of Effects, the number of Mana Costs, number of Inputs, and the Magnitudes of the Effects.

“If Basic Fusions could be considered having a Classification of 4 because of the number of spaces on their 2-by-2 grid, then Simple Intermediate Fusions are typically found anywhere between 6 and 8.  There is nothing too complicated or fancy about them, as they are simple enough to typically get a single Effect done with perhaps a single Input without any Variables or anything like that. 

“Lesser Intermediate Fusions start at a Classification of 9 and range up to 12, and can include an extra Mana Cost and Effect but, similar to the Simple Intermediate Fusions, they don’t have any complicated Variables, Diverters, or anything unnecessary for simple Effects.  Minor Intermediate Fusions range from a Classification of 13 to 15 and can include some more complicated Inputs with a single Variable.  Major Intermediate Fusions range from 16 to 19, and this is where we begin seeing multiple Effects, Inputs, Magnitudes, and Variables.  Supreme Intermediate Fusions are anything Classified as 20 or more, and are the epitome of what can be achieved at this level without them being Advanced Fusions.  There is still a limitation of up to 2 separate Effects, but they can include a number of different Inputs and Variables, making these quite complicated to put together.”

“Very good,” Shinpai interrupted before Larek could continue.  “I feel as though you have a good overall sense of the elements that comprise an Intermediate Fusion, but can you tell me why Intermediate Fusions are even necessary?   Why not have multiple Basic Fusions that could do the same thing?”

That seemed like a trick question to Larek, as he thought that he had already answered it with his recitation, but he continued anyway.  “Intermediate Fusions are necessary for a number of reasons.  First, the Mana Costs of the Fusion are linked together to pull in ambient Mana, which eliminates the possibility that two different Basic Fusions would fight for it, starving and breaking one or the other in the process.  Second, the inclusion of Inputs and Variables is an important part of tailoring a Fusion to be more precise, and it allows customization unavailable in a Basic Fusion.  Last, there are some Effects, such as Mage-based Skill Boosts, which require an Input to detect the presence of a Mage in order to function properly – something that is impossible for a Basic Fusion.”

Larek’s instructor nodded, smiling softly at his student.  “Precisely.  Now, do you have any questions for me about anything you’ve learned that I haven’t answered previously?”

The attentive student thought about it for a moment before shaking his head.

“Good.  We’re actually nearly finished with the class for today, so I want you to spend the rest of the time thinking about what kind of Fusions you would like to create to demonstrate your new knowledge.  Tonight, if you are able, I would like you to produce one of each Classification of Intermediate Fusions, from Simple to Supreme; it might be stretching your abilities, but we’ll never know unless you try.  Do you think that is possible?”

That last question seemed a little hesitant to Larek, but he put it down to his instructor not knowing exactly how fast he could get it all done.  With how fast his Mana and even his Pattern Cohesion were regenerated, he didn’t think he’d have any problems.  “Yes, that should be doable.”

“You may use the workshop at any time if necessary, as the privacy alcoves are always available for you.  If you work better somewhere else, just make sure that you aren’t disturbed or discovered; while creating Fusions outside of the workshops isn’t forbidden, it’s usually frowned upon if there isn’t some sort of supervision involved.”

“I’ll do my best, Shinpai.”

Speaking has reached Level 11!

Speaking has reached Level 12!

After what was probably the longest speech of his life, followed by a conversation with the Grandmaster Fusionist, Larek had managed to raise his Speaking Skill up 2 whole levels to Level 12!  He’d been slowly improving a few of his general Skills over the last few weeks as he became more familiar with what he was reading and asking questions of his instructor.  In addition to his Speaking Skill just now reaching Level 12, he had also increased his Listening Skill up to Level 41 by listening to answers, and his Reading Skill had shot up from Level 10 to Level 16.   

As he was looking at the notifications, a few of the students emerged from the privacy alcoves, their gazes slightly vacant as they reaccustomed themselves to the world.  From what he understood through observation and from at least half of the “tricks” in one of his books, in order for Fusionists to focus enough on their more-complicated Fusions, they would fall into a sort of trance that elevated their perceptions to the point where all they could concentrate on was the Fusion they were creating.  Larek seemed to do this instinctively as it wasn’t exactly hard for him to do, but he knew that most of the students had to practice for months or even a year before they achieved the same sort of focused trance state that allowed them to concentrate for hours on end.  It was why they always seemed as if they weren’t paying attention to the world around them and weren’t very talkative, as that trance-like state was something that they needed to practice to easily enter – and leave.  For a Grandmaster Fusionist like Shinpai, just talking to him demonstrated someone who had achieved an equilibrium between the trance and normalcy, as he seemed to be just on the verge of falling into a focused state at any moment.

“I’m looking forward to seeing what you create, Larek.  I’ll see you tomorrow,” his instructor said to Larek in dismissal, as he turned his attention to the recently secluded students.  That was just fine by Larek, because he was already thinking about what he wanted to create that night after classes, and he rubbed his hands together in anticipation of creating Fusions once again – and this time with permission.


Chapter 33

Penelope paced back and forth between the walls of the vestibule, the door leading into Head Drill Instructor Bleeker’s office closed for the time being.  She knew she was late to their meeting, which was entirely her fault, but she didn’t think she was that late. 

If I wasn’t afraid of reporting my failure, I would’ve been here on time—

The door abruptly opened and she saw the Head Drill Instructor beckoning toward her.  She crossed the distance to the door in a matter of seconds before following him inside.  As he took a seat in a simple wooden chair behind a large wooden desk, covered in what looked like hundreds of pieces of paper, he gestured for her to sit down on one of the wooden stools arranged in front of the desk.  She only hesitated for a second before sitting down, aware that she was likely to get into trouble and thought it better to stand, but that trouble would be even worse if she disobeyed his order. 

“I’ll cut right to it, Penelope.  What information have you been able to obtain?  You’ve had weeks to learn everything you can about that Mage student, Larek, so you must have something for me.”

“Sir, I did what you asked and shadowed Larek the first day, finally encountering him all alone in the second floor of the library.  He seemed to be checking out Intermediate Fusion books, though I’m not exactly sure what that means.”

The Head Drill Instructor appeared contemplative for a moment before he waved at her to go on.

“I spoke with him, wanting to genuinely thank him for what he did the day before, and he appeared to be very nervous for some reason.  I can only assume that he was hiding some sort of secret, but I’m not aware of what it could be.”

“What else did you discover?”

“Well, he’s apparently a transfer from Crystalview and had only been here a few days at that point, and he’s not a Noble.”  She hesitated for a moment before she went on.  “There’s also one more thing, though I’m not sure what it means.”

“What is it?”

“Well, I was gripping on to his arm because he was trying to escape my questions—”

“You did what?  Penelope, this had better not come back on us; you know better than to hurt one of the students at the Academy.”

She shook her head.  “No, I didn’t hurt him.  In fact, he broke out of my grip like it was nothing.”

“Really?  You must not have been gripping him very hard.”

“Oh, I was, but it was as if he didn’t even notice it.”

At her words, the Head Drill Instructor stared off into space for a few seconds.  “Hmm.  That’s certainly unexpected.  I’m not sure what it means, but perhaps it was the result of a spell or a Fusion?”

He didn’t seem to be asking her, so she was silent.  Eventually he turned his attention back to her and asked, “What else did you find out?”

Penelope hesitated for a moment before answering.  “Nothing.”

“Nothing?  You’ve had three weeks and that’s all you found?”

“Yes.  I’ve attempted to contact him again, but every time I try and get close, I’m discovered by that Mage we saw during the, uh, incident in the yard.  You know, the one with the reddish-gold hair and the green robe?  She’s been blocking me from getting close; I could certainly force my way through, but you told me not to do anything that could potentially reflect badly upon the Fort. 

“This Larek student doesn’t go anywhere except his classes, his room, and the Dining Hall, so it’s nearly impossible to get to him alone.  I’ve been waiting near the library in case he comes back, but so far he hasn’t visited it since that first evening.  I was almost able to intercept him one day when he traveled all the way across the yard between classes, but he runs fast enough that it would have been quite obvious if I had followed him.”

“Wait, you said he ran across the yard in between classes?  That doesn’t sound correct; most of the years are clustered together so that they don’t have to travel as much to get to classes.  Where is he coming from and going to?”

Penelope explained what she had observed, and the Head Drill Instructor had the same contemplative look on his face she had seen earlier, but it was mixed with confusion.

“But that would indicate that he’s a first-year and somehow taking classes in the workshops for upper-years.  I thought he might be a second- or third-year, because of the student greys he was wearing instead of having a Specialization, but I guess I was wrong.  But that just makes everything even more strange; if he’s a first-year, how was he able to cast a healing spell?  Or was it a Fusion like I thought—”

The intimidating man across from her suddenly snapped his eyes to her and said, “You didn’t hear that.  In fact, this conversation is entirely confidential; I don’t want you spreading it around the Fort.  If I hear about it, you’re going to wish I didn’t.”

“What conversation, sir?” she immediately asked.

“Exactly.  Unless you have anything else for me, you’re dismissed.”

Penelope immediately jumped to her feet and bowed, before turning around and practically running toward the door.  Yes!  No punishment—

“Oh, and Penelope?”

She stopped as her boots skidded along the stone floor.

“10 laps around the Fort tomorrow morning.  Perhaps next time you’ll try harder to gain the information I requested.”

Guess I spoke too soon.  With a nod to indicate she heard him, Penelope opened the door and slipped out, closing it behind her.  Leaning up against the smooth wood, she let out a breath.  Could’ve been worse, I suppose.

Running 10 laps around the entire Fort would take hours, especially since she knew he meant around the outside perimeter.  But if she were lucky, she might get a chance to see Larek again on her way out or when she came back in; there was just something about him that intrigued her, even if he was a mystery in many other ways.  Not intriguing in a romantic way, of course, because he wasn’t exactly her type, but there was such a natural charm or charisma in the naïve-yet-powerful aura that he projected that she couldn’t help but want to learn more about him.

Resolving to continue trying to get close to him despite no further orders to do so, Penelope headed off to the barracks to get some sleep.  Even with 15 points in Body and Agility, along with 20 in Strength – a fairly balanced mixture of stats, perfect for her fighting style – running 10 laps in the morning was going to be exhausting.  She was going to need all the rest she could get.

*         *         *

Head Drill Instructor Bleeker watched the door close behind the trainee as he leaned forward to put his head in his hands.  I’m not even sure what to do anymore.  None of his contacts in the Academy knew anything about this Larek student, but now that he had managed to get a little more information about him from Penelope, he knew why. 

He was a first-year Mage that had just transferred from Crystalview. 

Of course, he’d heard the rumor about what happened up at Crystalview a few weeks ago like most of the staff in the Fort, but it sounded both implausible and like a made-up story – perhaps there was some truth to it after all?  Regardless of the validity of the rumor, the fact that this student was here now meant that even if he went looking for records in the Academy, they wouldn’t have much to investigate since he basically just started a few weeks before.

There were a few items of interest that he could pursue, such as an abnormal strength and the fact that he had a class in the higher-year workshops, but it wasn’t really much to go on.  Without directly interrogating the student, which felt like a poor way to thank the young man for helping to heal one of Bleeker’s trainees, there wasn’t really any other option.

Well, other than going right to the top and asking the Dean of Copperleaf Academy.  If anyone knew what was going on in her institution, it would be her, but there was no way that a Drill Instructor, even the Head Drill Instructor, would approach the woman and blatantly ask about one of her students.  No, that was something that only Vice General Whittaker could get away with, given that they had a working relationship. 

The only real choice now was between investigating on his own and seeing whether that turned up any other information, and going to his boss to pass along the responsibility. Either way, it was going to be a headache. 

But it will be worth it if what I suspect is true.

Based on the conjecture that the healing done to the Noble trainee had been performed not with a spell, but with a Fusion, which had ended up healing him miraculously well with a few weeks of recovery to gain back body mass that had been lost as a result, Bleeker could assume that the higher-year class he was taking in the workshops had to do with Fusions, but that didn’t really get him anywhere.  The Mages were inordinately secretive about the Fusion processes, especially the more-powerful ones, so he doubted he’d get much information from that avenue.

But as for the young man’s strange strength, that was something that could be investigated further.  After all, there was a Skirmish coming up within the next few weeks in the arena, so that might be the perfect time to see what this kid was all about.  Granted, as a first-year student he was unable to volunteer to participate on his own, but if he was part of a team and chosen to participate by the team members, there was no rule against something like that.  First-years normally weren’t chosen by the experienced teams because they were practically useless in a fight, especially first-year and even second-year Mages, but he had a feeling that this Larek was anything but useless.

If the Skirmish doesn’t turn anything up, I’ll go to Whittaker and report all that’s been discovered to this point.  It’ll be up to him what to do with the information.

With that decided, Head Drill Instructor Bleeker looked at the paperwork on his desk that he had been neglecting, after making a note to speak with a certain trainee in the morning after she finished her laps.


Chapter 34

Larek wasn’t going to bother using a privacy alcove in his Advanced Fusions workshop classroom for his upcoming Fusions, if only because he’d rather be somewhere familiar and equally as comfortable.  Sitting on his bed in his room was as good as anywhere else in his opinion, and it was private enough that no one would be entering it after a certain time of the evening.  Both Verne and Norde could be quiet enough if they wanted to be, and if he asked them to keep it down, they would help him out by doing exactly that.  He wasn’t as worried about losing concentration anyway, because if he could create powerful Fusions in a cramped space in the back of a giant carriage as it made its way over uneven ground, then he could handle a few low voices in the background of his shared room.

His choice for a Simple Intermediate Fusion was relatively easy, as there had been a book in the library that had listed a number of Simple Classified Fusions.  There had been basic diagrams of the Fusions attached to them as well, but he discovered that he was unable to learn them in that format; he suspected that for anything more than Basic Fusions he would have to actually see them for real in order to gain an understanding.

In fact, the only Fusion he had actually learned and added to his growing list of Fusions had been the Fusion on the privacy alcove doors.

Muffle Sound +3

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Muffles sound from outside variable space

Input: Sound waves impacting external perimeter of variable space

Variable(s): 6ft by 8ft by 12ft space

Magnitude: 70% reduction

Mana Cost: 500

Pattern Cohesion: 10

Fusion Time: 2.5 hours

Muffle Sound +3 was a Simple Reactive Intermediate Fusion that utilized a Variable and an Input in addition to the other necessary components (Mana Cost, Effect, Magnitude, and Activation Method), set up in a 2-by-3 grid pattern.  The Effect used air to distort and “muffle” sounds as they attempted to travel from outside of the space – i.e., the privacy alcove – to those sitting within, and the symbol looked vaguely similar to what was involved with the Wind Barrier spell he had learned a few weeks ago in his Spellcasting class. 

After dinner that night and back in their room, Larek spoke to his roommates.

“I finally got permission to make my Fusions, so I’ll need it to be relatively quiet in here for a little bit, if you don’t mind.”

“That’s excellent to hear!” Verne shouted excitedly, clapping his hands once.  “Don’t worry, we’ll keep it down!”  He then proceeded to jump around the room and shout as if he was on fire.

Chuckling, Larek knew what he was doing.  “Alright, get it all out now, because I’ll be starting in a few minutes.”

Just then, Nedira walked in and saw Verne going nuts around the room with Norde joining in with the craziness.  Arching an eyebrow at him, she was somehow able to ask over the noise, “Am I guessing correctly that you’ll be creating some more Fusions tonight?”

He nodded and couldn’t keep the smile off his face.  The fourth-year moved to his bed and threw herself along the bottom edge, propping herself up along the adjacent wall.  “You mind if I watch?  It… fascinates me how you do this kind of thing so easily.”

“Not at all.  I’m glad you’re here,” he responded.  As much as his attention was on the Fusions he’d be creating soon, he felt more comfortable with her nearby; it was almost like something was missing when she wasn’t hanging out with them in their room.  He wasn’t sure how she could stand being in the same room with his rambunctious roommates night after night, even if one of them was her brother, but he was happy she was capable of putting up with them.   

For his first Fusion, rather than simply reproduce Muffle Sound on one of the blank steel plates that Shinpai gave him to use for his Fusions, Larek was going to create something completely different.  One of the Fusions he’d been wanting to create ever since he learned about Skill boosts was one for his own Mage-based Skills, which were highly unsafe when created as a Basic, 2-by-2 grid Fusion.  The reason for this was that the Fusion needed to be able to detect if the person utilizing it was a Mage, as trying to boost a Mage Skill on a non-Mage could result in harm or possibly death.  The books he read speculated that this was because it injected Mana straight into their bodies to influence the Skill, rather than a normal “general” Skill like Cooking which was more of an external effect.

Giving his roommates another minute of getting their energy out, he settled down on his bed and brought the first of the steel plates to his lap as the room quieted.  He could still hear Verne and Norde quietly talking in the background, but he blocked them out as he focused on creating the brand-new Fusion he was planning. Nedira’s comfortable presence nearby settled the few nerves that had suddenly sprung up at the thought of creating something more than the Basic Fusions he had created previously. This felt like the first step on the path to unlimited potential in the field of Fusions…

…or he was simply kidding himself with delusions of grandeur.  He found that it was hard to tell, sometimes.

Regardless of what happened in the future, this – the Fusion he was about to create – was a necessary stepping stone to the wider world of Fusions and Fusionists, about which he was becoming more and more excited after reading his newest books.  With a deep breath, he pulled his Pattern Cohesion from his body and began to assemble the Fusion which would increase his Spellcasting Focus Skill, something that was extremely difficult for him to increase naturally due to being unable to cast spells. 

From what he could figure, it had managed to increase to Level 9 simply because it borrowed some of the same focus that he applied toward creating Fusions, but it had stalled out at Level 9 and wouldn’t increase more than that.  While this test Fusion wasn’t designed to be worn or carried around given that it was on a bulky steel plate, his main desire was to ensure it worked at all.  Later on, he could potentially find a way to incorporate it—and others—into his accoutrements that he wore around his person, but again this was just a test and to prove that he could make Simple Intermediate Fusions to his instructor, Shinpai.

In the 2-by-3 vertical grid formation, Larek placed the Mana Cost symbol in the lower left column, followed by an Input just above it and a Variable above that.  In the other column, starting at the bottom, was a Reactive Activation Method, with Magnitude sitting just above and the Effect above Magnitude.  For the Magnitude, he started small with a Magnitude of 4 because he was unsure how much Pattern Cohesion Mage-based Skill boosts required at higher Magnitudes, but the books he’d read mentioned that Skill boosts up to +3 were fairly common.  If +3 was common enough that most Fusionists could create it, then a Magnitude of 4 was likely more than safe for his own greater amount of Pattern Cohesion.

The Effect was the stylized, wide-lidded eyeball symbol for Spellcasting Focus he copied from the Simple Intermediate Fusions book he had read, and all he would have to focus on during the process was ensuring it was designed to increase the Skill Level.  The Input was designed to detect the presence of a Mage upon touch, which he discovered was a symbol that looked like a stick figure wielding a staff.  The Variable was a simple circle with an “X” in the middle of it, representing it either being yes or no. 

As he learned more about Fusions, Larek was discovering that the symbols for each of the different sections of a Fusion were sometimes silly pictures while others were a bit fancier.  He had asked Shinpai about it, and his instructor said something that was hard to believe at first, but after a while Larek supposed it made sense.

“I’ll tell you a little secret, Larek.”

“Oh?”

“The symbols you see written in the books aren’t set in stone.  They are simply representations of the meaning behind what they are used for, a reminder and a focus for the Fusionist to concentrate on during the Fusion process.”

“Really?”

“Yes, it’s true.  For instance, the sun-like symbols with rays shooting out of them that are commonly used for Illumination Fusions are simply representations of the Effect that the Fusionist wants to manifest.  During what could be a long process, it helps to remind them that they need to focus on the illumination Effect, making the Fusion easier to keep stable as they don’t have to think about what it’s supposed to be.  That’s obvious, correct?”

“Yes.”

“But if I were to change the sun-like symbol to, say, a frog, what do you expect would happen?”

“I… I have no idea.”

“Nothing!  What I mean by nothing is that not a thing would be different – as long as you were to keep your focus on the Effect you want the Fusion to achieve.  So, you could use a symbol of a frog, a house, a rock, a flower—whatever you want—and as long as you are cognizant of the Effect you want, such as Illumination, then it would work no matter what you use.  Strange symbols used like that might confuse most novice Mages the first time they see such a Fusion, but a true Fusionist can extract the meaning behind a Fusion with practice, even if each section were a series of random dots.

“Now, I’m not telling you this because I want you to start changing every symbol that you use in your Fusions.  Rather, I want you to be aware of the importance of the meaning behind them all, as well as how important it is to maintain the focus necessary to imprint each section with that meaning.  Do you understand?”

“I… I believe I do.”

Despite learning the secret behind the symbols he was creating in his Fusion, that they were basically simple placeholders for the meaning behind them, he didn’t alter them at all.  As he studied further, he began to realize that they served a purpose, especially with larger Fusions that had a dozen or more different sections to them.  Thinking about some of the Fusions he had made in the past, but most specifically the Healing Surge one, the Effect symbol he had used on it had become so ingrained in his mind that he barely had to think about its purpose when creating a Fusion. 

It was automatic at that point, as a portion of his mind was able to set aside the necessary focus to complete the Fusion without any help from Larek.  He couldn’t help but think that the same thing would likely happen if he were to include the Healing Surge Effect in a larger, more complicated Fusion.  The symbol was familiar and not something he needed to spend his time ensuring was done correctly, because he knew it would be; if that was the case, then he could use the rest of his focus and concentration on the other elements of the formation instead. 

Long story short, it was a muscle memory for creating Fusions, instead of a physical one such as what allowed him to swing an axe at a tree with perfect precision, regardless of his Axe Handling Skill.

After all the symbols were in place, Larek made sure the new doubled containment barriers his instructor had taught him were in place around them all before he began all the linkages.  As this was a Reactive Fusion, the Mana Cost was fed through the Activation Method, which in turn created a loop through the Input and Variable sections. Another loop was sent through the Activation Method, Effect, and Magnitude sections, which would only activate if the Input and Variable sections were correctly activated in the presence of a Mage.

Last, Larek added the Mana Overflow Bypass that connected with the Mana Cost and the containment barriers throughout the entire Fusion, which would help alleviate any issues with the large influx of Mana he was about to dump into it.  After double and then triple-checking his lines and connections, he began funneling Mana into the Fusion – a little slower than usual, because he had to adjust to the new size and expand his focus. Not only did he have to envision what he wanted the Effect to accomplish, but he also had to concentrate on what the Input and Variable sections were there to evaluate. 

After slowly trickling Mana into the Fusion for about a minute, struggling and nearly failing to maintain his split focus, he quickly began to realize what he was doing wrong.  Instead of treating each section as separate entities that had to be focused on individually like he had been doing, he should be thinking of the Fusion as a single entity.

What am I doing?  It’s in the name, dummy.

A Fusion wasn’t just a connection between a grid formation made of Pattern Cohesion and Mana and an object; it was a fusion of all the separate elements that went into the formation to make something altogether new and whole. 

When he began thinking of it like that, shifting his entire focus and intent to what he wanted the Fusion to become, which included the smaller bits of the Input and Variable, it all suddenly connected in his head.  With his concentration now firmly in place, Larek no longer struggled to keep it all together.  When he felt like the Fusion he was creating was where it needed to be in his head, he began pumping in Mana and—

—it was done.  It turned out that not a lot of Mana had been needed to finish it off, so only about 10 seconds of constantly feeding it the energy from his body was all it took to fill it up.  Shortly after the flow cut off, he watched the new Fusion sink into the steel plate with a *click*. 

As he picked up the finished Fusion, he felt it activate and begin absorbing the ambient Mana around it.  Looking at his Status, he discovered that his Spellcasting Focus Skill had a notation next to it indicating that he had an extra 4 Levels added to its base of Level 9 that brought it to Level 13, similar in appearance to his Mage stats due to wearing his wooden accessories. 

Spellcasting Focus Level 9 [13]

As soon as he closed out his Status, he was flooded by a deluge of notifications.


Chapter 35

New Fusion Learned!

Spellcasting Focus Boost +4

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Boosts the Level of the Spellcasting Focus Skill

Input: Physical touch

Variable(s): Evaluate the presence of a Mage

Magnitude: 4 Levels

Mana Cost: 2000

Pattern Cohesion: 80

Fusion Time: 10.5 hours

Fusion has reached Level 21!

Pattern Formation has reached Level 21!

Mana Control has reached Level 21!

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 10!

Pattern Recognition has reached Level 11!

The increase in his Mage Skills was a welcome reward for finishing his first Intermediate Fusion – albeit shocking, as the rewards made him feel dizzy and slightly overwhelmed as they took effect.  All of them had been essentially stuck where they had been, as the Basic Fusions he’d been able to create before weren’t enough to challenge him, so to see them finally moving was a relief. As a bonus, his Spellcasting Focus had even gone up a Level, which meant that its base Level of 10 was now actually 14 when he held the new Fusion he had just created. 

What it actually did for him, he wasn’t entirely sure since he wasn’t technically casting spells, but he suspected that it might help a little with his focus during Fusions.  The books he had read mentioned that it helped accustom Fusionists to the trance that most of them needed to fall into in order to focus during long Fusion creation periods, but Larek was more than a little unique in that respect.  Regardless, he figured it couldn’t hurt to have more.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of seeing you do that.  It’s incredible.”

Larek looked up from his completed Fusion to see Nedira staring at him, or more accurately, at the steel plate in his hands.  Feeling a little shy for some reason, he shrugged and held it out to her.  “Do you… want to see it?  It’s not much, but for my first Intermediate Fusion, I don’t think it’s too bad.”

“Absolutely.”  She took it and her eyes widened as she looked at the Fusion.  “This is a beautifully crafted Fusion, Larek.  I think I’m able to see it because it’s a lower Magnitude than what you’re used to creating, but there’s no way I’d be able to reproduce something like this,” she said, shaking her head.  “Oh!  And it works, too, as it raised my Spellcasting Focus by a whole 4 Levels!”

Larek sagged in relief, knowing that the Fusion would work for someone other than himself.  With how new the process was to him, he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had somehow been tied to only working for just him, so it was good to know that it was working as intended.

Verne and Norde came over at Nedira’s words, and soon enough, they were admiring Larek’s Fusion as well.  “You know, if I have something like this when I begin casting my first spells, I think that would help a lot!” Verne exclaimed. 

“You know, that’s not a bad idea.”  Nedira put her finger up to her lips and tapped them a few times as she thought about it.  “I wonder why these aren’t provided to second-years when they begin casting their first spells?”

Larek thought he knew the answer to that.  “It’s because it requires knowledge of Intermediate Fusions,” he explained.  “That, and this one would normally take someone around 10 hours to create, according to what my notification said.  From what I understand, anyone studying Intermediate Fusions and above probably wouldn’t have time to create them for use by other students, but I could be wrong.”

“Or it’s a crutch that they don’t want students to rely on, especially when they’re just starting to learn the process,” Norde pointed out.

All of those were valid reasons, but rather than debate the advantages and disadvantages of the Spellcasting Focus boost, he shooed Verne and Norde away from his bed.  “Alright, that was just the first—and the easiest—of the Fusions I’m creating tonight, so back to being quiet.”

They reluctantly departed, leaving just Nedira and Larek sitting on his bed.  With a smile and a wave for him to go on and start, she held onto his finished Fusion.  He nodded and got back to work.  With the Simple Intermediate Fusion out of the way, it was time to move on to a Lesser Classification. For this one, he employed a 3-by-3 grid formation to create a permanent dual-Effect Fusion.  It was actually one that he was planning on putting on his axe at some point, because it would be a huge improvement over what it already possessed.

This version on the steel plate would have a much lower Magnitude, however, both for safety and because a higher Magnitude could push it over to the next Classification.  First, he placed two Mana Cost sections that had an Equalizer in between them along the bottom row of the grid.  After that, it was a relatively basic inclusion of Permanent Activation Methods, a Magnitude of 1, and one Effect as Sharpen Steel Edge and the other Effect as Strengthen Steel.  Once they were in place, containment barriers went up along with the Mana Overflow Bypass, even though it wasn’t strictly necessary; he wanted to become familiar with the process.  After checking to ensure that the flow of Mana would cycle through what was essentially 2 separate but equal Fusions fused into one whole, he began the creation process.

With his new visualization of everything working together to create a single Fusion, the entire process only took a single minute.  It was actually easier than the Simple Intermediate Fusion that he had just made a short time ago, if only because he’d created the individual Effects before.

New Fusion Learned!

Strengthen and Sharpen Steel Edge +1

Activation Method(s): Permanent

Effect: Strengthens and sharpens steel edge

Magnitude: 100% increased durability and sharper edge

Mana Cost: 85

Pattern Cohesion: 2

Fusion Time: 31 minutes

Fusion has reached Level 22!

Pattern Formation has reached Level 22!

Yes!  Not only did he increase two of his skills again, but Larek also Leveled-up, himself.

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

Level 13

Advancement Points (AP) : 0/14

Available AP to Distribute: 52

Stama: 200/200

Mana: 760/760

Strength: 30 (+)

Body: 21 (+)

Agility: 30 (+)

Intellect: 40 [76] (+)

Acuity: 104 [198] (+)

Pneuma: 109 [207] (+)

Pattern Cohesion: 2,070/2,070

He still wasn’t sure what to do with all his Advancement Points, as he didn’t feel as though he was in need of anything in particular at this time, so he continued to hold on to them for the moment.  In addition, based on his experiences when adding them to different stats, he didn’t want to become incapacitated while in the middle of creating Fusions; whatever he chose to spend them on would have to be done later.

After checking the Fusion itself, he shallowly cut his hand on the left edge of the steel plate, which had become sharp because of the Effect.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as what his axe would’ve done if he accidentally picked it up incorrectly, but it was still sharp enough to break his skin when he gripped it too tight.  Rather than let it start to bleed more than the small amount that was already squeezing out, a quick activation of his Healing Surge +3 anklet fixed it up as good as new.

“Careful with that edge – it’s sharp,” he said to Nedira, placing the finished Fusion in front of him and within the fourth-year’s reach.

“Noted.  I think I’ll leave that one right there.”

He grinned at her because he didn’t blame her for wanting to be cautious, but Larek moved on to the third of five Fusions he was going to make tonight: a Minor Intermediate Classification Fusion.

With only about a minute of rest to refocus on his next Fusion, he quickly got started with what he was planning. This one was slightly more complicated and one that he didn’t see in any of his books, but he thought it might work, nonetheless.  It was a single Reactive Effect in a 3-by-3 grid formation, which was going to have multiple Inputs and a pair of Variables; it barely qualified as a Minor Intermediate Fusion if only because of its size, but from what he could determine by the characteristics it would cap out at a Classification of 15.

Quickly forming the grid, he placed the single Mana Cost section in the lower left-hand corner before filling in the rest.  The first Input was based on physical touch with whoever was holding it – easy enough.  The second Input was based on detecting something in the environment; in this case, it was to detect foreign objects, within a foot of the one holding the Fusion traveling at a certain speed.  These two Inputs were connected to a Variable section that would only activate if the object were traveling at 10 miles per hour or more. 

Once activated, this would connect to the Reactive Activation Method, then to an Effect that would create a thick barrier of hardened air in an open-topped cylinder around the person holding the Fusion, with a Magnitude of 4 in the next section.  In addition to the Activation Method connecting to the Effect, it also created a loop with the original Variable and another Variable that determined if the speed was over a threshold of 80 miles per hour.  This was also looped in with an Amplifier connected to the Magnitude; if something was moving faster than that 80 mile per hour threshold, the Amplifier would kick in and double the amount of ambient Mana being absorbed by the Fusion, increasing the Magnitude and pushing it into a stronger barrier that could withstand more damage before failing.

He got the idea after learning the Wind Barrier spell and thinking about the fights between the Martials he’d seen in the yard.  With their quick strikes, which reminded him of how quickly monsters he’d seen before were able to attack, he thought it might be a good way to prevent being hurt by a sudden assault in the future. 

This particular one took him nearly 15 minutes of keeping all the different components meshed together in his mind into a whole Fusion to complete, as well as requiring a larger amount of Mana and Pattern Cohesion than expected, but once it *snapped* into place, he smiled in satisfaction—after recovering from the onslaught—when the notifications rolled in.

New Fusion Learned!

Personal Air Deflection Barrier +4

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Creates a stationary vertical cylindrical barrier of hardened air

Input(s): Physical touch, external object at speed

Variable(s): Speed detection over 10 miles per hour, Speed detection over 80 miles per hour

Magnitude: 200 damage resistance

Mana Cost: 25,000

Pattern Cohesion: 120

Fusion Time: 25 hours

Fusion has reached Level 23!

Pattern Formation has reached Level 23!

Mana Control has reached Level 22!

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 11!

Pattern Recognition has reached Level 12!

Whoops!  That’s a little more powerful than I expected.

Thankfully, when he looked at it closer, he had the sense that it was still within the Minor Intermediate Fusion Classification, but it was teetering right on the edge into Major.  Regardless, it was time to test it out.

Unfolding his legs from where they had been crossed on the bed, he eased himself off the bed and stood in the middle of the room before looking at Verne and Norde.  “Throw something at me as hard as you can.”

Without hesitating, Verne picked up one of his books and chucked it at Larek.  I guess I should’ve specified not to throw it at my face.  He flinched as the book flew to within a foot of smashing into his face before an opaque barrier of air appeared all around him an inch away from his skin and robes in an oblong, cylindrical shape that extended a foot over the top of his head.  He couldn’t see anything because of the opaqueness of the barrier, but he heard a brief impact before another, louder one, and then the hardened air disappeared like it was supposed to after a few seconds of not detecting any other object at speed.

When he could see the room again, he saw the book on the floor and the astonished faces of his roommates.

“Whoa!  What was that?!”  Both Verne and Norde were extremely excited about the Fusion he had made as he explained what it did, but Nedira looked thoughtful.

“What happens if you’re moving when an object approaches you?  What happens if you are running quickly and suddenly come within a foot of an object? Does it consider a rapidly moving ground an object?  Will it stop magical spells?  What happens when the barrier breaks from too much damage?  Does it break the Fusion, or is there a recharge time before it can be used again?”

As those and a few more questions rolled in from the fourth-year, Larek realized he hadn’t exactly thought about it that far; he didn’t have the answers to any of them, but the only way to find them was to test it.  He suddenly became a lot less enthused about his Fusion than he had been just a minute before, and he realized he had fallen into the same trap as with his Healing Surge Fusion.  At first glance, it seemed like a good solution to a problem, but when he dug into it further, more than a few problems presented themselves. 

A quick test, as he tried to walk while the barrier was activated by another thrown book, showed that his moving arms were trapped in the barrier of hardened air and he was effectively stuck in place as his face ran into the barrier from the momentum.  Thankfully, it didn’t hurt the extremities that were caught in the hardened air, but they were effectively stuck in place until the barrier disappeared.  After that happened, he didn’t bother testing anything else, as he had a feeling that they would fail, as well.

“It looks like it needs work and a little more research,” he admitted. 

Slightly disappointed, he sat back on his bed and crossed his legs to get comfortable. 

“It’s a good idea, Larek, but perhaps you can refine it as you learn more about Fusions,” Nedira told him, leaning over from where she sat and putting her hand on his knee.  “I’m sure an Advanced Fusion could solve all those problems.”

Heartened a little at her encouragement, he shook off the disappointment as he considered her words.  While he didn’t know much about Advanced Fusions yet, he had a feeling she was right: As he added more Inputs, Variables, and potentially things he hadn’t even learned about yet, he was sure he could refine the Fusion to the point where it would actually do what he envisioned.  He briefly thought about trying again and attempting to refine his focus on the Effect to make some of those changes, but he intuitively knew that trying to alter the Effect that much wouldn’t be effective.  A few of the problems could likely be solved by a few alterations; but overall, it was only going to be a work-in-progress until he could learn more.

Centering himself as he pushed thoughts of ways to rework the only semi-successful Fusion out of his mind, Larek began the creation of a Major Intermediate Fusion….


Chapter 36

“You were successful?”

Larek nodded, excited to show off his Fusions to his instructor.

“I was, though not all of them worked out exactly the way I wanted,” he admitted, sighing a little at his one semi-failure. “They should all demonstrate the concepts for Intermediate Fusions, however.”

Handing over the 5 steel plates with a warning to be careful with the one containing a sharp edge, he watched as Shinpai looked through them one-by-one, starting with the Simple Intermediate Fusion.  “Very nice.  Your lines are practically perfect and there is no swelling of the containment barriers thanks to the changes you’ve implemented.  The entire Fusion is also quite solid, leaving me to assume that it will last… I honestly have no idea.  Well done on the Spellcasting Focus Boost.”

The Strengthen and Sharpen Steel Edge also received high praise, even as the Grandmaster Fusionist handled it gently to avoid being cut by it.  When he got to the Minor Classification Fusion, Larek winced in anticipation of what he would say, but his instructor’s reaction wasn’t what he expected. 

“Is this an adaptation of a spell?  Wind Barrier?  It certainly feels that way.  Does it work without breaking?”

Larek reluctantly explained how it worked and the problems with it, but rather than being disappointed in him, Shinpai appeared excited.

“Do you know what this could potentially mean?” his instructor asked, looking up from the Fusion in his hands.

“Uh… no?”

“It means that you might have the ability to translate powerful spell-based effects to a Fusion.  Normally, we can duplicate some effects in Fusion form, but they’re typically weaker than most spells of an equivalent strength.  The problem is that Fusion formations aren’t normally meant to channel large bursts of Mana all at once, which is typically how most spells operate.  The same goes for channeled spells, such as healing, that require a constant infusion of Mana, because both kinds will rapidly erode the structure of the formation.  But with how solid your formations are, I believe you might be able to overcome those limitations.”

Larek had heard something like that before from Nedira, but hearing it from a Grandmaster Fusionist seemed to carry a lot more weight. 

“Granted, there are quite a few spells – especially those offensive in nature – that would likely require an Advanced Fusion to operate properly, but there are others like this air barrier here,” Shinpai continued, holding up the steel plate with Larek’s Minor Fusion on it, “that might be able to be adapted.  Possibly even one for healing!  We can create some even now, of course, but they are typically only single-use and take too much effort to produce, especially when there are usually plenty of healers around to do a much better job.  But if you—”

While his instructor was talking, Larek sighed and pulled off his anklet with the Healing Surge +3 Fusion on it, before handing it to the Grandmaster Fusionist in the middle of his speech.

“What is this?”

“It’s… a healing Fusion, but I messed it up,” he admitted.  He debated saying any more, but as he wanted his instructor to trust him and he was tired of hiding what he had done at Crystalview, he briefly explained what had happened.  All the way up to being the cause of the explosion that destroyed a portion of the building and the reason why the students had been transferred.  “What’s even worse is that the Mages healed with this Fusion during the attack fell into comas, and I don’t even know if all of them woke up as we left before that may have occurred.”

The Grandmaster Fusionist sat there in silence with a frown on his face after Larek finished speaking, staring at the wooden anklet as he rotated it in his hand. 

Finally, after what felt like an hour to the nervous student, Shinpai said, “I wasn’t expecting that.  I can see why you would want to keep that a secret.  If it was found out that it wasn’t your Fusions instructor that had been responsible for the quantity of Fusions on the roof of Crystalview, but was instead you, I can see Dean Lorraine being pressured to remove you from the Academy as a danger to the entire student body.  You and I know that is just ridiculous, of course, because it was a horrendous mistake, but they won’t see it that way.  I would suggest that you keep this between you and me and don’t show that to anyone or use it on anyone if you can help it.”

Knowing it was already too late for that, and with Shinpai not seeming to want to turn him in, Larek explained what happened a few weeks ago when he healed that Noble Martial trainee.  “Nothing seems to have come of it, however.”

“Let’s just hope it stays that way.  Though, I can’t help but think how useful these would be for the trainees at the Fort and for Martials in general.  You said that it taps into the body’s natural health regeneration to heal?  Similar to a channeled healing spell?”

“That is true.  I based it on the Minor Mending spell I learned back at Crystalview.”

Shinpai tilted his head to the side, looking at the Fusion again on the anklet.  “But that doesn’t explain why it sent the Mages it was used on into a coma.”

“I think it was due to the extensive damage that was done to them.  Since they don’t have a Body Regeneration Skill, it affected them much more than a Martial with the same damage.”

Shinpai looked up from the anklet again, staring straight into Larek’s eyes.  “You tied the Body Regeneration Skill into the healing Effect?  How is it that you know about the Skill as a first-year, let alone understand enough of how it works to link it to an Effect?”

Now it was Larek’s turn to grow quiet as he tried to figure out what to say.  After a few seconds of the Grandmaster Fusionist staring at him, he mumbled, “I don’t believe you want the answer to that question.”  Based on what his instructor had said before, it was probably for the best that he didn’t discover the kind of information he was asking about.  Besides, Larek wasn’t exactly prepared to expressly admit that he had Martial stats to his instructor right now even after revealing what really happened back in Crystalview.

“You’re correct; I don’t want to know.  I’m also not even sure what to do with you now.  I don’t believe you’re a danger to the other students here, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t a danger if what I now suspect is true.”  Shinpai looked closer at him, like really looked at him, as if he could see something that Larek couldn’t even see, before he sat back with his eyes wide open like the student had never seen before.  “You don’t even know, do you?”

Confused at where his instructor was going with this, Larek shook his head.  “Know what?  I don’t understand what you’re talking about.  Does this have anything to do with my height?”  That was the only thing he could think of that was different from everyone else. 

“Yes.  No.  I shouldn’t even be talking about this, let alone talking to you.  I never—” Shinpai started to say, but cut himself off.  For the first time, the carefree, unflappable demeanor that surrounded the Grandmaster Fusionist seemed to fall away as it was replaced by what Larek could only guess was concern.

Or fear.

“What’s going on?”

Instead of answering, his instructor asked Larek his own question.  “Where were you born?  Who were your parents?”

Not sure what that had to do with anything, he answered, “Up north, along the border with Rushwood Forest.  My parents are Keandra and Janek Holsten.  We’re Loggers.”

“You’ve never been to the capital?”

“Uh, only to pass through on a connection on the Network carriages.  Why?  How does this have anything to do with—"

Interrupting Larek by handing back the steel plates with his Fusions on them without even looking at the last two, Shinpai said, “I can’t deal with this right now.  I need you to stay away from my class until I can figure out what is going on.”

“Wait… what?”

“I’ll ensure that you have permission to skip Advanced Fusions 1 due to independent study or some sort of nonsense like that; they don’t really care what you do as long as I approve of it.  Visit the library during this time, walk around the building a few times, create Fusions in your room – I don’t really care what you do as long as you don’t do anything harmful during this class time.  The only thing you can’t do is come here until I give you permission.”  He added under his breath (which Larek heard because of his high Listening Skill), “I just hope that it’s not already too late.”

Larek had no idea what was going on.  “Why are you doing this?  Is it something I did?”

“Yes.  No.  I—”

It almost sounded as if his instructor was going to finally explain what was going on, but they were interrupted.

“Is that—?”  He didn’t have to finish his question because it was already obvious that it was a Scission nearby.  Though, nearby was a relative term, because from the impression he got of its distance, Larek thought it was outside the city walls.  He breathed a sigh of relief as a flashback of all the Scissions opening near Crystalview Academy inside the walls ran through his mind.  At least we don’t have to worry about such craziness here—

As if to mock his thought, another Scission suddenly appeared to his awareness in the opposite direction.  A few seconds later, a third one showed up in yet another direction, followed by a fourth one a few seconds later opposite the third. 

Looking around the workshop and imagining where it felt like they were, he was fairly confident that one Scission was located outside the walls of the city to the north, south, east, and west.

“What’s going on, Shinpai?”

“So, the rumors I’ve been hearing are true,” he replied softly, seemingly to himself.  “It’s starting here, too.”

“What rumors?  What’s going on?”

As if he had forgotten he was there, the Grandmaster Fusionist looked back at Larek and shook his head.  “Ever since you arrived, there have been rumors drifting in of sudden outbreaks of Scissions all throughout the Kingdom, as if they’ve suddenly gone crazy.  It first started up north, but it quickly spread everywhere; rapid Scission thresholds being met, giving the members of the SIC stationed in towns little time to prepare before the monsters moved out from the openings; smaller duplicate Scissions appearing at the same time; stronger Scissions in places that could barely weather the attack; and even Scission openings in remote places or inside a town or city, similar to what happened to you in Peratin and Crystalview.”

Larek didn’t like the tone his instructor used when looking at him.  “Are you implying that I had something to do with this?  That’s ridiculous.”

“I’m not saying you had anything to do with what’s happening.  Those likely related to you, however....”

“And what does that mean?  How would my parents have anything to do with Scissions and monsters?”

“That’s a very good question, but I don’t have time or the desire to die right now.  I’d like to keep my life intact as long as possible, thank you very much.  It’s time for you to go back to your room, which is where all the first- and second-years should be heading toward at this time,” his instructor said, getting up himself.  Waving Larek toward the door, he began to head to the privacy alcoves.  “Normally, we’d welcome a chance to watch the SIC at work defending the walls, but with what’s going on, I’m almost positive that Lorraine is going to want to keep everyone here.” 

With what was obviously a dismissal, Shinpai began opening the alcoves to alert the students and break them out of their Fusion trances.  It was dangerous to do that, of course, but the Grandmaster Fusionist seemed to have some method to reduce the danger to the students.  Larek didn’t get a chance to see what he did because he was already heading out the door, reeling from everything that had happened. 

“And remember what I said about staying away!  I’ll let you know when it’s safe to speak again,” his instructor shouted after him.

Confused and worried at the existence of four Scissions outside the city of Thanchet, Larek joined the other students who were streaming out of the other workshops nearby.  Eventually, he managed to exit into the middle of pure chaos, as all the students and trainees from the Academy and Fort were running around or congregating in groups, which seemed to swell and shrink as people moved from one to another with a barely controlled level of panic.

Larek couldn’t blame them; he had experienced similar things before, but this was enough to freak just about anyone out.  That included the Professors, who also appeared anxious and shocked at the current events, but held everything together for the sake of their students.

There was a sudden voice that somehow broke through the overwhelming murmurs and panicked shouts that filled the open center of the building and park.

“Everyone, calm down!”  Larek vaguely recognized the voice of Dean Lorraine.  “Stop moving, quit talking, and listen!”  The forceful tone of her voice was enough for everyone scrambling around to stop what they were doing and quiet down – a feat in and of itself.

A few seconds passed and it seemed like the thousands of students and trainees were going to break into a panic again, but the Dean spoke up again.  “This is an unprecedented attack on the city, but we’re going to show the members of the SIC that we’re here to help!  Any third-year and above Martial trainees, report to your Drill Instructors in the barracks for more information; any Mage students with a Specialization, report to your Specialization Mentor in the park for assignments.  Everyone else that isn’t part of those groups, head back to your barracks or rooms and stay there.  Lunch and dinner will still be served in the Dining Halls, so you can visit those at your allotted times, but do not venture out from either of these areas.

“Now, everyone, move with speed, but in as calm a manner as possible.  Everything will be fine as long as we do not panic.  If you’re a Martial who is confused at taking direction from a Mage, then take it directly from Vice General Whittaker: This is an order.  Now, move your butts!”

And that was it.  For the first few seconds after she stopped talking, no one moved.  As soon as the first person took a step, it was like a flood of people streaming this way and that, heading toward their assigned areas without argument.  Naturally, there were still plenty of panicked shouts echoing around the space; questions and speculations about why all this was happening were rampant, bringing the volume of the hubbub to a fevered pitch.  Despite all that, everyone followed the instructions, and with some running, Larek was back at his own residence, making his way through the thinning crowd to his room.

“Larek!  What’s going on?  Is it happening again?” Verne asked as soon as he walked in.

Larek looked at him and Norde, both of whom appeared rightly concerned, especially the latter for some reason.

“I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head.  Looking around, he wondered where Nedira was… before he realized that she wouldn’t be there.

She had a Specialization and could cast spells, so she would likely be on the walls of the city to help with its defense.

And I’m not there to help her.


Chapter 37

“I’m sure she’ll be fine, won’t she?”

Larek nodded at Norde’s worried question, his concern over his sister plainly written all over his face.

“I should be there,” Larek said, wanting the exact opposite, but unwilling to let one of his good friends face the danger of the Scissions without him there to help her.  Not that she couldn’t take care of herself, of course, but she could always use some assistance.  Or maybe I’m selfish and don’t want to sit in here worrying about someone I’ve come to care about while she’s in danger.

As he moved to grab his axe, which was leaning up against the foot of his bed, Verne stopped him.  “You can’t go out there, Larek.  They’ll kick you off as soon as they discover that you can’t cast any spells.  As much as you want to help, you’ll just be in the way.”

He hesitated for a moment as his roommate’s words penetrated the panic he felt over Nedira’s well-being.  On the one hand, Verne had a point in that he would be in the way because he couldn’t cast any spells; on the other, he was fairly confident he could help defend her if anything came close enough to hurt her.  Maybe not against a dragon or something powerful like that, but his axe could cut through just about anything.  But then he thought about actually finding her among the thousands of students heading to the walls, unless he got lucky, he could be searching for her on the northern wall when she was on the southern, or she might even be somewhere else entirely – perhaps not even on the walls.  If that was the case, then he’d be unnecessarily putting himself in danger, which was something he’d vowed to avoid if at all possible.

It was while he hesitated through indecision that the door to their room burst in, practically being ripped off the metal hinges by a powerful force of hardened air.  Blown back by the rushing air that slammed inside, Larek watched Verne and Norde get sent flying off their feet, slamming into the wall with bone-crunching force.  As for himself, he was sent tumbling backwards, landing up against the same bed that his two roommates thankfully landed softly upon.  He felt one of his ribs crack along with the wood frame of the bed, but before he could gather his wits about him, he saw a flash of a light-yellow robe, followed by a hard hit to his head.

His vision blurred, and he attempted to ward off another blow by holding his hands up, but it couldn’t prevent yet another hit to his head that made his vision fade almost completely, followed by a final strike that sent him straight into unconsciousness.  It had all happened so quickly that he didn’t even have the opportunity to activate his Healing Surge anklet; it was only as his vision turned completely black that he realized he had never actually gotten it back from his instructor.  Shinpai had given him the steel plates back, but had either deliberately kept the anklet or forgotten in his haste after the arrival of the Scissions.

Regardless of the reason, Larek didn’t have anything on him to save himself from blacking out after his head was beaten numerous times, so he was forced to submit to the sudden unconsciousness.

*          *          *

“That was entirely too much, Ricardo.  I think you might have killed those two kids.”

Ricardo Floris, second seat of House Floris, glanced at the two foreigners before turning his attention back to the other – and much more important – unconscious person in the room.  Gesturing to Marano and Phyllia, he instructed the two Martials-in-training to pick this Larek individual up. 

“They’ll be fine.  Besides, casualties happen during a Scission.”

“Yeah, on the wall,” Marano commented, while at the same time gripping the large, limp body under the armpits and lifting it when Phyllia was in position by the feet.  “But this will call attention to what we’re doing here.”

He had a point, but Ricardo couldn’t spare the time to heal them or risk them knowing he was even there.  They had to get in and out quickly, and while his dramatic entrance into the room was muffled by a spell for anyone else on this floor, that didn’t mean someone wouldn’t come investigate the disturbance soon. 

“There’s nothing we can do about it now.  Let’s get moving.”

As soon as the Martials were ready to move, Ricardo cast a quick Light-based spell of his own design over Larek’s unconscious form, making him virtually invisible to anyone but those directly touching him.  It was extremely difficult to hide all of them and maintain the spell, as he’d run out of Mana within a minute or less, but Hidden Ward was an altered version of the Light Bending spell that worked on a separate object other than the caster; any voluntary movement taken by the object would break the spell, but with Larek unconscious, he would be effectively invisible as long as Ricardo maintained a steady trickle of Mana and stayed within 10 feet.

Ricardo led the way, his steps quick as he left the half-demolished room and moved through the hallway, passing by a few people as he went.  As he maintained a serious and determined expression on his face, no one seemed to question his presence, nor did they do more than glance at the pair of Martial trainees following closely behind him, their burden effectively camouflaged by his spell.  It wasn’t a perfect bending of light and therefore wasn’t true invisibility, but with everyone rushing around at the moment, no one paid them any more attention than a single glance.

Ten minutes later, they arrived at a set of stairs leading down to where the elaborate system of rough-hewn tunnels and rooms underneath the Academy stored everything that kept systems up and running, from food to clothing to the toiletries that every student employed to perform their daily ablutions. 

Descending the stairs, Ricardo was relieved that none of the staff seemed to be around to see him and the others disappear into the storage areas.  It wasn’t as if they had been able to plan out this operation based on staff schedules or anything; instead, they had jumped at the opportunity that the appearance of the Scissions afforded them. 

Granted, there was a part of him that was still panicked over the appearance of a quartet of Scissions right outside the walls, but that was also why he was doing all of this.  Abducting Larek and interrogating him had been the plan since he arrived at Copperleaf, but it had been for an entirely different reason.  With the appearance of the Scissions, the plan had been moved up to immediately and the reason had changed.

After another 15 minutes of walking through the veritable maze of tunnels, they finally arrived at an area that had been essentially abandoned decades ago for a variety of reasons, foremost that it was too far from the entrance to store fresh foods, while also suffering from some crumbling infrastructure.  It had previously been maintained with Fusions carved into the rocks to keep them strong and secure, but those had been abandoned years ago.  While the potential for a cave-in was small, it was still considered dangerous for traveling through and was therefore abandoned.

That also meant that it was entirely dark down there, and were it not for the pair of iron cubes he pulled out of his robes that had Activatable Illumination Fusions on them, they’d have been unable to see where they were going. 

“Are we almost there?” Phyllia asked, her strong voice slightly breathless for once.  “This guy is heavier than I expected.”

“Yes, but keep it down; sound carries a long way in these tunnels,” Ricardo snapped back at her in a softer voice that wouldn’t carry too far.  “We’ll be there in… actually, we’re here.”

With the help of the two Martial trainees, Ricardo had prepared an abandoned storage room over the last few weeks, specifically for this purpose.  Thankfully, he had learned enough basic Earth-based spells, the antithesis of his Air-based Specialization, to help him create a crude stone door that blocked off the empty passageway leading into the 20-by-20 foot room, which was easily sealed from the outside. 

A few Fusions that he had learned how to create in his basic Fusions class in his first and second years at Copperleaf allowed him to strengthen the stone to the point where it couldn’t be broken even by a Martial with 60 Strength.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t very adept at creating much more than that, but he did manage to learn the Muffle Sound Intermediate Fusion before his pursuits led him to other areas.  It was this Fusion that would allow him to keep Larek there without anyone else the wiser, as any sound from within the room would be muffled.  By his estimation, someone would have to be within 20 feet of the room’s entrance to hear someone screaming inside, and that was almost an impossibility because no one ever came down here.

As he placed himself on the floor inside the room, Marano and Phyllia stepped back and placed themselves up against the walls, prepared to beat Larek back into unconsciousness if he required it.  Ricardo certainly hoped it wasn’t necessary, because they needed to know some things, and this was probably the only opportunity that they’d have to learn them.

“Are you going to, you know, wake him up?” Marano asked, startling Ricardo as he stared at the unconscious body on the floor.  Shaking himself and steeling his nerves with determination, he placed the Illumination cubes on separate stone shelves near the door to have his hands free.  As he knelt down next to the head and began casting Minor Mending, a spell that almost every Mage was required to learn if they had the ability, he began to worry about the response Larek would have after being abducted like he was. 

He didn’t necessarily fear that he would suddenly be inundated with spells, because Larek was only a first-year and all the information he had gained said that he couldn’t even cast a spell.  On the other hand, Portia – after an amusing run-in with the overly tall student – told him that Larek was apparently talented with Fusions and was in a fourth-year Advanced Fusions class with Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai.  Another informant from the class told him that Larek hadn’t even created any Fusions that he knew of, only that the Grandmaster was teaching him directly without any prior proof that he was talented in Fusions.

If that didn’t prove that this Larek fellow was a half-breed, then he wasn’t sure what kind of proof would do it.  Someone as old as Shinpai had been around a long time and had likely learned plenty of secrets that shouldn’t be shared, but when confronted by a secret in the flesh, he’d no doubt have accepted Larek as a student immediately. 

As Ricardo felt the healing energy pass through his hands and into the head of the unconscious student, Larek began to stir almost immediately.  Seeing him waking up, he canceled the spell and got up, stepping away from easy reach. 

As soon as he saw Larek’s eyes open and look around in complete confusion, there was something in them that he’d only seen once before.  An anger that transcended humanity emanated from his ocular orbs, a palpable force that indicated the presence of a Great One.

Or at least a hint of a Great One. As a half-breed, it wasn’t quite as powerful as what he’d experienced only once before, for which Ricardo was thankful; once was quite enough for a lifetime.

But a half-breed out in the wild?  He’d only ever heard about them, never having seen one before, because they didn’t ever leave the capital due to their typical sickly nature.  To find one who was healthy and seemingly “normal” was unheard of – which was why Ricardo needed to discover Larek’s purpose in attending Copperleaf Academy.  Was it to keep an eye on the faculty?  The students?  Some other nefarious purpose?

With the dramatic changes to the Scissions all over the Kingdom, he was beginning to believe it was the latter – which was why he had done all this now, so that he could warn his House.  If the stories were true, then they didn’t have a lot of time to prepare.

Seeing Larek struggling to rise, Ricardo cast Binding Loops, creating a pair of hardened air loops that wrapped around the half-breed’s torso and knees, binding his arms to his sides and his knees together.  It would only last 30 seconds, but it was fairly inexpensive to cast a few times, if necessary.  If it was still necessary after a few minutes, he’d just have Marano break Larek’s legs.

He needed answers, and he would do whatever it took to get them.

“Half-breed,” he said calmly to the struggling student, his voice and face distorted by yet another Air-based spell in front of him.  His words caused Larek to freeze immediately.  “How did you get out of your cage?”

The so-called half-breed just stared at him in apparent confusion instead of answering.

This might take longer than I thought.


Chapter 38

The two bright lights practically blinded him when he woke up, a splitting headache piercing into his brain and making everything blurry.  As he struggled to move and focus on what was going on around him, an anger he’d never experienced before surged through his entire body as he suddenly remembered what happened in his room.  While he cared about being knocked unconscious, what made a murderous intent flow through him was the thought of what had been done to Verne and Norde.  He wasn’t sure if they were alive or not, but they had hit the wall hard enough to break multiple bones, if not kill them outright.  Granted, they had Healing Surge Fusions on an accessory that they wore on their person at all times, similar to what Larek normally possessed; but if they had been knocked unconscious, those Fusions wouldn’t do much good.

Some of the anger faded as he briefly contemplated how he would go about putting together a Reactive Healing Surge Fusion that could automatically detect when someone was hurt and stop when they were fully healed.  Though, it would have to possess limits put in place by Variables so that it didn’t try and heal every little cut or bruise that appeared during normal life, or even the tiredness in their feet if they were walking too long, as that would quickly drain a Mage of their physical energy.  And what about exercise?  If I remember correctly, sore muscles are simply a body’s way of showing that the muscles will get stronger through repeated use – what would prevent exercise from activating such a Fusion?  It’s not like Mages can simply add an Advancement Point to their Strength—

A few notifications that appeared distracted him from his prior distraction, demonstrating how messed up the damage to his head had made his mind. 

Pain Management has reached Level 10!

Pain Management has reached Level 11!

Body Regeneration has reached Level 8!

Body Regeneration has reached Level 9!

Ouch.  It must be working overtime with all the damage that had been done to me.

Larek began struggling to his feet, the cold stone underneath him hard and making his body somehow even more uncomfortable than his head.  As he sat up and started to rise, a part of his mind detected a spell being cast nearby, before he felt unyielding bands of something wrap around his torso and knees, trapping his arms against his upper body and making it nearly impossible to get to his feet.

Magical Detection has reached Level 14!

What is going on?  Where am I—? 

“Half-breed.”

The sudden voice startled him, causing Larek to freeze in his attempts to free himself from the bands.  He felt as though if he used enough of his strength, he could break through whatever was restraining him; but with his head still recovering from the beating it had taken, which was slowly getting better thanks to his Body Regeneration Skill, he was having difficulty concentrating well enough to employ that kind of force intentionally.

“How did you get out of your cage?”

Larek had no idea what the strange, distorted voice was talking about, but he looked to see who was speaking.  Much of the blurriness had disappeared, or so he thought, but when he looked past the light that was still a little too bright for him, all he could see was a blot of blurriness covering the face of a person wearing a light-yellow robe.  A working portion of his mind told him that this person was an Air-based Specialization, likely an Aeromancer, and what was binding him were likely bands of hardened air.  It would also explain how the door to his room had been blasted in so easily.

Along the walls, he also caught an indication of two other people, though they weren’t wearing robes.  Instead, they were wearing leather armor typically seen on Martial trainees, though they were wearing helmets with face masks, so he couldn’t see them clearly.  All he could tell about them was that one of them appeared female by her physical build, while the other trainee and the one who had spoken were male.

Larek chose not to answer this anonymous Mage that seemed to have abducted him… at least until he had an idea what was being asked.  Half-breed?  Cage?

“So, you’re going to be like that, huh?  Well, we have all day, especially with these Scissions diverting everyone’s attention.”  The yellow-robed Mage walked closer and squatted down until he was approximately at the same level as Larek as he lay sitting up against the wall behind him, unable to move.  His head was slowly feeling better, but it was going to take a little more until it was healed enough to focus completely.

“It’s true, I see.  You half-breeds really do have both Martial and Mage stats, don’t you?  I can see your wounds healing even as we speak.  Body Regeneration, if I’m not mistaken?”  The Mage looked over at one of the Martial trainees standing up against the wall, who nodded in response to his question.  “It’s a trait you share with the Great Ones, but fortunately you don’t have the same kind of Dominion magic that they possess; otherwise, I’d probably be a gibbering mess on the floor right now, given the way you’re looking at me,” he went on, chuckling as if he had just made some sort of joke.

Pain Management has reached Level 12!

Body Regeneration has reached Level 10!

Larek couldn’t hold his tongue anymore, especially as his mind began to rapidly clear up after another increase to Pain Management and Body Regeneration.  He could focus enough now that he thought he could break free of the hardened air binding his limbs, even after the Mage quickly renewed it by recasting his spell, but he held off for the moment; despite his anger and need to check on his roommates, this conversation was equally as important to him.

Why?  Because this Mage seemed to have information that he craved.

“Great Ones?  Who are they?”

“Feigning ignorance?  I guess I should’ve supposed that would be your ploy, especially after watching you for a while revealed you not being what I thought you were.  I mean, a Great One here at Copperleaf?  Why would one of our masters come all this way, pretending to be a student?  With their ability to completely dominate the minds and free will of the Nobility so that we’re forced to obey their commands, there would be no reason to leave the Enclave underneath Andrin.  I personally don’t believe that they can leave the Enclave, forced to maintain the barrier, but I could be wrong.

“Of course, you could probably answer that question better than me, couldn’t you?”  When Larek didn’t answer, the Mage went on.  “When you didn’t seem to show any signs of being a Great One, I knew the answer had to be that you weren’t anything but a half-breed, one of the unlucky few to have been born between one of us and one of them.  The problem was that I had always heard that they were sickly and prone to bouts of uncontrolled anger, but that doesn’t seem to be a problem for you.

“Don’t shake your head in denial; I can feel the hint of the Great Ones in your gaze.  One never forgets the touch of Dominion magic the first time they experience it, am I right?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at the two Martial trainees.  At their nods, the mysterious Mage turned to Larek again, shrugging as if to say, “See?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about—”

“So you weren’t sent here to enact some unknown plot?  I find that hard to believe.  Or, at least, I wouldn’t have believed that if I couldn’t, even now, feel four Scissions outside the walls of Thanchet. What I need to know, half-breed, is if this heralds The Culmination.”

Larek listened to him speak, his final words spoken as if they had great meaning.  They didn’t to the bound abductee, of course.

“What?”

Larek heard a sigh, followed by another cast of a spell that renewed the bindings on his extremities.  “Do I really have to spell it out for you?  Did the Great Ones not explain this all to you before you were sent here?”

He wasn’t getting anything but more questions with his answers, so Larek tried another tactic.  “Why don’t you enlighten me regarding what you know about the Great Ones and The Culmination, and I’ll tell you if you’re correct,” he said, fully expecting his ruse to fail, but for some reason it seemed to work – at least according to the Skill Level-ups he received immediately afterward.

Speaking has reached Level 13!

Bargaining has reached Level 4!

“Fine.  At least it sounds as if you’re cooperating now, so I might as well do my part.  The Scissions outside haven’t even hit their thresholds yet, so we’ve got time.”

My friends don’t have a lot of time, especially if they’re hurt as badly as I remember, but I don’t think I can get out of here easily, even if I can break out of these bindings.  I can’t cast any spells, after all – or at least not any that won’t blow all of us up.  I also don’t see my axe anywhere around here, so it’s likely still back in my room; I have a feeling that I wouldn’t match up well against either of those Martial trainees, let alone both of them.

“A thousand years ago, this land was controlled by the Great Ones, who used their Dominion magic upon the common people, those of what is now this Kingdom, and forced them to do the Great Ones’ bidding,” the Mage began, reciting in a lecturing tone as if he was regurgitating a memory.  “We were slaves, treated fairly by our masters, but we were given no choice but to follow the orders of the Great Ones.

“But the Great Ones were limited in their numbers, each of them only able to dominate up to a thousand of us at any one time.  As it stood, there were enough of them to handle every common man, woman, and child in their land – but they wanted more.  They wanted to expand into other lands and conquer them, ruling over the entire world.  The problem with that was that while the Great Ones could easily use their Dominion magic to rule over the local population, they weren’t powerful warriors or Mages, as the latter didn’t actually exist at that time. 

“So, they thought to enhance their powers, using their innate abilities to dominate the very environment around them, tapping into a latent energy that they felt leaking into the world from somewhere they knew not.  This latent energy was potent; it was so potent that as soon as the Great Ones directed it towards themselves, most of them were overcome with the sheer intensity of it and were burned up from the inside as a result.

“The few that survived were blessed with immortality and incredible strength in both a martial and a magical capacity.  While few in number, they could finally conquer the world with their superior might unmatched by anyone or anything that might stand in their way.

“Unfortunately, by releasing this power into them, they also released it into the world.  A large tear in the fabric that separated our world from another was formed as a result of the Great Ones’ meddling, slowly releasing horrific monsters into the world from strange portals that we know as Scissions.  We now know this as The Transition, and it was a time of great upheaval as many of the common people of the land were killed as monsters roamed around and slaughtered everyone they could find.

“The tear in the fabric was eventually stabilized by the Great Ones and was prevented from growing any larger, but the damage was already done.  As they were essentially conduits to the power streaming out, the energy within their bodies grew to dangerous levels, killing a few more of them before they learned how to disperse it toward another living being. 

“With monsters rampaging over the land and the majority of the remaining Great Ones needing to stay nearby to maintain the barrier keeping the tear from opening up wider, they developed a radical plan.  Without the necessary numbers to maintain their Dominion magic over the entire population, the Great Ones brought together the most capable of their slaves and portioned out the power that was overwhelming their bodies, giving them the potential to become Martials or Mages.  Thousands of these individuals became the first Nobles, tasked with getting stronger and ruling over the others in the Great Ones’ stead, along with organizing them to the point where they could fight back against the monsters roaming across the land.

“Obviously, it worked, and the Kingdom was founded and flourished.  To this day, us Nobles are still bound under the Dominion magic of our masters, but we’re also given a higher priority to obtain the potential to become a Martial or a Mage.  Naturally, the power coming from the tear is so extreme that not even the Great Ones could contain it all, so it also bleeds off into the common people of the Kingdom, which is why we send out thousands of agents to search for the capable individuals before they can cause trouble.  You would not believe how much they hate the Great Ones now that they aren’t subjected to their Dominion magic; that hatred stains their very bloodline, which has lasted nearly a thousand years.”  The Mage looked at Larek and tilted his head to the side.  “Or perhaps you might have an inkling of how they feel, given your height and resemblance to the Great Ones.

“Regardless, our situation with being subjected to the whims of the Great Ones is a fair trade-off, because we’re also allowed to rule the Kingdom however we want, as our masters rarely interfere; but when they do, the results are usually disastrous.  Which is why I wanted to know what you were doing here, what plan the Great Ones had in store for us, but with the rumors around the Kingdom and the presence of these four Scissions, I believe this might be The Culmination.

“A theory held by one of the Great Ones soon after The Transition took place, The Culmination was thought to be a time when the foreign power infusing our world would hit a tipping point, where the saturation would be so deep that it produced another drastic change.  No longer would the barrier over the tear be enough to ward off an increase in the influx of dangerous energy seen in the form of Scissions and the monsters that they spew out.  Existing methods of defense would slowly reveal themselves to be ineffective, and it would be a struggle to hold back the powerful monsters that would appear. 

“None of this information is known outside of the royal family and a few higher Houses, but thankfully I was privy to this knowledge given my status.  And right now I’m using this status to obtain the information I need to warn my family of the danger if this is, indeed, the beginning of The Culmination.  The Great Ones have stayed in their Enclave for the last year without giving us any direction one way or another, and we need to know.  So, please, half-breed, tell me—us—the truth.  Is this what we fear?”

Larek was stunned into complete silence as his mind attempted to assimilate the information he was just given, a thousand questions now roaming around in his head.  Are the Great Ones the Gergasi that I’ve heard mentioned?  The Nobles are still slaves?  The potential to become Martials and Mages comes from these Great Ones as a result of something that happened a thousand years ago? 

But the one question that filled up his mind the most was, “What does this have to do with me?” 

This Mage thought he was a half-breed, someone who was both a “Great One” and human from the Kingdom, but that didn’t make any sense to him.  He was born to—as much as he loved them—rather ordinary and boring parents, not a mysterious and powerful being that could enslave someone with their supposed Dominion magic. 

What made everything worse for his state of mind was that he believed this Mage, this Noble, about all that he had said – even if he was somehow wrong about Larek’s half-breed status.  Then again, he did have the stats of both a Martial and a Mage, similar to the Great Ones he mentioned, as well as the supposed height, but did that really mean anything?

Seeing the yellow-robed Mage still looking at him, despite the fact that he still couldn’t see his face directly, Larek knew he had to answer.  He debated simply expressing his ignorance yet again, but he was fairly certain that wouldn’t go over well with his captors.  He doubted that they would believe that he had no idea what the Mage was talking about, and given that the disguised individual had revealed some secrets that probably shouldn’t have been shared with someone not already in the know, he was fairly certain they would just kill him if he didn’t prove to be cooperative.

Taking a deep breath, Larek spoke.

“Yes.  This is the beginning of The Culmination.”


Chapter 39

The Mage sighed in apparent relief at Larek’s words before turning to one of the Martial trainees.  He appeared as though he was going to say something to him, but before he could speak, everyone seemed to freeze where they were as they felt a pressure invading their senses. 

The Scissions are opening.  I need to get back to my room, check on my roommates, and help Nedira!

“We have to get up there and make an appearance; otherwise the faculty will begin to ask questions,” the one in the yellow robe proclaimed, and it was clear that he had changed what he was about to say.  He followed up with, “Do it,” as he glanced at the male trainee and then back to Larek.

As the Martial pulled out what looked like some sort of oversized blacksmith’s hammer from his belt and headed towards Larek, the Mage continued.  “We’ll be back to ask some more questions, including what you’re doing here in the first place.  Now, don’t go anywhere, because it would just be a pain if you were to inconvenience me in my efforts to secure your undivided attention again.”  He then pulled out a sack of something by the door and tossed it just to Larek’s right.  “Not that you’re likely to be moving anytime soon, what with the damage to your legs, even with Body Regeneration.”

It took him a moment to realize what the Mage was getting at and he began to struggle harder against his bindings.  Just as he was about to snap free of them, a powerful smack against his head had his vision going blurry, which also worked to disrupt his escape attempt. 

“No, no, no!  Don’t even think of trying to break out of here, because I’m not afraid to simply kill you and be done with it.  You have some important information that I desire, but having you free to cause me or any other Noble problems isn’t worth the risk if you prove to be uncooperative.”

“Aren’t you—aren’t you a-afraid of the G-Great Ones retali… retalia… retaliating?”  Larek’s words stuttered and slurred as they came out, his vision still blurry and his head hurting nearly as bad as it had earlier.

“Retaliation?  No, not really.  I have no orders to spare you any harm, nor any other half-breed, which means they probably don’t care enough about you to make it an order.  They may be our masters, but that doesn’t mean we don’t hate them with the same passion as the commoners on the inside; all of this is just a way to get back at them in the only way we can.  Besides, how would they even know?”  While Larek couldn’t see his face, even before his now-blurry vision and blinding headache, he could hear the self-satisfied smirk in his voice.

“See you later, half-breed.”  As the Mage began to walk out what appeared to be a stone door, Larek felt a sudden pressure on his left leg followed by a crunch.  Enormous pain shot through his body as he screamed in agony, but it was just the start.

A minute and dozens of blows later, Larek passed out due to the overwhelming shock of having the bones inside both legs smashed to hundreds of pieces.

Unfortunately, he woke only a few minutes later completely alone in the stone room as his Body Regeneration kicked in and began the process of healing him, which made him suffer through the unending agony without any hope of relief in the near future.  The Skill was powerful, but it was also relatively slow to repair horrific damage to his body like what he was currently suffering from.  Even as he felt it Level-up again, he didn’t think his legs would be ready to walk on again for at least a full day, if not more.

Pain Management has reached Level 13!

Body Regeneration has reached Level 11!

The pain lessened almost imperceptibly with the additional Level in Pain Management, and he could only hope that it continued to increase in the near future.  As it was, there was nothing he could do to alleviate the pain, given that he didn’t have his Healing Surge anklet on him; theoretically, he could probably make another Fusion to heal him, but he couldn’t focus with the extreme pain emanating from his ruined legs.

Though, there might be something I can do.

It was a slight risk, given his situation, but he thought it might work.  Back on the carriage as they were traveling to Copperleaf Academy, Larek had experimented with adding an Advancement Point to his Body; the result was overall positive, but at the time his entire body had been locked up with him unable to move anything below his neck for at least a half hour before the affliction slowly began to dissipate, disappearing after two full hours. What he thought it might have done was basically numb his body while it underwent the changes he implemented; if that was the case, then this should help him survive the pain without going crazy.  If not, then he was going to be in a world of pain with no way to alleviate it.

So, not much different from his current situation.

It was a simple enough process to add a point to his Body stat despite the unbearable pain he was experiencing, and immediately upon confirming that was what he wanted, everything below his head on his body went rigid and he lost all control of it, all at the same time.  Unfortunately, his loss of feeling through his body didn’t completely numb the pain, but it muted it to the point where it was like his legs were laying on a bed of sharp rocks that pinched the skin.  It was painful, but not unbearably like it was before, so it was a net benefit.

His mind also cleared a little from the diminished agony he was undergoing, though he couldn’t focus enough to create a Fusion – something he had hoped he might have been able to do.  Instead, there was very little he actually could do other than sit there and wait.  After a half-hour, some of the sensation began coming back to his lower extremities, bringing back more of the pain, so he slotted another AP into his Body stat, bringing it to 23.

It was a risk, given that he hadn’t fully “recovered” from the first increase, but he really didn’t want to re-experience the original extreme pain again if he could help it.  Thankfully, it didn’t seem to hurt; in fact, it took even more of the agonizing pain away as soon as it was added.  It made his head immobile, though thankfully he was still able to breathe and blink with no trouble.  Within 15 minutes, the pain started to come back a little, so he added another AP to Body.  Nothing became worse as a result, and he was able to manage the sensations he actually could feel coming from his legs with very little problem.  His head even cleared entirely, allowing him to think freely again.  Given that he couldn’t move his head or do much of anything physical at the moment, creating a Fusion was still out of the question, but he’d take what he could get – and what he was getting was relief from the pain.

After approximately 10 minutes, the pain began creeping back in, and Larek started to worry that his method was becoming less effective.  Still, he had Points to spend, so he only hesitated a few seconds before adding another one to Body.  After around 7 minutes, which he was counting in his head to give himself something to do, he added yet another AP.  5 minutes later, he did it again, then at 3 minutes, 1 minute, and finally after 30 seconds.  That brought him up to 30 Body, matching the 30 Strength and 30 Agility he already possessed.

As if that matching was somehow significant, Larek felt something inside of him shift.  It wasn’t painful, at least not at first, but there was a wave of heat that passed through his body that he could feel despite everything being semi-numb at the moment.  It began to become painful when the heatwave passed through his lower extremities, seemingly aggravating the damage that had been done there. 

In a panic as the torturous agony slammed into him, Larek added another AP to Body, hoping to numb the pain, but nothing happened.  He did it again, hoping it was a fluke, but still nothing; his head didn’t get any worse, thankfully, but his efforts were obviously for naught. 

Still panicking, he began adding AP to Strength and Agility to see if they would have any result.  At first, nothing happened other than his muscles locking up and flexing in intervals, which probably would’ve hurt enormously if he hadn’t already been in almost overwhelming pain.  When Strength, Body, and Agility were all at 32, something finally happened.  The wave of heat slowed down a little, not causing him so much pain as it ravaged his legs; the difference was almost infinitesimal, but any relief was noticed and welcomed in his current state.  Adding 1 AP to each of his Martial stats again, bringing them all to 33, there was another reduction in his pain level.

So, he did it again… and again… and he kept doing it until they all reached 40.  At that point he stopped as the heat wave disappeared entirely, sending him back to the semi-numb state he had been in before, but it was different than before. 

The reason for that wasn’t immediately apparent, but he quickly realized after a few seconds that he was no longer affected by the addition of AP to his Body stat, nor was he affected by adding to Strength or Agility.  He knew this, in part, because he was suddenly flooded with notifications.

Pain Management has reached Level 14!

…..

Pain Management has reached Level 20!

Pain Management has evolved into Pain Immunity!

Pain Immunity maintains its previous Level!

Body Regeneration has reached Level 12!

…..

Body Regeneration has reached Level 25!

Not only had his Body Regeneration Skill increased to Level 25 from Level 11, but his Pain Management Skill had somehow evolved – something he’d never heard of before.  He didn’t really care that he hadn’t heard of it, because it was doing as it was named; his legs were essentially numb at the moment, though he could move the rest of his body.  He could attempt to move his legs, but they were still in the process of healing.  In fact, with his Body Regeneration Skill having more than doubled, along with his base Body stat essentially doubling, he could sense that his healing was happening at a rapid pace.  His original 24-hour estimate had been cut to just a few hours by that point, though he could feel himself becoming ravenous as his body used itself up to perform the healing.

The smell of something caught his attention, and he looked over at the bag that the Mage had thrown near him.  Peeking out from the top flap was the end of what appeared to be a loaf of bread, and it appeared so delicious that he immediately grabbed the bag and opened it up.  As if he had just found a treasure more precious than gold, he tore into the bread, cheese, and slightly bruised fruit inside until he was full.  A leather bottle filled with water was down on the bottom, which helped to rehydrate his body and replace the fluids that were being eaten up by his Body Regeneration.  By the time he finally felt satisfied, he had eaten approximately two-thirds of the food in the bag and completely emptied the bottle; he decided to keep the rest of the food until later in case he needed it, though he was fairly certain he could get it down if he had to right then and there.

With his hunger and thirst satisfied, his legs essentially numb and transferring no pain to him, his head felt more clear than it had in a long time.  So, he could either wait until his Skill healed him entirely in a few hours… or he could see about making a Fusion.

It was probably one of the easiest choices he’d ever made.


Chapter 40

The Fusion Larek made was, of course, one that would heal him.  As much as he desired to use what he’d learned from studying Intermediate Fusions to refine Healing Surge so that it didn’t cause as many problems, he would rather focus on simply healing himself, rather than having to rework the Fusion.  Therefore, concentrating on the stone floor underneath him, he quickly assembled the grid formation for Healing Surge and debated for a few moments on the Magnitude he should utilize.  A high Magnitude, such as 5 or 6, would heal him much faster but would end up consuming a lot of the energy he had just gained from eating, possibly more than he could replenish by eating the rest of the food in the bag.  On the other hand, a Magnitude of 1 would heal him more slowly, but would probably work better with his Body Regeneration Skill to consume less physical energy to get the job done.

In the end, Larek really didn’t want to wait any longer than necessary, especially considering that he didn’t know when the Mage and the two trainees would be back.  He would rather be fully healed and hungry than only partially healed and subject to another painful interrogation.  That, and he needed to find out what happened to his roommates as soon as possible and to get them the healing they required. 

After that, he was going to find these people who did this and kill them. 

Based upon the way they had acted during the interrogation and on some of the things the Mage had said, he was entirely convinced that they wouldn’t stop at just keeping him prisoner and asking him questions.  They weren’t ever going to let him go free after this; they were going to kill him.  At this point, even if he managed to heal himself and escape, these people knew who he was and would be lying in wait to abduct or simply off him.  Worse yet, it probably wouldn’t be too hard to trace back where he came from, especially with the resources the Nobles assumedly possessed, so his family was potentially in danger.  It was either kill these people or allow himself and his family to be killed, the latter of which being something he couldn’t allow.

He wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not, but during his abduction, interrogation, and painful subjugation, something in him had eroded to the point where it snapped; a fire inside of him formed that stoked his emotions, eventually eliciting a vindictive and yet terrifying feeling that desired nothing but revenge for all the wrongs that had been aimed toward him.  Once he had acknowledged that it existed inside of his body, his mind, and his very soul, Larek realized that it had always existed inside of him, but he had ignored it. He had denied it for as long as he could, because he had been taught to ignore the slights that were sent his way, to be as polite as possible, and to treat others as he'd like to be treated. 

As a result of that, he had suffered from numerous looks, angry accusations, and outright physical abuse from people to whom he had done nothing except simply exist.  Even if there was the potential that some of that abuse had been the result of a deep-seated hatred of tall people due to the Gergasi enslaving them a thousand years ago, that didn’t give them the right to treat him the way they did.  And if some Mage and a couple of trainees thought it was fair to abduct him and break his legs so he couldn’t escape, all because they assumed he was some sort of half-breed created by a mythical “Great One” and a human from the Kingdom – and then get away with it without repercussions….

They were wrong.  Dead wrong.  And Larek was going to use this fire inside of him to demonstrate that he was not going to take it anymore. 

Even though he was aware that his mind was becoming hyper-focused on the task at hand, he embraced it to give himself the concentration to get done what he needed.  With that hyper-focus and having done it so many times in the past, creating the Healing Surge Fusion underneath him on the floor was almost automatic by that point.  The only thing that Larek had to concentrate on was the Magnitude, which he boosted up to 5 instead of his normal 3 to speed up the healing process.  He looked at a portion of his Status to ensure he had plenty of Pattern Cohesion to handle the 500 or so he knew was required by the Fusion; with all that had happened to him, with the injuries, pain, and the increase in Martial stats, he wasn’t sure whether any of it had negatively affected his Mage stats.  He quickly opened it up, only to be slightly shocked by what he saw.

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

Level 15

Advancement Points (AP) : 14/15

Available AP to Distribute: 41

Stama: 400/400

Mana: 760/760

Strength: 40 (+)

Body: 40 (+)

Agility: 40 (+)

Intellect: 40 [76] (+)

Acuity: 104 [198] (+)

Pneuma: 204 [388] (+)

Pattern Cohesion: 3,880/3,880

On its own, Larek now had 204 Pneuma, which translated to over 2,000 Pattern Cohesion.  He had momentarily forgotten that increasing his Body also increased his Pneuma by a 1 to 5 ratio, so he ended up gaining nearly 100 base points in the Mage stat due to increasing his Body to 40.  When he factored in the armlet that boosted his Pneuma by 90%, it was now at 388, giving him 3,880 Pattern Cohesion.

Yeah, I don’t think I’ll have any problems with this Fusion.  I think I could even make a Magnitude 9 Healing Surge, but I haven’t done the calculations for something like that yet.  There shouldn’t be any need unless Magnitude 5 isn’t enough for me.

He severely doubted that would be the case, especially after experimenting with a Healing Surge +5 Fusion back at Crystalview.  It would wear his body out a little during and after the healing process, but he was tired of messing around.  He needed to be healthy and moving around as soon as possible. 

After seeing his dramatically changed Status and noticing that he had gained another few Levels and therefore accumulated even more AP, he broke down and absorbed the Pattern Cohesion that made up the Fusion he was creating before he started the process of adding Mana.  Based on what he knew of the Magnitude 5 Healing Surge, he was going to need 55,000 Mana to fill it up – which was a hefty amount.  Even with his rapid Mana regeneration, it would take at least 10 minutes just to funnel that much into it, and speed was what was the most important at that point in time.  If he could shave off a few more minutes, he would do so.

With that in mind, Larek began to add another Advancement Point to his Intellect every 2 seconds for the next minute, increasing his maximum Mana pool in the process.  There were a few initial spikes of pain that shot through his mind when he started, which were reminiscent of when he had done this before, but his Pain Immunity Skill kicked in and dulled it to a minor ache that disappeared shortly after pumping a full 30 of his 41 AP into Intellect.

With 70 points now in Intellect giving him a base Mana pool of 700, his other armlet with the Intellect Boost on it brought it all the way up to 1,330, nearly doubling his accessible Mana when it was all said and done.

Once all of the dulled pain disappeared from his head, which didn’t take long, Larek got to work on his Healing Surge +5 Fusion under his body.  With his increased Mana Pool, the process went amazingly fast, and with the added Mana Overflow Bypass and strengthened containment barriers, they were able to handle the massive influx of Mana without breaking down.  He thought a silent “thank you” to Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai for teaching him how to do that, because otherwise he was fairly certain he would’ve broken at least the Mana Cost section with the amount of Mana flowing into it at this time.

That was just about the only thing he was thankful about where it concerned his Fusions instructor; the fact that the Grandmaster Fusionist knew about Larek and his potential for being a “half-breed” or whatever was undeniable at this point.  The former Logger could well understand the reluctance to tell Larek about that fact, given how secret the whole “Great One”-Noble situation clearly was, but that didn’t mean he appreciated being deliberately kept in the dark – and it didn’t make what his instructor did right.  The Grandmaster Fusionist had sent him away, rather than risk being accused of being associated with his “half-breed” student, as if Larek was some sort of plague victim.

He didn’t deserve to die for that action, obviously, but Larek wasn’t going to let his instructor get out of detailing what he knew about the situation.

In less than 5 minutes, approximately half the time it would’ve likely been before, the Fusion was complete.  As soon as it snapped into place within the stone beneath him, Larek gingerly lifted his robe up from where it covered his lower legs, used his arms to maneuver the bare skin of his mangled left leg over the Healing Surge +5 formation – even as he refused to look closely at the physical damage itself – and then mentally activated his Fusion.

Immediately, his lower body and torso locked up as healing energy flowed through him.  The numb feeling he previously had been experiencing disappeared for half a second, momentarily slamming his mind with an onslaught of pain, before it somewhat numbed again as the Fusion went to work.  Nearly unbearable tingling and itching throughout his legs as they were repaired were almost as bad as the pain, but now that things were in progress, Larek elected to finally look at the healing process in his legs.

Bones reshaped themselves into their proper places, muscles were repaired and put back into place, and blood was restored to its proper channels as his legs were literally rebuilt from the mess they had been in.  What would’ve normally taken hours for his Body Regeneration to completely fix was finished in less than 30 seconds – a remarkable transformation, literally from one minute to the next. 

As soon as he felt that it had done all that it could, he deactivated the Fusion and sagged in place, a hunger and weariness gnawing at him.  Even as he shifted his legs around to confirm that they were now fixed, with him still in his sitting position, he grabbed the bag of food and quickly consumed all that was left, leaving him satisfied as far as hunger went, but he was thirsty and still slightly tired from the whole ordeal. 

That was a price he was glad to pay for the sake of being able to scramble to his feet and have his now-fixed legs support him.  Now, he just had to figure out how to get out of there, check on his friends, and carry out his plan for revenge.

Moving slowly to the door, his healed legs slightly weak at first as he put weight on them but normalizing after a few steps, he found that the stone door was reinforced by a few Strengthen Stone +4 Fusions, which would make breaking through it with anything less than his axe a very tough proposition.  Whoever made these must have at least 41 Pneuma, given that they would require at least 40 Pattern Cohesion, unless they were a Fusionist Specialization.  I doubt they were Fusionists, however, given how crude the formations are.

Pushing on the door, he realized that something was keeping it held in place without even a semblance of give.  Looking closer at the door and the areas of ambience around each of the Fusions he saw, he realized that there was the hint of something on the opposite side of the stone door which was acting as a lock of sorts.  He couldn’t actually see the Fusion, but he could see a hint of the ambient Mana being absorbed into it.

Unfortunately for whoever made the door, they were smart enough to put the lock on the other side – but not smart enough to place the Fusions strengthening the stone out of his reach, as well.  As a result, it only took about a minute for each of the Strengthen Stone +4 Fusions to disappear after Larek blocked their Mana Cost with his own Pattern Cohesion, starving them of ambient Mana.

While the stone wasn’t exactly soft, even without any Fusions strengthening it, Larek’s Strength of 40 was more than enough to start cracking it with a few powerful kicks.  It took another few dozen kicks over the next few minutes to finally shatter a portion of the door near its hinge, causing it to fall askew, ripping out the other hinge in the process.  A moment later, it fell backwards, ripping off chunks of stone where a metal bar had been stuck through a small cavity, keeping it closed and locked.  The moment the relatively still-whole door hit the floor, it cracked in half, the sound of it echoing through the dark hallway he found himself in.

Where am I?

Taking both metal cubes that had Illuminate Iron Fusions on them that were somehow even more crudely created than the Strengthen Stone formations, Larek escaped his interrogation room on a mission to save his friends and punish those that hurt them.


Chapter 41

Finding the way out from where he had been trapped was easier than Larek expected it would be.  Only 20 feet or so after leaving the cracked stone doorway lying on the floor, he discovered footprints on the dusty floor, the area around the room too disturbed by the crashing stone to show much trace of anything.  It was simply a matter of following the multiple sets of footprints through the stone hallway and taking a few turns when the path he was following led that way.  Eventually, the footprints slowly began to disappear due to what were obviously higher-traffic areas and the lack of dust along the ground, but by that time there was actual magical light along the walls, which indicated that he was approaching what he could only assume meant people.

“What are you doing here?” shouted one of the staff members of the Academy when he nearly ran into them after coming around a corner.  The woman looked frightened and angry at the same time, the woven basket in her hands trembling as she stepped back from Larek.

He debated telling her the truth, but given her obvious disposition toward him – as she was a commoner from the Kingdom – he doubted she would believe him.  Even if she did, then there was a possibility that she could be in danger if she reported it, as the ones who had abducted him were Nobles.  Even though he was told that the Nobles didn’t have as much power in the Academy as they did outside of it, which was why Academies primarily had non-Kingdom instructors, the Nobles obviously had some power – otherwise they wouldn’t have been able to do to Larek what they had. 

Getting her involved could potentially put her right in the path of danger, which he wanted to avoid if possible.  It wasn’t as though he cared about her specifically, as he was still predisposed to dislike the people of the Kingdom for how they’d treated him, but if all he’d learned about why they were like that was true, then it wasn’t their fault.  That didn’t excuse it in his eyes, but he wasn’t planning on taking his frustration out on them, other than through not being willing to stand up on some town wall somewhere to defend them from a horde of monsters streaming out of a Scission.

So, he didn’t tell her the truth.  Nor was he inclined to be polite at the moment, because he was still angry at what he had just gone through and still suffering from the effects of his hyper-focus; when he added in her attitude toward him, politeness was the furthest thing on his mind.

“I got lost.  Tell me the way out,” he demanded gruffly.

The staff member moved back another step, a measure of fear transforming her face, as she pointed down another stone tunnel.  “Up that way, turn right twice and then left once, and that will get you out of the storage tunnels.”  She seemed to regain some of her anger as she shouted, “Where you shouldn’t even be in the first place!  Get out of here!”  At that, she turned around and rushed away, thankfully in the opposite direction of where she pointed him to go.

Ignoring her parting words, he ran the rest of the way as he followed her directions, fortunately not encountering anyone else in the process.  As he passed room after room, he saw what appeared to be food supplies and other mystery objects packed in crates and barrels, stacked in what were obviously storage areas.  Larek didn’t stop to investigate, and before he knew it, he was racing up a set of stone stairs which emerged into a large open room, which appeared to be another storage area, though this one was located next to a kitchen and its accompanying Dining Hall.  Seeing an exit, he ran toward it and burst through the door, only to find himself in the yard, near the middle of the Academy portion of the massive building.

There were staff members running around the yard, along with a few Professors, but it was otherwise empty.  In the far distance, he could hear the muted sounds of fighting in the forms of fiery explosions and metal clanking on something hard, such as metal or stone, but it was so far away that it was more a hint of violence on the wind than anything else. 

Nedira is still on the wall.  Who would’ve thought being up there fighting against monsters was safer than being stuck in our rooms?

Larek took off toward the entrance located near his room, only to find a few Mages in white robes coming out of the doors with staff members following after, carrying what appeared to be bodies slung between them.  It only took him a second to identify their small forms as his roommates, his friends, and he rushed to their sides.  As he did so, a good portion of his focused state fell away as he looked upon their limp bodies with concern.

“Whoa!  Stop right there, young man,” an older woman said, holding up her hand as he approached. 

“Those are my roommates!  Are they alright?”

Silence descended upon the small group of healers in white as they took in his words, before the one that had stopped him said, “They’re physically fine, but we cannot wake them up.  They appear to be in some sort of coma, but I suspect that they’ll wake up soon.  Now, tell us what happened.”

Larek slumped in relief to hear that his friends were alive, even after immediately guessing why they were in comas.  They must have been conscious enough to activate their healing Fusions long enough to heal themselves, and then deactivate them before passing out into comas.  I just hope that they wake up soon.

Realizing that the woman was staring at him suspiciously, Larek recounted what had happened from start to finish, though he left off the specifics of the interrogation, the damage done to his legs, his Healing Surge Fusion, and what he had done to remove the Fusions on the door.

“… and then I ran back here as quickly as I could.”

“We’ll have to verify that when someone can test the truth in your words, but for the moment I’m inclined to believe you,” the woman said, directing the staff and the other healers to move on ahead.  “They’ll be in our healing ward until they wake up from their odd comas, so you don’t have to worry about them,” she explained.

“Thank you.”  He was generally thankful that they were alive, though the comas still worried him a little.

“That’s our job, and we don’t appreciate it when our students are attacked in the middle of the Academy – and especially first-years!  Would you be able to identify those who took you?  And do you know why they did all this in the first place?”

He shook his head.  “No, their faces were covered or obscured, though one of them appeared to be an Aeromancer in his yellow robe and the other two were Martial trainees.  As for why they did all this, I can only assume it has something to do with my height?”  That wasn’t a complete lie, because it was somewhat true.  “They left for the walls to fight the Scission before they were missed, so I never found out more than that.”

“How did you get away?”

“I’m… stronger than they expected.  Anyway, I’ll do whatever I need to do to prove my innocence and to identify those who did this to my roommates and I; for now, I really need to eat something and get some rest.”

She looked at him again with obvious suspicion at his deflection; she was about to say something else when there was another, larger explosion off in the distance.  “There’s too much going on to discuss this anymore right now; I have a feeling we’re going to be inundated with patients in a short time.  Head to your room; it’s been cleaned up for the most part, but you’re going to be out of a door until we can get it replaced.  Someone will be in touch.”  Without another word, the older woman ran off after the others, heading toward another door in the massive building, an area he hadn’t been in before – but was planning on visiting soon enough to check on his friends.

Now that the worry about his roommates had largely been alleviated, at least to the point where there was nothing else he could do for them, Larek was at a loss for what to do next.  He wanted to stop these people from killing him or harming his family, as well as take a measure of revenge for what had been done not only to him but to his friends – but how was he to go about that?

It wasn’t until he went to the Dining Hall and sat down to stuff his face full of food, the weakness in his body alleviating somewhat, that his hyper-focus overcame him again, allowing him to come up with a plan.  It was foolhardy and dangerous, as well as hastily put-together, but he knew that if he didn’t act soon, he might not get another chance.  His abductors were relatively unidentifiable, as he’d seen dozens of Aeromancers in their yellow robes wandering around the yard or in the Dining Hall, and he could only assume there were more than he’d casually seen.  Unless he caused them to make a misstep that would indicate their guilt, there was no way to figure out which Mage it was that did it.

That was even assuming it was a student and not a Mage from the SIC, but given that his accomplices were Martial trainees, he was sticking with that assumption.

Perhaps they can use the truth detecting spell on all the Aeromancer Specializations throughout the Academy?  That would surely find them, right?

It was always a possibility, but would they punish the Mage student – and by extension the trainees – if they actually found him?  They were Nobles, that much was clear, and highly placed ones at that, considering all the knowledge to which they obviously had access.  Would those in charge of the Academy kill them for what he had done?  Or would they simply send him to this “Diregate” place that had been mentioned for those that didn’t succeed in the Academy, leaving him free to order others to carry out the deaths of Larek and his family?  The more he thought about it, the less likely either of those seemed to happen, even if the latter wasn’t the best solution for Larek.

When it came down to it, what would they be punished for?  Destruction of Academy property and temporary abduction of a student?  The injuries that Verne and Norde had suffered were likely not even observed, as they had healed themselves – though their comas were suspect, of course.  Without revealing how they were healed, which would then lead to Larek and his Healing Surge Fusion and then inevitably lead to identifying Larek as someone who had personal knowledge of Body Regeneration similar to what Shinpai had done, the two boys were essentially just a couple of students who had been knocked unconscious for a few days.  The same thing went for Larek’s injuries, as he was reluctant to explain exactly what had happened down in that room.

But would exposing myself as a “half-breed” be so bad?

Based on how the Mage, who was a Noble himself, had acted toward him and the fact that the majority of the students in the Academy were Nobles, it would obviously be bad.  If the students didn’t take it upon themselves to repeat what the Aeromancer had done to him and possibly kill him if they discovered who he was, if only to get their own type of revenge against the “Great Ones” that they were enslaved to, then word might get back to these mythical beings about his existence.

After a brief thought that they might have some answers for him, he dismissed the idea as being entirely too dangerous.  He didn’t want to be enslaved to anyone, which was in part why he had balked at going to the Academy in the first place, where he would inevitably end up being essentially enslaved to the SIC and ordered to defend the people of the Kingdom against monsters. He just wanted the freedom to live his life the way he wanted; if that meant spending his days cutting down trees in Rushwood Forest or making Fusions for himself, his family, and his friends, then that’s what he wanted to do.  But that would never happen if he was somehow enslaved by a “Great One”.

To make sure that never happened, he had to keep his secret.  The only way to do that now, as well as keep his own life and the lives of his family safe, was to kill those that had abducted him.  Which was the only reason he was contemplating his reckless plan in the first place, as it would mean confronting the Mage and the Martial trainees immediately and directly, rather than trying to expose them through other means.

After finishing his meal to the point where he was stuffed but not uncomfortable, Larek left the Dining Hall and made his way back to his room.  When he got there, the wooden door was completely gone, and even the pieces that had been blown off had been cleaned up; two of the beds closest to the door had their sheets shredded, and they had moved from their original places, but there was surprisingly little overall damage inside the room. 

He found his axe behind his bed where it had fallen from his grip when the explosion of air entered through the door.  Picking it up, he found that it was unharmed and just as sharp as ever, as it had nearly cut through one of the legs on his bed when it had flown out of his hand.  Just having it in his hands was like meeting a long-lost friend, and he knew that when it was with him, he could do anything he set his mind to.

At least, that was what he felt; the reality of the upcoming plan was a bit more work than simply holding his axe.

Scattered around, he also discovered the 5 steel plates that contained the Fusions that he had submitted to Shinpai – who had handed them back without reviewing them all.  The Effects of the last two, the Major and Supreme Intermediate Fusions, were rather basic in their function.  The Major Fusion was a temperature-regulating one that he had used as an example when reciting to his instructor what he had learned from the books he had gotten from the library.

Temperature Regulator +3

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Cools or heats the temperature around a designated space

Input(s): Physical touch, temperature measurement

Variable(s): Ambient temperature + or – 5 degrees difference from 70 degree base value

Magnitude: Envelops one person, 30 degree difference

Mana Cost: 7,500

Pattern Cohesion: 60

Fusion Time: 10 hours

The Supreme Fusion, on the other hand, was based on another one of the spells he had learned in his Spellcasting class, Light Bending.  Having essentially failed at his Wind Barrier-based Fusion earlier, he had thought of another spell Effect that would not only duplicate the effect, but make it better.  While Light Bending was basically a way to camouflage the caster into the environment by bending the light around them, that effect was canceled if they moved, were hit with something, or cast another spell.  Larek’s Fusion eliminated – up to a point – the canceling effects, as someone could activate the camouflaging Effect and move around, even casting other spells if necessary.  Anyone would see a spell being flung out from empty space, of course, as it didn’t stop anything from emerging from the area, but that was something Larek wouldn’t be able to fix without more information.

Camouflage Sphere +5

Activation Method(s): Activatable, Reactive

Effect: Bends light in a sphere around Fusion location, camouflaging everything inside from outside visual detection

Input(s): Ambient light detection, movement detection

Variable(s): Light fluctuations of up to 4,000 lumens

Magnitude: Sphere has a 5-foot radius

Mana Cost: 45,000

Pattern Cohesion: 600

Fusion Time: 80 hours

It wasn’t perfect, as it had difficulty keeping up with quick movements and drastic changes in light levels, or Lumens as they were apparently called, but he placed Stabilizers and Amplifiers into the grid formation to help account for the changes.  While there was technically only one Effect, it was still classified as a Supreme Intermediate Fusion with all the Inputs and Variables that he had to slot into the design, which would detect and account for nearby light levels and movement through the environment. 

It was this Fusion – and slightly weaker versions of it – that would serve as the basis for his plan.  With the steel plates and his best friend now back in his possession, he activated the Camouflage Sphere +5 Fusion as he left his room, heading for the one place where he knew his abductor would be as soon as the Scissions were taken care of.

As he felt the hyper-focus fully envelop him once again, Larek prepared to go back to his interrogation room. 


Chapter 42

Moving at a speed no faster than a walk, the Camouflage Sphere was able to maintain the light-bending Effect of the Fusion around Larek.  This allowed him to pass through the park and into the kitchens he had just left a few minutes ago without anyone noticing him; if they did notice anything, it was more of a slight distortion than anything else.  He made sure not to come within 5 feet of anyone, because otherwise they would be included in the Effect and see him —which was harder than it sounded when he finally reached the stairway leading down into the storage rooms.  A member of the Academy’s staff walked up carrying a bushel of apples from down below, nearly bumping into him, but he was thankfully able to scurry backwards to avoid getting too close to her. 

Once Larek was able to get down into the tunnels below, he almost ran into another pair of staff who were scurrying around gathering additional food supplies, but he managed to duck into a storage room a few seconds before they would’ve run straight into him.  Looking around the room as he waited for them to pass, he realized that he wasn’t in a food-storage section; instead, he saw bundles of wooden staves sticking upright out of barrels arranged along one side of the room, while the other held wooden shelves filled with robes of different colors, though the most prevalent were the grey of a non-specialized Academy student. 

Ignoring the shelves containing robes, Larek quickly moved to one of the barrels of staves and grabbed a half-dozen of the 5-foot-tall lengths of wood, holding them upright in one of his large hands as he exited the room after the staff members had passed by.  These might be useful.  They weren’t exactly part of his original plan, but after seeing them available, he made some alterations.

Retracing his steps to the room he was held in was a little more difficult than when he escaped, requiring about 30 minutes to arrive; the problem was finding where he had entered the more-traveled areas of the storage rooms, but once he managed to reach where the lights were non-existent anymore, it was easy enough to follow multiple sets of footprints toward the location.  The same Illumination cubes that he had used to find his way to escape provided him with ample light to find his way back.

He wasn’t sure how long he would have once he arrived, so he set down his burdens inside the room.  The stack of steel plates was first, and as soon as he put them down he realized that the Fusions on all but the Camouflage Sphere had been degraded by the vast amount of ambient Mana that was being absorbed by the Supreme Intermediate Fusion.  That was perfectly fine, because he was already planning on clearing them off the plates to repurpose them.

Next were the staves, which he leaned up against the stone wall where he would utilize them later.  The only other things he brought with him were the iron cubes with Illumination Fusions on them, which he placed back on the walls where they had been left before, and his axe, which he kept in his hands as he got to work.

The first thing he needed to do was to clean up the door, but he also had a use for it.  Utilizing his axe, he used its sharp edge to slice it into dozens of thick rectangular slabs, reminding him of when he had created hundreds of Healing Surge Fusions back at Crystalview.  These slabs weren’t going to be used for healing or something beneficial; instead, they would be used for harm.

Ideally, he would’ve preferred to restore the door and place it back where it was so that it would seem like nothing had changed, but he had no way to accomplish that, even with a Fusion – and he didn’t have enough time to figure out a workaround.  He was just going to have to rely on the Mage and the Martial trainees moving into the room to investigate despite the door not being there – but he had a plan for that, at least.

Once the door was cleared and he had a few stacks of stone plates, he sat down and began creating Fusions.  The first set of Fusions he created were Magnitude 2 Camouflage Spheres, which were essentially the same as the one that had aided in his traveling back to the interrogation room without being seen; the biggest difference was the range of the sphere, which had been reduced from a 5 foot radius around the Fusion to only 2 feet.  Each of these Fusions only took Larek about 30 seconds to create and snap into place, as his Mana regeneration was fast enough to fill in the few thousand Mana required and with only 40 Pattern Cohesion per Fusion, he was easily able to keep up the pace without having to slow.

Camouflage Sphere +2

Activation Method(s): Activatable, Reactive

Effect: Bends light in a sphere around Fusion location, camouflaging everything inside from outside visual detection

Input(s): Ambient light detection, movement detection

Variable(s): Light fluctuations of up to 4,000 Lumens

Magnitude: Sphere has a 2-foot radius

Mana Cost: 2,250

Pattern Cohesion: 40

Fusion Time: 3.3 hours

After he had made 15 of them, he put them aside and started on the next set of stone plates.  These ones were a variation of his Temperature Regulator Fusion Larek had created on one of the steel plates.  The biggest change was that, instead of it requiring a physical touch and enveloping a single person, the Inputs now detected changes in the ambient temperature and the presence of people in range, which would deactivate the Fusion if there were no people present.  He also eliminated the need for a chilling Effect, only heat, and replaced many of the chilling components with Stabilizers and Amplifiers, enhancing the heat significantly with a cumulative effect.  Lastly, he increased the Magnitude from 3 to 5, which increased the overall cost, but not as much as he expected; the removal of the chilling Effect reduced the base Mana and Pattern Cohesion costs, but it was still quite an expensive Fusion – especially when he made 14 of them.

Extreme Heat +5

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Heats the temperature around a designated space

Input(s): Temperature measurement, presence of 0 people

Variable(s): Ambient temperature +10 degrees

Magnitude: Envelops a space up to 5,000 cubic feet, increases 50 degrees in temperature, lasts 50 seconds

Mana Cost: 15,000

Pattern Cohesion: 300

Fusion Time: 30 hours

Each of them took about 5 minutes to create, if only because they required 300 Pattern Cohesion; he waited a short time for his Pattern Cohesion to regenerate in between, though he still ended up at just over 1,000 out of his maximum by the time he was done.  While he let his Pattern Cohesion regenerate, he designed his final variation, which was one that would trigger the others; it had the Inputs detecting the presence of at least 3 living people and would only deactivate afterward if there was no presence of living people within range.  It took some delicate arrangements of Inputs and Variables to get that to where he thought it would work, though he didn’t want to test it out.

Space Heater +2

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Heats the temperature around a designated space

Input(s): Presence of people

Variable(s): Presence of 3 or more people, presence of 0 people

Magnitude: Envelops a space up to 5,000 cubic feet, increases 20 degrees in temperature

Mana Cost: 500

Pattern Cohesion: 15

Fusion Time: 75 minutes

Thankfully, it wasn’t nearly as expensive as the others, but it also wasn’t designed to create extreme heat.  It was more of a trigger for the others than anything else.

Once that was done, he spaced each of the Camouflage Sphere Fusions around the perimeter of the room where they wouldn’t be stepped upon and discovered; once he activated them, creating a small bubble of what was effectively invisibility, he placed one of the Extreme Heat stone plates inside and out of the Sphere’s area of ambience, ensuring that it wouldn’t destroy the Fusions he had just created.  The last one, the trigger, he placed near the back, where it wouldn’t trigger until it detected at least 3 people inside the room, and not outside in the tunnel.

With those taken care of and in place, now came the bait for the trap he had just laid.  He left this portion of his plan for last because he hadn’t made anything like this before, but it was based upon the Static Illusion spell he had learned but couldn’t cast.  Starting with a 3-by-4 grid, he designed a Minor Intermediate Fusion, making the Effect a static illusion of Larek on the ground, propped up against the far wall of the room with his legs smashed and him unconscious as his head lay on his chest.  It was a Permanent Activation Method with two different Effects dependent upon Inputs of light level and directional perspective, which created a three-dimensional image rather than something on a flat plane.  The Variables measured the light level and adjusted through a Diverter depending on whether there was the current light or if it was blocked, such as if someone stood in front of one of the Illumination cubes.

Illusionary Image +3

Activation Method(s): Permanent

Effect: Displays an illusionary image

Input(s): Light level, directional perspective

Variable(s): Lumen level above 1,000, Lumen level below 1,000, 3 different perspectives

Magnitude: Displays 3 different images dependent upon directional perspective

Mana Cost: 2,125

Pattern Cohesion: 20

Fusion Time: 4 hours

It was far from perfect and would be seen through in the case of a number of factors that he could foresee, but it was only designed to initially draw his targets inside the room – not to stand up to scrutiny.  Thankfully, it didn’t take long to create and didn’t require many of his resources; the worst part of creating it was holding the illusion of his injured self in his head for the Effect, which was traumatizing to remember.

Once he activated the new Fusion, leaving it on the floor where he wanted the image of himself with his demolished legs to sit, he winced at how gruesome it looked.  It also wasn’t exactly right, as the image seemed to float off the ground an inch or two, but he could only hope that no one would notice.

Sighing in relief that he had gotten done what he needed to before his abductors arrived, he took a moment to look at all the notifications he had ignored while he was working, letting his Pattern Cohesion regenerate to full. 

Fusion has reached Level 26!

…..

Fusion has reached Level 28!

Pattern Formation has reached Level 26!

…..

Pattern Formation has reached Level 28!

Mana Control has reached Level 24!

Mana Control has reached Level 25!

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 12!

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 13!

Multi-Effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 5!

Multi-Effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 6!

Almost every Skill that had to do with creating Fusions had gone up a few Levels, slamming into him once he acknowledged the notifications.  The tingling as his Skills improved was nearly unbearable, but he gritted his teeth and rode out the waves of change until they disappeared approximately 30 seconds later.  Once he could think straight, the improvements they provided weren’t exactly noticeable, but he could sense that creating the same Fusions he had just produced would be a bit easier next time.  His understanding of how they worked and the way the different elements of the Fusion meshed together had deepened, and it all made that much more sense to him.

Not a bad improvement – I even Leveled myself up again, giving me another 15 AP to spend. 

As he moved to the tunnel outside for the next step in his plan, now that the inside of the room was as complete as possible, he began adding 1 AP each to his Strength, Body, and Agility; at first, it made his entire body twitch and caused him to stumble, but the sensation went away after a few seconds – so he did it again.  In total, he added another 8 points to all of his Martial stats, bringing him up to 48 in each, leaving him with 2 AP left over.  While he was fairly confident in his trap, he also wanted to ensure he was as strong and fast as possible when his abductors arrived.  Not only that, but he needed a backup plan in case it didn’t work the way he hoped it would.

With his steel plates, axe, and staves in hand, he moved a little bit down the tunnel leading deeper into the abandoned storage rooms.  Once he was out of direct sight of his interrogation room, he sat down and got to work making more Fusions. 


Chapter 43

Ricardo staggered a few steps backward as he felt his Mana bottom out for the third time, his large area-of-effect windstorm buffeting the large spiders out of the air as they jumped toward the walls of the city, throwing them back down toward the ground with leg-snapping force.  With their incredible ability to leap more than a hundred feet into the air, they were some of the more difficult monsters to come out of the Category 5 Scission to deal with – though they were by no means the most dangerous.  The bug-based Scission had things even more frightening than the 8-legged arachnids, though Ricardo was on Jumping Spider duty at the moment.

With thousands of students and trainees all up and down the walls, joining the hundreds of SIC members already stationed there, they were having no problem holding their own – though it was a lot more difficult than it would be normally.  With a quartet of Category 5 Scissions opening up and expelling monsters toward the city at the same time, the defenders were spread thinner than they would’ve liked; but from what he could tell, casualties were few and far between.  While the monsters far outnumbered the defenders, they were individually relatively weaker than a Category 5 would normally produce.

It started with thousands of Soldier Ants streaming out of the dark-brown Scission, marching on the walls.  The 3-foot-long Ants were easily able to climb the walls of the city despite its completely vertical slope, but fewer than a third actually reached that far to begin the climb; the rest were taken out by spells flung by students and SIC members, as well as arrows shot by trainees. 

Then came Armored Beetles that had thick plates of chitin covering their 5-foot-long bodies, though their legs and antennae were vulnerable to attack.  Many of the spells sent their way bounced off their shells, though some few were able to cripple the monster bugs’ extremities at a distance.  Able to climb up the walls just as easily as the Ants, most of the Beetles were killed by the trainees and Martials that were part of the SIC as soon as they reached the top of the walls. 

After that was a swarm of foot-long Knife Wasps, who had bladed stingers, not unlike knives, that could cut into a victim with deadly speed if they were allowed to get close.  Thankfully, many of them were blown out of the air by explosive area-of-effect spells or otherwise taken out at a distance by the students and SIC Mages.  The few that managed to make it through the barrage of spells were annoying and were forced to be countered by the SIC Martials and trainees, as close-range fighting wasn’t exactly a specialty for most Mages.

Then came the Jumping Spiders that were 3 feet tall and 4 feet wide, their long legs allowing them to jump high and avoid distant attacks sent their way with superior agility.  It was this reason why many of them survived the initial wave attack on the wall, as they were apparently intelligent enough to stay out of the direct line of fire to attack in a group later when most of the defenders were engaged.

Thankfully, they were the only “smart” monsters that emerged from the Scission, as Rolling Pillbugs emerged next, their 12-foot-long bodies able to roll themselves into an armored ball and slam into the wall, sending cracks all through the lower stone layers.  They could also crawl up the walls once they tired of slamming ineffectually into them, and their chitinous outer shells were able to withstand quite a few spells and arrows before they allowed any to penetrate.  Even trying to knock them off the walls using Air-based spells was relatively useless, as they stuck onto the wall as if they were glued to it.  Dropping boulders formed by Geomancers seemed to help periodically, though it was crazy how easily they shrugged off even being hit by a huge rock that weighed a ton.

Thankfully, the Martials were able to take them down once they made it to the top of the walls, though some of the lower-year trainees suffered horrendous injuries in the process as they had limbs snipped off by the Pillbugs’ long and sharp mandibles.

After the Pillbugs came a smaller—but more dangerous—wave of Scything Mantis bugs, which were 20-foot-tall, thin monsters that looked like green sticks with legs.  Their front forelegs were essentially 8-foot-long scythes that they could whip out and sheer through even the strongest armor that wasn’t enhanced by Fusions.  They also had dripping fangs in a frightening-looking head that would infect anyone bit by it with a venom that paralyzed them for up to an hour, and even getting some of its venomous saliva on the skin would cause a limb to go numb and be unable to move.  Some of the highest-Level, elite members of the SIC had been waiting as a reserve throughout the fight to that point, but when the Mantis monsters arrived, they rushed to engage them.  Ricardo lost track of them after a point since he had his own job to do, but he could only assume that they were more than capable of taking them down without any extra help.

Finally, the last bug emerged from the Scission even as the entire wall was still engaged in fighting the other monsters, which was a shock not only to him, but also to everyone else.  While this kind of Scission had been recorded before, which was how Ricardo knew the names of the bug monsters that streamed out to attack, he’d never heard of this particular monster before.  He was expecting a massive Burning Dragonfly, which was difficult enough to kill, but what emerged was a giant brown and yellow-colored butterfly.

On the surface, a butterfly with a wingspan of at least 100 feet seemed rather innocuous, at least compared to a Burning Dragonfly which could breathe fire and drop burning motes from its wings as it flew over the wall.  However, as the air filled with what appeared to be pollen that emanated from underneath the butterfly’s wings, spreading over everything underneath it like a layer of falling snow, he began to think that this could be worse.

Especially since as he looked at the green grass that covered the ground outside of the walls, it started to wither and die soon after being touched by the pollen-like substance the butterfly was emitting.

This isn’t good.

Thankfully, he wasn’t the one in charge, nor was he the only one fighting along the walls.  Fiery explosions cast by the many Pyromancers that were part of the SIC defenders ignited the deadly pollen, spreading like a wildfire as it was burned up in the air.  Aeromancers like himself fought back by blowing anything that made it through the fiery explosions away from the city, and archers slammed their arrows along with Ice Spears, Stone Spikes, and smaller fireballs sent out by students into the butterfly’s body and wings.  Ricardo was about to add his own contribution to the attack when he saw the butterfly begin to descend to the ground, as its wings were filled with holes and torn apart, where it crashed into a trio of Pillbugs, which were about to start another climb up the wall where they had been knocked down.  It slid forward into the wall as it landed, causing the entire structure to vibrate alarmingly underneath his feet, but he knew that it was already the beginning of the end at this point. 

Leaning up against one of the wall’s rear merlons, Ricardo allowed his Mana to regenerate while the rest of the students, trainees, and SIC members dispatched the hundreds of monsters still roaming around.  He looked around at what he could see of the other walls of the city, seeing only one butterfly still airborne to the west, but even as he watched he saw it descend out of sight beneath the walls. 

Looks like that was it.  It could’ve been even worse if the students and trainees weren’t here; I don’t even want to imagine what a city without such a large number of Mages and Martials – even half-trained – would do if they were forced to defend against 4 Scissions at once. 

He didn’t even have to imagine it, because he’d heard the reports through a few information channels available to him that indicated that this type of thing was beginning to become more common.  It was the main reason why he had taken the half-breed prisoner: to learn if this heralded The Culmination or if it was just a series of flukes.  The bonus reason was being able to kill the half-breed, because killing, hurting, or even working against their masters, the Great Ones, was impossible.  It was a way to get back at them the only way he knew how, demonstrating his frustration with being unable to change the way things were. 

He knew he should probably just be grateful for the privileged life he had as a Noble, but there was something in the back of his mind that made him feel as if he were less than the poorest commoner in the Kingdom.  Ruling the Kingdom should be up to us alone, not as representative slaves to a bunch of power-hungry fools.  It was their fault that these Scissions happened in the first place, and here we are cleaning up after them a thousand years later!

He smiled as he thought about the torture he would conduct on the half-breed stuck underneath the Academy.  Yes, it was petty, but he would take what he could get.

Marano and Phyllia found him almost as soon as the wall was declared safe from monsters, and the students began filing back down the lengthy staircase and back toward the Academy and Fort.  “Shall we go visit our friend again?” he asked them, and they nodded enthusiastically.  Ricardo was tempted to invite a few others in the know that would be excited to kill a half-breed, but he felt like being selfish.  It was already bad enough that he would have to share it with the two Martial trainees; any more than that being present would somehow diminish his enjoyment.

“Good.  I have a few more questions and then we’ll have ourselves a long, drawn-out goodbye.”  He didn’t need to explain what he meant by that.  “Then I’ll have to send the message on to my House, while you should do the same.”  They nodded again, though not quite as enthusiastically this time.

While having foreknowledge of the upcoming apocalyptic events facing their Kingdom was beneficial, that didn’t mean it was a good thing.  It was like knowing that a Category 10 Scission was going to open up nearby in the future; you could prepare as much as possible, but in the end, it was still going to end up killing a lot of people.  

Might as well get some enjoyment out of this.

It was over an hour after they left the city walls by the time they were back in the Academy, working their way into the storage tunnels underground.  Ricardo was worn out but unharmed, his Mana at nearly full after having an hour to regenerate; Marano and Phyllia didn’t appear to have been affected by the fighting on the wall at all, though a slit in Phyllia’s left pant leg indicated that she had been at least minorly wounded.  Thankfully, there were dozens of healers spread all throughout the wall defense, who were easily able to repair relatively minor wounds such as scratches and even deep slices into skin and muscle.  If she had been hurt more than that, such as a broken bone or internal damage to vital organs, they would’ve transferred her off the wall until she could be healed outside of combat with a lengthier and more-exhausting spell. 

Moving through the lit sections of the storage tunnels without seeing any staff was something that Ricardo felt was lucky, especially as they weren’t able to plan out how they would avoid being noticed as they snuck inside.  Not that he had anything too much to worry about as far as punishment if it were discovered that he had abducted and held prisoner another student, even if said student were tortured.  His family was powerful enough to negate any punishment as far as that went, though they wouldn’t necessarily be happy about it; given the new information about The Culmination and half-breeds that he would pass along to them, he could probably guarantee that they would forget about it almost immediately. 

But if it were discovered that he killed another student, even if it was a half-breed, that would get him in trouble from the King and the Great Ones.  Fatal violence between those who were supposed to defend the Kingdom was prosecuted to the fullest extent, and unless the one who killed the other was doing it out of clear self-defense, which could be determined through truth-sensing, they would be sentenced to serve in perpetuity at The Diregate.  If he was part of the royal family, he might be exempt from such a punishment, but even that was a toss-up as to whether he would be able to get away with it. 

The Great Ones wanted everyone that had access to being a Mage or a Martial to fulfill that potential in defense of their Kingdom, which was why so much effort was put into finding those among the commoners who had that potential – and why it was perfectly acceptable to threaten to kill the families of those who had potential and were then unwilling to join the SIC.  It wasn’t necessary very often, but every once in a while they were forced to carry out the deed, which further incentivized the rest to join up rather than risk their family being killed.

So, killing the half-breed would be a double-edged sword: On the one hand, if it was revealed that Larek was a half-breed, the Great Ones would be highly displeased and might end up killing his family as a result; if Larek was just considered a normal student, Ricardo would still be punished and sent to The Diregate.  Which just meant that he had to ensure that no one would ever find the half-breed’s body, or even know that he was killed in the first place.  If he could somehow arrange it, he might even be able to convince the faculty that he saw Larek foolishly on the walls, hoping to earn some misguided glory as he ineffectually “helped” to defend against the deadly monsters up there.  His death would then be blamed on the Scission, and if his body was never found, then it might have been eaten by one of the Pillbugs, perhaps?

Yeah, that might work if someone comes sniffing around, looking for him.

Soon enough, the lights within the tunnels disappeared and Ricardo pulled out another cube that had an Illumination Fusion on it.  He had left the other two down in the room where the half-breed was being held, as he didn’t want to have Larek go crazy from the pain in his broken legs, the stifling silence, and complete darkness.  The half-breed still needed to answer some questions, and Ricardo needed him sane for a little while longer.  After that, they wouldn’t need him any more—

The journey to the storage room he had set up to contain Larek was over quickly, but as soon as he turned the corner with Marano and Phyllia in tow, he knew something was wrong.  A glow streamed out of the abandoned room that he could see even past the lit-up iron cube he was holding, which shouldn’t have been the case.  He had deliberately ensured it had been closed and locked from the outside, so there was no way he could’ve escaped.

Unless someone discovered where he had been taken and freed him?  But how?  We had taken every precaution to ensure that didn’t happen.

Whatever had happened, things certainly weren’t going the way he had imagined.


Chapter 44

“Is that—?  What happened?  I thought you said you secured the door?”

Irritated, Ricardo snapped back at Phyllia.  “I did!  Someone must have let him out.”

He cautiously moved ahead, the unbelievability of the situation thoroughly confusing him as he looked around.  As he closed in on the entrance to the room, he could see pebbles and thick stone dust all over the tunnel floor where there hadn’t been much of anything before, due to all of the moving in and out of the room Ricardo had done while preparing it. 

But there was no sign of the door or even pieces of the door, which he expected to see.

When he finally made it to the entrance, he peeked inside, assuming it would be empty – but he was wrong.  The half-breed was on the floor where Ricardo and the trainees had left him, his legs still misshapen lumps underneath his robe.  He was slumped over with his head on his chest, his back propped up against the far wall, completely unmoving.  Ricardo took a moment to look and see if Larek was breathing, but he couldn’t see any movement.

“No!  He’s dead, you moron!  I was supposed to kill him!” Ricardo whipped around, looking at Marano.  “I thought you knew what you were doing!”

“Hey, don’t look at me,” defended the Martial trainee, holding up his hands.  “You said he had Body Regeneration, so that shouldn’t have been anywhere near enough to kill him.”

“Yeah, but you must’ve hit something vital and he bled out internally or something.”  Ricardo was really ticked off.  Yes, the loss of additional questions being answered was significant, but what he was really angry about was the fact that he wouldn’t be the one to finish off the half-breed.  That was half the reason he wanted to do this in the first place, and it had been snatched away from him.

“No, I knew what I was doing—”

“I don’t want to hear it.  Help me get everything out of here and get rid of the body in one of the abandoned rooms further down where it’s unsafe to travel.  It won’t look as bad if he’s eventually found there in the far future, because they’ll just think he ventured where he shouldn’t have.”

Both Marano and Phyllia moved into the room and headed for the body, with a disgusted Ricardo slowly bringing up the rear.  How did this happen?  I’d like to continue blaming the meathead, but that really shouldn’t have killed the half-breed.

As he took a single step into the room, he felt an unfamiliar tingle of magic coming from somewhere ahead of him just as Marano reached down and—

—swept his hand through the illusionary image that was placed on the floor.  

Ricardo’s shock lasted only a second before he suddenly felt a blast of intense heat sweep over him and he instinctively threw himself backwards.  As he passed through the entrance, he felt a momentary resistance before he slammed against the stone wall of the tunnel.  Reaching up to his head, he winced as the exposed skin on his face and hands felt tight and itchy, as if they had just been burned by passing through a fire. 

Looking up as he heard a pair of screams, he watched as Marano and Phyllia beat against some sort of semi-opaque barrier of hardened air without being able to pass through it.  Completely flabbergasted by what he was witnessing, he watched as the leather and cloth on their bodies suddenly caught fire, followed by their skin seemingly melting off their bodies—

He looked away and threw up at the horrible sight of the two Martial trainees being burned alive, something for which all of his time at the Academy and the Scissions he’d witnessed and now fought as part of the defense force had not prepared him.  Nothing like that should even be possible, and his mind was in too much shock to try and figure it out.

“Ricardo.  I should’ve suspected.”

The voice of a dead man shook him out of his stupor as his head whipped around into the darkness beyond the room where his partners had stopped screaming.  When he looked ahead down the tunnel that led further into the abandoned section of the massive storage area Ricardo saw absolutely nothing, even after he lifted his Illumination cube out toward where he heard the voice.  There was a small ripple of something, but with how messed up he still was after witnessing such horror, he couldn’t think straight.

“Half-breed?  Did you do this?  They’ll send you to The Diregate for sure, if they don’t kill you outright!”

“You’re still calling me a half-breed?  I know who my parents were, and I can assure you that neither of them was one of these so-called mythical ‘Great Ones’.”  The flat tone of the voice was completely without emotion, something that sent a spike of fear shooting through his entire body, causing him to freeze up.  Then he realized what he said about the Great Ones being mythical, as if Ricardo had just been making them up.  Anger surged through his blood, thawing the ice that seemed to keep him frozen, and he took a step forward.

“Give up now and I’ll make sure they send you to The Diregate rather than having you, your parents, and the rest of your family executed,” he promised after learning that the half-breed thought he had different parents – and, of course, intending nothing of the sort.

It seemed as though Larek already knew that.  “You were going to kill me anyway, and now that you seem to suspect that I’m a half-breed, I’m sure tracking down my family wouldn’t be too hard for you to do.  However, none of that’s going to happen.”

“Oh, yeah?  Why is that?  It’s not like you can stop me; you can’t even cast a spell.”  Even as he spoke, Ricardo began surreptitiously forming an Air Blast spell pattern in front of him, the same that had blasted in the door to Larek’s room earlier that day.  With how tight the tunnel was, it would slam into anything and everything in its way, including wherever the murdering half-breed was hiding.  All it would take now was to feed his Mana into the pattern and—

“Because I don’t need spells when I have Fusions.  Activate!” the half-breed suddenly shouted, with a voice so powerful that the sound shook dust from the ceiling and walls.  It was so loud that he lost concentration on his spell pattern and it broke apart.  Just as he was quickly reassembling it with his Pattern Cohesion, he was suddenly hit by a barrage of elemental projectiles that seemed to appear out of nowhere.  A small fireball splashed into his leg, knocking him back a step while setting his robe on fire; a stone the size of his fist cracked into his shoulder and he screamed in pain as he felt his collarbone snap; a spike made of ice pierced his belly, sinking deep into the flesh but fortunately not passing all the way through to exit out of his back; a stream of high-pressure water passed across the top of his head, tearing out his hair as he ducked under the deadly jet, preventing it from doing any more damage. 

Ripping the spike of ice out from his stomach was even more painful than the initial impact, especially with his broken collarbone hindering him, but he managed to get it out and toss it to the side.  Pressing his hand to his stomach, he cast Minor Mending to stop the bleeding and repair some of the internal damage, though he knew it would take more than that to fix him completely.  With a quick spell, he extinguished the flames on his robes by robbing them of air, before looking out into the darkness again.  He had no idea how the half-breed had cast so many different spells at him, seemingly at the same moment, but he could only assume that he had brought friends with him.  If that was the case, then he was in trouble.

“Look, how about we just go our separate ways—”

“It’s too late for that.  You already crossed a line, and if I allow you to leave, then you’ll just cross another one, and another, and another.  You hurt me, you hurt my friends, and you were going to kill me without seeming to feel any remorse about it.  I heard you speaking with the others; you were disappointed that you weren’t the one to kill me.”

As the half-breed was talking, Ricardo was backing up step by step, forming a Wind Blade spell pattern in front of him. The more Larek spoke, the more he was pinpointing his location, even if he couldn’t see him.  With a final flourish, he finished the pattern off in a split second, injecting his Mana into it; as the crescents of hardened air with a sharpened edge to them emerged from the filled spell pattern and shot toward the source of the sounds, he took off running back down the tunnel to the way out.  If he couldn’t kill the half-breed and his friends out here, he’d get help and tell everyone that Larek killed Marano and—

“Repel!”

There was the voice again, but instead of being shot in the back with multiple projectiles, two powerful blasts of air slammed into his front, picking him off his feet and sending him soaring back down the tunnel toward the half-breed.  He landed on his back and cried out in pain as the air blast wrenched his injured shoulder and ripped apart his partially healed stomach wound.  Looking around as he scrambled to his feet, he noticed a wall of hardened and opaque air fade just in front of where he suspected Larek was located.

Did he just block my Wind Blades with a Wind Barrier?  How is that even possible?

Panting from the pain that reverberated through his upper body, he shouted toward the invisible half-breed.  “IS THAT ALL YOU GOT, FREAK?!”

Ricardo finally saw movement down the tunnel as Larek emerged from seemingly nowhere, leaning down to pick up something on the floor.  Out of thin air, he picked up a wooden Mage’s staff, of all things.  When the half-breed saw him looking, he stared at Ricardo with eyes that burned with an anger so intense that it was almost a palpable force. 

No matter what he claims, if that’s not the sign of a half-breed, I don’t know what is.

“No; I was just getting started.  Activate!  Activate!  Activate!  Activate!”

Out of reflex and pushing through the agony of his wounds, Ricardo quick-cast his own Wind Barrier spell, creating a layer of hardened air around him that would block the damage of whatever projectiles were coming at him.  Once it was up, he immediately began constructing his next spell, but he flinched as his Barrier shattered, hit by a barrage of fireballs, fist-sized stones, and even a jet of water that seemed unending.  He staggered backwards as he was pummeled and cut by the foreign spells, but the worst was yet to come.

Spikes of sharp ice cut through his robe to impale his body, none of them doing tremendous amounts of damage by themselves, but they kept coming.  Looking up through the blood that was somehow dripping into his eyes from a head wound he hadn’t even noticed receiving, he saw that it wasn’t anyone casting the spell at him; instead, it was the half-breed holding a Mage’s staff and pointing it at him, causing Ice Spikes to form on the tip before being launched in a straight line.

Over and over and over again as he continually shouted, “Activate!”

What is going on?  How did he—?

The next thing Ricardo knew was that he was on his back staring up at the darkened ceiling of the storage tunnel, all feeling in his body below either numb or on fire from the pain.  He attempted to create a Minor Mending spell to heal himself, but he couldn’t even concentrate well enough to access his Pattern Cohesion.  The one thing he noticed was that he couldn’t hear the word, “Activate,” being shouted anymore, but he did hear the crunch of small stones underneath a boot as footsteps came closer to him.  Unable to turn his head as his muscles wouldn’t obey him for some odd reason, he moved his eyes as he saw the half-breed approach on his left side.  Fear shot through what was left to be felt in his body, and he opened his mouth to plead for his life; his words died in his throat as he saw the glint of the faint light coming from the open room behind him on what appeared to be the head of an axe.  It wasn’t a battleaxe or one that the Martials would use, but one he vaguely recognized as being used for chopping wood.

As he stared up at the burning anger contained in a pair of eyes that promised no mercy, Ricardo knew then and there that he had greatly miscalculated the strength of the half-breed.  That miscalculation was going to cost him his life.

And so it did, as the last thing he witnessed in the world was the sight of a sharp axe descending out of sight, to a spot located just below his chin.


Chapter 45

The handle of his axe dropped from Larek’s hands as he looked down at the decapitated body of the student he had just killed, the wood making a sharp report that echoed through the tunnel.  His knees followed suit as he collapsed, the import of what just occurred slamming into his mind with such force that he couldn’t take it.

What… what did I just do?

He knew what he’d done, of course, but he was having difficulty processing everything.  The hyper-focused state seemed to have evaporated with the death of Ricardo, and all of Larek’s actions repeated themselves in a loop through his mind as he asked himself how he could’ve done all that.  He remembered his own emotionless voice and the lack of feeling he possessed when his plan was enacted… and it scared him. 

At the time of their arrival, his focus on the plan had overshadowed the anger he was carrying around at his abductors; he was doing this to save himself, his friends, and his family from being hurt in the future, which was all that mattered.  After hearing the Aeromancer mention how he had wanted to be the one to kill Larek, lamenting at the death of his prisoner as only an inconvenience rather than in remorse at Larek’s fate, the fury rose up in him and amplified his hyper-focus to levels he hadn’t known were possible.  At that point, his plan to protect himself and others from future harm had morphed into an overwhelming desire for revenge, and there was nothing that was going to stop him.  If he hadn’t been aware of what he was doing the entire time, he would’ve thought that something had taken over and used him to fulfill its nefarious deeds.

Looking at the blood pooling underneath the body of the yellow-robed student, Larek nearly threw up from how much it sickened him that he had been the cause of it.  A glance toward the interrogation room showed that the two Martials had been trapped inside while the Extreme Heat +5 Fusions worked in tandem to continually increase the temperature by 50 degrees as they reevaluated the current temperature and attempted to heat the space even further.  All that was left were dried-out and burnt husks that used to be people, and it was only now that they had died and the reconfigured Personal Air Deflection Barrier set up around the door to activate at the increase of temperature had disappeared that he was able to smell the charred cloth and leather, as well as the nauseating odor of charred meat. 

What do I do now?

Despite the heinous nature of the acts he had committed, he still believed they had been necessary for his survival and the survival of his friends and family; that being said, he wasn’t happy with what he’d been forced to do.  But was I really forced into doing this?  Their deaths were perhaps necessary, but did I have to take such perverse pleasure in them?  When he thought about it, he realized that he was wrong; it hadn’t been pleasurable; in fact, he hadn’t felt anything at all – which was potentially even worse.  Am I turning into some sort of emotionless killer that will murder anyone who looks at me funny?  How many will I have to kill to ensure my secret is safe?  Should I just flee back to my family and help them hide away? 

He knelt there for some time, wrestling with an acceptance of his own actions, feeling remorse for having had to do it at all, and confusion over what to do next.  His planning had gotten him to this point, but after its success – if he could call it that – there was nothing. 

After not coming up with any answers to his questions at the moment, he decided to take things one step at a time.  The first thing he needed to do was to ensure that what he had done wasn’t discovered, or at least that it wasn’t linked back to him.  He wanted to maintain his place at Copperleaf Academy, and if it was discovered that he had killed a star Mage student and a pair of trainees, all Nobles, then he’d be executed or sent to The Diregate place, most likely.  Perhaps it was selfish of him to be thinking of his own well-being at this point in time after what he had just done, but that didn’t change the fact that he’d done it because he didn’t want to die; being caught would eventually end up with him meeting the same fate, which he’d rather avoid.  The stain on his soul was enough of a burden as it was.

Therefore, the first thing he needed to do was get rid of the bodies.  Remembering what he’d overheard Ricardo mentioning about going deeper into the abandoned tunnels and stashing Larek’s body there, he figured that would work just as well for his purposes.  In his case, he was going to hide them a little better than they likely would; he had Camouflaging Spheres, after all.

So, that was what he did.  Touching and carrying the bodies of the deceased finally did make him throw up and later dry heave as nothing was left in his stomach after a while.  Regardless, he managed to bring all three bodies into a partially collapsed room he discovered at approximately a 10-minute walk down the dark tunnels.  Burying them half under the rubble, he also repurposed the stone slabs he’d used for Camouflaging Spheres to create his trap to completely hide any sight of the bodies; the only way they’d be found was if someone deliberately dug them out, already knowing they were there. 

After the bodies were disposed of entirely, it was time to clean up the site of the massacre.  Using a combination of two of his new Fusions, he was able to both get rid of the dust debris and blood, as well as erase his footprints by getting rid of all the accumulated dust throughout the tunnels. 

The first Fusion was on a pair of staves that he had borrowed from a storage room earlier, which was based on the Repelling Gust spell he had learned from Nedira.  After having applied Minor Mending, Wind Barrier, Light Bending, and Static Illusion to Fusions, Larek remembered what his Advanced Fusions instructor had mentioned about adapting even more spells – including offensive ones.  This was his first attempt, and he thought it had worked out well enough.

Repelling Gust of Air +5

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Forcefully pushes away nearby targets with a strong, directional gust of air

Input(s): Word recognition

Variable(s): “Repel”, Directional orientation

Magnitude: 500% of base gust strength, widens to a cone 5 feet in diameter, and lasts 5 seconds

Mana Cost: 38,000

Pattern Cohesion: 375

Fusion Time: 50 hours

The new Fusion wasn’t perfect, as it could only direct the gust of air it produced in one direction, but it worked well enough.  His focus on the Effect had it oriented to create the gust just off the tip of the staff, which could then be moved in a direction if it were being held, but he’d had to prop it up in the tunnel using some spare stone plates and hide it with a large Camouflage Sphere on the steel plates he had brought with him for use in his trap.  It was voice-activated with the word “Repel”, and it would produce a strong gust of wind for 5 seconds before deactivating.  He’d ended up using a pair of them to ensure there was enough coverage for the entire tunnel, but he only needed one to help with the cleanup.

Saying “Repel” over and over again to blow all of the dust and debris around was annoying, and he resolved to add a mental Activatable Activation Method to it in the future if he made something like it again.  The same problem went for the other staff that he used for cleanup, which held a Water Stream +5 Fusion on it.

Water Stream +5

Activation Method(s): Reactive

Effect: Creates a powerful, directional stream of water

Input(s): Word recognition

Variable(s): “Activate”, Directional orientation

Magnitude: 500% of base water strength, reaches up to 50 feet, and lasts 5 seconds

Mana Cost: 14,000

Pattern Cohesion: 225

Fusion Time: 35 hours

While it was the same magnitude as the Repelling Gust of Air, the cost to create the Water Stream was less; it confused him at first before he realized that the costs of the related spells – Repelling Gust and Water Jet – were also different, with the Air-based one costing more in terms of Mana and Pattern Cohesion. 

Repelling Gust

Base Elemental Damage (Impact): 0-1

Base Elemental Effect (Knockback): Forcefully pushes away nearby targets with powerful gusts of air

Base Mana Cost: 12

Base Pattern Cohesion: 3

Water Jet

Base Elemental Damage (Impact): 6

Base Elemental Effect (Bleeding): 3 per second for 5 seconds

Base Mana Cost: 5

Base Pattern Cohesion: 2

It turned out to be identical costs for the other staves he created based on Fireball, Stone Fist, and Ice Spike, which translated to Flaming Ball +5, Flying Stone +5, and Icy Spike +5 when converted into Fusions.  It was these that had been used with the trap he had set, and all it had taken was shouting, “Activate,” for them each to fire out a projectile toward Ricardo.  He’d had to guess where his target would be while setting everything up and his Water Stream staff had almost missed him entirely during the initial attack, but it all worked out in the end.

Now he was using it to clean up the blood that had pooled out in the tunnel, washing it down the cracks in the stone floor, where it disappeared to end up… somewhere.  He wasn’t exactly sure, nor did he care, as long as it was out of the way.  He again used his Repelling Gust of Air staff to dry it as well as he could, but by the time he was finished it was still damp and humid inside of the tunnel and the interrogation room.

The last thing he did before he left was erase any sign of his Fusions, including the Healing Surge on the floor that had helped to heal him, as well as every single one on the staves and leftover plates, stone and steel – all but the steel plate containing his larger Camouflage Sphere +5.  He then used the bag that had previously held food for him and loaded up his steel plates and a half-dozen stone plates, before stashing the rest in the corner of the room. 

As cleaned up as he could be, he took the cubes with the Illumination Fusions on them and used them to initially move through the tunnels on his way out.  Once the lighting illuminated the well-used storage areas, he eliminated the crude Fusions on the iron cubes and placed them in the bag, getting rid of another piece of evidence that could potentially link him to Ricardo and the two Martial trainees.

Activating his Camouflage Sphere, he traveled through the storage areas, avoiding a few staff members here and there, as he looked for another bag to trade out for the one that he’d received from the now-dead Mage student.  He wasn’t sure if it was Ricardo’s own, but he didn’t want anything on him that could be traced somehow.  Fortunately, he found a room that had travel bags that seemed very similar in appearance and he traded the one he was carrying out, transferring its contents quickly. 

On the way out of the tunnels, he also dropped off the staves that he had borrowed, putting them back in the barrel where he had obtained them earlier with hopefully none the wiser about their absence.  After that, he sighed in relief as the last sign that he was down there was erased, and he made his way up and out of the building.

Outside was a veritable madhouse as there were students everywhere.  With the Scissions dealt with and classes apparently canceled for the rest of the day, thousands of students and trainees from the Fort were congregating in the park, likely discussing the day’s events.  It was a challenge to navigate his way through the throng with his concealing Fusion active, but he managed it somehow without anyone running into him. 

Finally arriving in the part of the building where his room was, he deactivated his Camouflage Sphere as soon as he entered, making his way to where his door used to be.  Walking inside, he stopped immediately as he saw Nedira sitting on the edge of her brother’s bed, tears leaving tracks down her face.

“What happened, Larek?!”

Uh, oh.


Chapter 46

For some reason, Larek hadn’t thought about how he would explain what happened to Nedira.  With his roommates, he would have enough time to come up with something before they woke up from their comas, but Norde’s sister was another story altogether.

“Nedira—”

“Where were you?!” she shouted, cutting him off.  “I came back here after an insane defense of the city walls against monstrous bugs expecting to find you all safe and sound, only to hear from someone that my brother and Verne had been hauled off to the healer’s ward in some sort of coma?  Then, to find your door completely gone and the frame showing signs that it was blown off its hinges, I didn’t know what to think!”

Larek dropped his things to the floor as she started sobbing and sniffling as the tears renewed themselves.  He sat next to her so that he could speak to her without anyone overhearing from outside the room, but before he could say anything, the fourth-year practically threw herself at him and buried her face in his chest.  Without knowing what else to do, he simply wrapped his arms around her and held her.

Larek nearly started talking a few times to explain what had happened, but fortunately she chose those times to sob even harder, preventing him from speaking unless he raised his voice.

It was fortunate not because he wanted her to cry, but because it gave him extra time to formulate what he should say.  If he had spoken immediately, he didn’t think he would’ve been able to stop from blurting out exactly what he’d done, including all of the gruesome details.  Not only did he want to spare her from hearing something that still disturbed him, but he wasn’t exactly sure he should tell her about the deaths at all.  It wasn’t about trust, because he absolutely trusted her and his roommates not to reveal what they knew, but because it might put them in danger if they knew some specific information. 

If they were ever questioned using one of those truth-detecting spells, then it would be difficult for them to avoid revealing what they knew about him and what happened.  As had already been proven, just knowing that he might be a “half-breed” – which he still doubted, despite some of the evidence to the contrary – could be a danger to them since they weren’t Nobles of the Kingdom.  Then, knowing that he killed a student and two trainees and didn’t say anything to those in charge of the Academy and Fort?  It would be a miracle if they weren’t punished severely for that, which could result in their deaths or being sent to The Diregate, which – from what he’d heard – was essentially a death-sentence all on its own.

Of course, if Larek was ever questioned, which was inevitable since he’d already reported to the healers with Verne and Norde what had happened initially, some of that might come out anyway.  He had some ideas of how to… adjust… how he answered to avoid incriminating himself, though he’d have to think about it some more. In essence, he thought that by using a hyper-focused state he could regulate his thoughts and answers so that his body didn’t betray him, which he thought was the way the spell worked – but he’d have to ask around and see if he was correct or not.  Either way, if he could at least keep his friends from being incriminated along with him if his plan didn’t work, then he would consider not sharing the full truth with Nedira and his roommates a fair trade.

When the young woman soaking his robe with tears finally slowed down, she pulled away and wiped her face on her own robe, leaving behind red-rimmed eyes that – instead of being filled with anger like he expected – only looked sad and forlorn. 

“So… what happened?” she asked with a lot less heat in her tone than before. 

Larek took a deep breath before he launched into the explanation, basically repeating what he had told the healers who had taken Verne and Norde away earlier.  She winced a few times when she heard what happened to her brother, but she seemed relieved that they had been able to heal themselves, even if they were in comas now.

The biggest difference between the story he told the healers and what he told Nedira was the inclusion of what the Martial trainee had done to his legs.  “I didn’t have my Healing Surge anklet on me because Shinpai had taken it from me to look at—”

“Wait—he knows?”

Larek nodded slowly, remembering all that had happened.  “He… was talking about my ability to translate spells to Fusions like never before, and I foolishly showed him the Healing Surge Fusion.  It was at that point that he deduced that I might have access to Martial stats and Skills because of its reliance on knowing the inner workings of the Body Regeneration Martial Skill.  He was in the middle of telling me to stay away from him for a while, because it was dangerous for both of us, when the Scissions arrived; I was in such a panic at their appearance and being told that my instructor didn’t want to see me that I forgot to ask for it back.”

“What did he mean by it being dangerous?  And do you know why you were targeted in the first place?  Is it because of your height?”

“I….”  Larek hesitated for a moment before making a decision.  “I do know why, and the reason is the same as why I was targeted.  Unfortunately, that danger would also extend to you if you knew.  For that reason… I can’t tell you.”

“You can’t?  Or you won’t?”

“I… won’t.  I won’t put your life in danger unnecessarily, just like I won’t be telling Verne or Norde.”

She was silent for a moment.  “But why?  Is it that much of a secret?  You’re not some kind of wanted criminal, are you?”

He managed to restrain the wince that wanted to form on his face when she said that; instead, he answered in what he hoped was a reassuring voice, “No, nothing like that.  I’m not wanted for anything other than being who I am; all I can say is that it is related to everything you already know about me, but knowing a few more specifics would be a very bad idea.  It’s unfortunately already a danger that you know some of what you do about me, but we can only hope that it won’t matter in the long-run.”

Nedira didn’t relax after his explanation, but at least she didn’t appear hostile or angry at his reluctance to speak about who he may or may not be.

“Fine.  I don’t like that you’re keeping something like that from us, but I guess I can understand… a little,” she finally said after a few moments of silence.  “Anyway, how did you escape?”

That, at least, he could explain in detail because she already knew that much about him. 

“Alright, that makes sense, I guess.  But what are you going to do now?  If this Mage was a student and the other two were Martial trainees, then they’re likely to come for you after discovering that you escaped their grasp.”

All Larek said was, very clearly and without detail, “We don’t have to worry about them.”

“What?  What do you mean?  How are they not something to worry about?  If they were Nobles like you suspected, then they have a power that transcends the Academy—”

“We don’t have to worry about them,” he repeated, a little more firmly this time.

“That doesn’t make any sense— Oh.  Does this have anything to do with why you weren’t here when I got back?”

“We don’t have to worry about them.”

“Did you—?

“We don’t have to worry about them.”

Searching his eyes as if she could detect the truth in their depths, she shook her head and looked away.  “Sure.  I didn’t want to know anyway, I suppose.  We don’t have to worry about them.”

“Exactly.”

“I just hope you taught them a lesson for hurting my little brother.”

He didn’t respond to that, knowing that anything he said might be construed as admitting to something she didn’t need to know.  As long as she didn’t know for sure that he did something to those that abducted him, she wouldn’t be lying if she was asked if she knew what had happened to them. 

Changing the subject, he asked, “How was the defense on the wall?  Tell me a little more about what kind of Scissions they were.”

Nedira jumped at the chance to move away from dangerous territory as she explained in detail the Category 5 Scissions, including descriptions of the different bug monsters that emerged in large waves.  Larek shivered a few times as he pictured the different giant insects and the spiders that could jump all the way to the top of the wall; he wasn’t exactly scared of bugs, but monstrous versions of them creeped him out more than the undead did back in Barrowford.

“Most of the time, I used my Binding Roots to entangle some of the bugs down below the wall so that they could be taken out by others, because Naturalist spells drain my Mana far slower than other elements.”

Her talking about using that particular spell reminded him that he wanted to ask her to demonstrate some of the spells she could cast, which would add to his repertoire.  “I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while now, but something keeps coming up.  I believe that at least some of them could be incorporated into my Fusions.”

“Is it really a good idea to keep making those kinds of Fusions right now?  Considering what just happened?”

Larek hadn’t thought about his Fusion creation like that, but he supposed that she had a point.  His presence in the Advanced Fusions class was likely something that made him stand out to Ricardo and convinced him that he was a half-breed.  He’d already done his best to keep the nature of his Fusions a secret from anyone other than his friends and his instructor, but if anyone else learned of them, then that might lead to another Noble or twenty learning about it and deducing that he was a half-breed, as well. 

“You could be right.  I’d still like to learn more spells, however.  I just won’t necessarily incorporate them into my Fusions… at least, not right now.”

“Well then, I think I can do that,” she said.  “But right now I want to go and visit the healer’s ward and check up on my brother and Verne.  Let’s go.”

Larek was exhausted after everything that he’d done that day, which was slowly turning into a big blur as his mind attempted to comprehend it all.  Regardless, he nodded and followed Nedira out of his doorless room.

The park and the hallways around the building were as much of a mess as they were when he walked through them before, but fortunately he didn’t have to hide his presence this time.  He was going to visit his roommates in the healer’s ward, which was something he could easily explain since he wasn’t carrying a travel bag or an axe by his side.  Having to leave it in his room made him feel a little underprepared, nonetheless; having been attacked and abducted earlier in the day made him desire to be armed with some sort of weapon at all times.

It took them about 15 minutes to finally arrive at the ward, which was swarming with healers and wounded students and trainees.  There were at least 5 times more Martial trainees than Mage students, which he supposed made sense because they were more likely to be on the front lines against monsters.  That fact made him grateful for being identified as a Mage instead of a Martial all the way back at Barrowford by Inquisitor Carl, because he had no desire to be on the front lines.  Though, with all the fighting he’d done with his axe in the past, it was probably hard to tell that from his actions.  Regardless, it was the truth, and while he’d rather not be attacked by any monsters, he’d rather be as far away from them as possible if it came about.

Nedira handled the process of locating her brother and Verne, which made him glad because the healers rushing around were looking at him in irritation.  Not necessarily in a height-biased way, but because his size was blocking their way through the hallways as they rushed around to heal their patients. 

It only took another minute or so before they were pointed in the right direction, and they found both Verne and Norde seemingly asleep nearby, their beds next to each other, though there were 6 other beds in the room – all occupied by Martial trainees.  Looking at their wounds, Larek could see that a pair of them appeared to have lost their lower arms, while the other 4 had been severely wounded with cuts and deep gouges along their legs and torso – though they weren’t missing any appendages.  With Body Regeneration and no other healing, the latter would likely recover within a day or two on their own, especially as they’d been bandaged to help stop the bleeding. 

As for the ones missing their lower arms… he’d heard about some healing spells being able to regrow them, which was something he’d like to see in person.  His Healing Surge was able to repair his legs even though they had been smashed to pieces; that was only possible because the pieces were all technically still there.  If his legs had been detached entirely, the Fusion would’ve just sealed over the wounds and healed everything else without growing new legs. 

Just as he’d seen outside when they were being carried, both Verne and Norde appeared fine, if a little gaunt because they’d used their bodies’ resources to heal the damage done to them.  Aside from being in a temporary coma, they were essentially unharmed.

They weren’t there for more than a few minutes, with Larek sitting on Verne’s bedside and Nedira on her brother’s, when a familiar female voice called out to him.

“Oh, good, you’re here; saves us the trouble of tracking you down.  If you’d come with me, young man, I have some people who would like to ask you some questions.”


Chapter 47

Larek turned around to see the same healer that he had talked to earlier on his way back to check on his friends’ wellbeing.  She appeared exhausted, with rings around her eyes that hadn’t been there before, and her shoulders were slumped as if she was having difficulty staying upright.

“Hurry up, I have way too much going on right now to have to deal with this ridiculousness,” she added, waving him forward.  Larek looked at Nedira and she nodded, which let him know that she was fine staying by her brother and Verne without him.

The healer simply grunted as he got up to follow her, and he was quickly led through a few hallways and stairs until he was on the third floor.  This area of the building was near the entrance to the Academy, and the quality of the walls and floor literally reflected its importance, as they seemed to shine with a polish that reflected the unnecessarily bright magic lights in the area.  He was led to a set of double doors that the healer opened in front of him, before waving him in.

“Here’s the student I told you about earlier.  I have to get back—”

“Thank you, Helena.  You may return to your duties.”

Larek barely heard the exchange as he looked around at the luxurious room he was led into.  Underneath his feet was a plush, multicolored rug that made him self-conscious of his dirty boots, and looking at the overstuffed chairs and couches he observed scattered around the room with their silky, soft-appearing upholstery, he would be wary of sitting down on one of them on the chance he might ruin it with his dirty robe. 

When he was able to tear his attention away from the décor immediately around him, Larek was able to see that the walls of the spacious room were filled with bookshelves that reminded him of the library, though these ones contained a plethora of different books, instead of multiple copies of all placed next to each other.  It was almost as if there was an entire copy of the library he had recently visited in just this one room.

Expanding his senses, he looked around to see that there were multiple people in the room.  When he saw who they were, he was immediately on his guard, as two of the half-dozen people included Dean Lorraine, the woman in charge of Copperleaf Academy, and…

…Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai.

“Please sit down for a moment, if you would.  We’ll be done in just a moment.”

Larek snapped his attention away from his Fusions instructor as he heard the Dean speaking to him, so he chose the nearest chair and sat just barely on the edge of it; he didn’t want to get it dirty, and this way he might be able to brush off whatever he touched.  Once he settled down, he listened in to a conversation that was already underway – among a group of Professors he didn’t know, sitting around a large wooden desk with the Dean at the head – when he arrived.  The Dean wasn’t even speaking, only listening, so Larek did the same thing as he heard the unknown Professors discussing the Scissions that had recently appeared.

“—lost only a single student, a third-year by the name of Harden.  A promising young Pyromancer who got a little too close to one of the Rolling Pillbugs that made it up on the west wall.  Injuries are rather minor on our side, though the Fort lost a half-dozen trainees and has around 100 trainees with major injuries and amputations here in the healer’s ward.  They aren’t too overwhelmed, thankfully, so all of those injured should make it; limb replacement has been prioritized for the SIC defenders on the wall first, but over the next few weeks the trainees should be good to go in that respect, as well.”

“Does anyone have any further information about what is going on?  The rumors—”

“—Are obviously not rumors anymore, Jickson.  We’re going to have to change our entire curriculum and potentially push our students out faster to keep up with the demand for SIC defenders.”

“Such a thing hasn’t ever been done since the Academies were founded.  It would be setting a precedent that could lead to additional deaths if our graduates aren’t prepared for the world they’ll be heading into.  From what I’ve heard, the SIC is already stretched thin as it is, and with all these changes in the Scissions’ behavior, I don’t know what they’ll do.”

“That’s not a logistical problem that we have to deal with, fortunately, as that is all up to the SIC.  Our only job is to teach these young minds what they need to know to survive before we push them out into the world to serve in the SIC if that is what they are destined to do.”

“But what do all of these changes mean to us?  The danger to the city and the Academy is real, because I’ve heard that Scissions are now opening up inside—”

“Yes, yes, we’ve all heard that, too.  Fortunately, we have one of the few great concentrations of Mages and Martials in the Kingdom right here, even if most of them are half-trained.  I don’t think it’s something we have to worry about too much here; it’s everywhere else in the Kingdom that will have trouble without help.”

The Dean raised her hand at the back-and-forth between the Professors.  “We’re not going to be deciding anything today, and unless something forces us to make some tough choices tomorrow, this discussion can wait.  You all know what needs to be done to calm the students and get us back on track starting in the morning, and that is what we need to focus on right now.  If you have any specific concerns, please bring them to my attention.  I’m looking at you, Jickson,” she added with amusement in her voice, looking at an older Drome Professor who was standing on the chair he was on rather than sitting like the others.

“Yeah, yeah.  Then I guess we better get to it, shouldn’t we?”  Jickson jumped down from the chair even as the other Professors got up to leave.  He looked back at Shinpai, who hadn’t moved.  “You coming, Shinpai?”

The Grandmaster Fusionist shook his head.  “Not yet; I have a… specific concern I need to address with the Dean and our guest over there who’s been listening to you all flapping your mouths.”

The four Professors turned to stare at Larek, who immediately became incredibly self-conscious at their scrutiny, but they fortunately didn’t keep their gaze on him long as they nodded back toward the Dean and Shinpai.  In less than a minute, they were out the large double doors, which closed with a booming finality that made him feel extremely nervous as he noticed both the Dean and his Advanced Fusions instructor looking at him with severe expressions on their faces.

“Come here and take a seat a little closer to us, Larek,” Shinpai abruptly said, waving toward one of the chairs that had just been vacated by the Professors.

With hesitant steps, which sunk into the plush carpet underneath his feet, Larek approached and then sat on the edge of the chair the Grandmaster Fusionist had indicated.

“Now,” the Dean announced once he was relatively settled, his hands clenching nervously at his robes as he was stared down by two very powerful people, “tell us exactly what happened to you and your first-year roommates.”

He stuttered a little at first when he began his story, but after about 30 seconds he lost his nervousness when he began to repeat everything he had told the healer.  It only took a few minutes in total to explain everything, leaving out things it was better they didn’t know, but he told the truth in everything he actually said.  

“That… was one of the greatest retellings of events that skirted right on the edge of complete and absolute lies I’ve ever heard,” the Dean announced when he was done.  Taken aback, Larek didn’t know what to say.

With a sigh, the Dean leaned forward and looked him straight in the eye.  “I cast a truth-reading spell as soon as you entered my office, with which thankfully I don’t need to maintain physical contact to access,” she explained, and Larek’s heart rate sped up after hearing that.  “It’s a little less refined than one that requires physical contact, but it’s oh so useful for determining the truth from multiple individuals… or to catch someone unaware of what is going on.”

Looking around in a panic, it was only then that Larek noticed a very subtle glimmer in the air, encompassing a large 30-foot-wide bubble that enclosed him, Shinpai, and the Dean.

Magical Detection has reached Level 15!

“Ah, he sees it now!  You were right, Shinpai.”

“Of course I was.  I’ve been around for way too long to be wrong about something like this.”

Larek wasn’t sure what was going on, but he was completely confused by the exchange.  The bad feeling he’d had since he walked in the room was now even worse.

“Now, Larek, while you didn’t actually lie to me, you weren’t entirely truthful, were you?” she asked, but didn’t give him a chance to answer.  “I’m going to ask you a few questions… and I hope for your sake that you don’t lie to me.”

Staring her in the eyes, he nodded.

“Good.  First, do you know why these people abducted you and hurt my students?”

“Yes,” he answered, but he didn’t elaborate.  Almost unconsciously, he slipped into his hyper-focused state as the questioning continued.  He wasn’t sure if it would actually let him avoid getting in trouble for his answers, given that this truth-reading spell didn’t work exactly like he thought it might, but he figured it couldn’t hurt. 

“Can you tell me why?”

“Yes, I can.”

“Oh, you’re trying to play smart with me, aren’t you?  Fine.  Please state why these people abducted you.”

He didn’t hesitate.  “Because of my height.”

When he didn’t go on, she cocked her head to the side.  “Wow.  That is impressive.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone beat my spell so easily.”

“I told you so,” Shinpai added with a chuckle.

“You sure did,” the Dean said with a nod, not taking her gaze away from Larek.  “Moving on; how did you get free of this room you said they kept you in?”

“I removed the Fusions that strengthened the door and then kicked it down.”

“Removed—what is he talking about, Shinpai?”

The Grandmaster Fusionist simply waved her question away.  “I’ll explain later… if I can.”

Clearly exasperated, the Dean kept going.  “Do you know who either of the Martial members of your abductors are?”

“No.”

“Do you know who this Mage is?”

“I do.”

“I thought you said you didn’t know who it was to Helena.  What changed?”

“I didn’t at first, but later I recognized him when I finally looked through all of my memories of the encounter.  There was a point in time when he didn’t disguise his voice and appearance when talking to the others with him.”

“So, who was it?”

“An Aeromancer named Ricardo.  I only remember him because he was the one who showed us around when I arrived with the rest of the students from Crystalview.”

There was a silence after his announcement for a few seconds before he heard the Dean curse under her breath.

“Are you absolutely, completely, perfectly certain it was Ricardo Floris in those memories?”

“In those memories?  No, I can’t be 100% certain.”  That was the truth, too, because when he thought back to a few snippets of time when he was in and out of unconsciousness while being carried to the interrogation room, he remembered glimpsing and hearing Ricardo speaking to the Martial trainees.  It was only in this hyper-focused state in which he was holding himself that those memories were brought to the surface, but on those memories alone he couldn’t accurately say he was certain of who it was.  If the Dean asked about later… well, at that point, he was 100% certain because of the fact that he had killed Ricardo.

She sighed in relief for some reason, though thinking about the Aeromancer, he realized it was probably because he was a very high-ranking Noble.  He really didn’t understand what that meant other than in a vague sense, but it must’ve been worrisome to have to accuse a Noble like that of committing the acts he had. 

“We’ll do an investigation on our own, but we’ll leave it at that for the moment.  Last question: Do you know what happened to your roommates that caused them to slip into a coma?”

“Yes.”

“Please tell me why they are in a coma, then.”

Larek hesitated for a moment, which turned out to be a good thing.  A very slight movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to glance at Shinpai, who cleared a smug-looking expression off his face once he saw Larek glance at him.  He also twitched his right hand away from his left wrist, where he saw a glimpse of familiar wood peeking out from under the edge of his instructor’s sleeve.

Either he was just getting better at reading people or his hyper-focus helped with it, but Larek was suddenly confident about what was going on.  Turning back to the Dean, who was looking at him expectantly, he saw the affirmation that he was correct in the depths of her eyes, though she attempted to hide it.

“You already know, don’t you?  Shinpai told you about the Healing Surge Fusion.  What is going on?”

The snort that came out of the nearby Grandmaster Fusionist was all the confirmation he needed.


Chapter 48

The Dean leaned back in her chair, a smirk on her face as she glanced at Shinpai.  “Oh, you’re no fun.  He gave it away, didn’t he?  He never could bluff his way out of a pot in Bruha, so why should I expect anything different?”

“I’ll have you know that I play Bruha quite well, and I have absolutely no tells to take advantage of.  You just happen to have an uncanny ability to tell when I’m bluffing.”

Larek just sat there, more confused than ever.  He vaguely knew about Bruha as some sort of card game, but what did that have to do with what was going on?

Dean Lorraine looked at Larek again, sighing as her expression became serious again.  “Fine, you got me.  Time to come clean.”  She waved at the Grandmaster Fusionist.  “Yes, Shinpai told me about your healing Fusion, and while it is obviously dangerous to use for long periods of time, especially for a Mage or anyone without potential, it could be remarkably effective to keep Martials alive.

“Now, I’m not an expert in Fusions, nor do I claim to be; I can produce an Intermediate Fusion if I really put my mind to it, but my focus is in other areas.  That being said, what you can create is incredible,” she said, emphasizing her point by tapping on the desk, “if only because of the potential applications in the future.  However, given how strong the Fusions you’ve created appear to be, their longevity is something that Fusionists have been searching for ever since they were discovered.  I’m hoping that you’ll be able to teach some of our aspiring students – and faculty, such as this old man here,” she continued, clearly indicating Shinpai, “how to do even a fraction of what you’ve been able to accomplish in such a short time.”

Larek shook his head, though not in denial; he was just a little overwhelmed by the abrupt change in the way this discussion was going.  “You want me to… teach?  But what about the abduction and—”

“Yes, teach.  Well, eventually; there’s still a lot for you to learn, but we don’t want to squander what you can do.”  She paused for a second.  “As for your abduction, we will get to the bottom of it, following up with Ricardo as we assess the truth of the situation.  Unfortunately, given how highly placed he is in Noble circles here in the Kingdom, any punishment will likely be a slap on the wrist. The most likely outcome is that he will be transferred to a different Academy until he graduates later this year, or that he simply graduates early and enters the SIC without any of the usual fanfare.  The Martial trainees, depending on who they are, could suffer some harsher penalties, but until we discover their identities, I can’t speak to what will happen to them.”

It’s just as I thought.  Ricardo wasn’t going to be punished for what he did to my friends and me, and he would’ve had ample opportunity, before his role was discovered, to find a way to kill me and potentially order the deaths of my family members.  He had to die to keep them safe.

The justification felt hollow in his head, but he still maintained that what happened was the only way it could’ve ended up.  It was either kill or be killed, and he wasn’t prepared to give his life to a psychotic Noble like Ricardo.

“That being said, we need to talk about something a little more… delicate,” the Dean went on, which snapped his attention from his internal thoughts to what she was saying.  It wasn’t so much the words that she said, but the tone behind them that raised the hair on the back of his neck.  “Larek… we know who you are.  Or, to be more specific, we know what you are.”

That declaration by the Dean caused the bottom to fall out of his world, and the hyper-focused state that he was already having difficulty maintaining cracked and broke at the sudden revelation.  At first, he tried to brush it off as simply a guess on her part, but another glance at Shinpai’s grave expression made him consider that it might be true.  His instructor already seemed to know something about him that made him dangerous to interact with, which was why he had told him to stay away; but did that actually mean he knew that Larek might be a half-breed?

“What are you talking about?” he asked, stalling for time as he tried to figure out what to do. 

The Grandmaster Fusionist responded this time instead of the Dean.  “When you first demonstrated what you could do in my class, I thought you were simply a Fusionist prodigy unlike the world had ever seen before.  It was only after you asked about someone having both sets of stats, Mage and Martial, that I began to have suspicions.  When you revealed to me your Healing Surge Fusion, which could artificially apply the principles behind the Body Regeneration Martial Skill – something that even I, with all my knowledge, would have a difficult time replicating because I don’t have experience with it – it only confirmed my suspicions.

“Or so I thought.

“You see, I’ve been around a long time, and over the years I’ve learned some things that are better to stay hidden, and the continued presence of the Gergasi, though now dramatically transformed into what the Nobles refer to as the Great Ones, is one of them.  Knowledge of them outside of specific circles is forbidden, and when I thought you might be one in disguise, sent to trick me into revealing my familiarity with their existence, I began to panic. 

“To have the attention of a powerful entity like the Gergasi on you is like the sun looking down upon you.  There is every possibility that if you stay in its sights long enough you’ll get burned, and fighting against it is nearly impossible.  Even those with high Levels in the Kingdom would be no match for even a single Gergasi, as they are both Mage and Martial all rolled up in one – just like you, Larek.  When you tack on the fact that they have been around for more than 1,000 years, it is inevitable that they would become powerful enough to challenge anyone or anything that might oppose them. 

“Therefore, it might make sense why I panicked.  However, instead of you being a full Gergasi, I realized that either you were the greatest deceiver ever to have lived, hiding your enormous power so that only a trickle of it showed itself to me, or you genuinely had no idea why I was in a panic.  I was confused, which is why I wanted you to stay away until I could think about how this could come about, but then the Scissions appeared and distracted me.  It was only when I came back and overheard the report given to Lorraine about what happened to you that I realized the truth.

“You aren’t a Gergasi, or a ‘Great One’; you absolutely couldn’t be, because it was almost a guarantee that a Noble had hurt you.  They literally can’t hurt one of their Great Ones because their slavery bond will physically stop them. If they inadvertently hurt one, such as due to an accident as a result of their actions, they would suffer unbelievable pain throughout their entire body until they begged for death.

“All of which led to only two other possible explanations.  Since you weren’t a full Gergasi, you are either a wild anomaly that just so happens to match some of the physical characteristics of one of them, a proposition that is almost impossible to countenance, or you’re what I’ve heard referred to as a ‘half-breed’, which is a derogatory term for those who are born from the mating of a Human and a Gergasi. 

“From what I understand, these ‘half-breeds’ are kept secluded in the Enclave below Andrin, as they are rumored to be weak and sickly because they share the worst negative traits of both races.  I’ve only heard rumors about them, but the biggest one I’ve heard is that they are only kept around because they are the only offspring that the Gergasi are able to produce, as they all became infertile with regard to each other at some point in their past.  Most likely after they caused the Transition a thousand years ago, but no one can say for sure.

“But you…”  Here, Larek’s Fusions instructor paused as he looked his student over.  “You embody all the positive traits between Humans and Gergasi, as far as I can tell.  How that is possible, I don’t know, but that’s the only reasonable explanation.  Who are your parents?”

The question caught him off-guard as he was reeling from everything that Shinpai had told him; it was especially significant because it matched most of what Ricardo had told him.  Maybe I really am one of these half-breeds?  No, it can’t be; I know who my parents are, after all, and neither of them is a 7-foot-tall Gergasi.

Larek told him who his parents were, which made him nostalgic for home.  Just thinking about his mother and father back in their small-yet-cozy house, along with his brother and sister—  His thoughts stopped at the memory of his siblings, their features stark in his memory.  Both Marco and Kendee resembled both his parents in one way or another in terms of physical features, but when Larek compared himself to his parents, he couldn’t see his father in himself… anywhere.  Sure, there were similarities, but when he really looked at it, they were more of something he’d probably gained from his mother than from his male parent.

Am I missing something?  Is there anything of my father in my features?

The more he considered it, the more he was convinced. 

Janek Holsten is not my father.  But if not, then who is?

That wasn’t something he necessarily wanted to know.

Throughout his contemplation of his parents, the Dean and Shinpai were quiet.  Seeing a change come over him, his instructor asked, “Do you see it now?”

Slowly, Larek nodded.  “I don’t think my father is… my biological father.”

“That’s what I believe, as well.  That brings us to a few other questions: Why aren’t you in the Enclave?  Why did you grow up as a Logger, not knowing who you were?  There are plenty more, I’m sure, but those aren’t things to which we can easily gain answers at this point.  We can only move on from here and deal with what we do know, which is that you have an exceptional ability to create Fusions that we would be fools not to encourage and utilize to save lives.”

“You’re not going to lock me in a basement somewhere and force me to produce Fusion after Fusion, are you?” he asked jokingly, remembering that being one of the worries he’d had when he first learned about his abilities with Fusions. 

Thankfully, neither of them seemed inclined to do that.  His instructor reassured him that doing something like that would only hurt the Kingdom, because the more Larek was free to explore his limits and create powerful Fusions, the better off everyone would be because of it.  “We do want your help teaching what you can of your methods, but otherwise we’re looking forward to seeing what you can create in a year, five years, or even decades from now!”

That was encouraging, at least, and was something he’d been hoping to have since he’d first been forced to attend Crystalview Academy.  To be free to create what he wanted and not have to hide who he—

“Of course, we’re going to have to keep who you are a secret, because if word gets back to the Gergasi about your presence, I have no doubt that they would do anything they could to snatch you up and hide you away in their Enclave,” Shinpai added, cutting through his thoughts as if he could hear them.  “If you are, indeed, at least partially one of their own, and their first ‘success’ at reproduction, then they wouldn’t want you out of their sight for a second.  While I doubt that they would treat you as a prisoner or an experimental subject to be studied, poked, and prodded, it is highly likely that they would monitor you to ensure you didn’t do anything dangerous, such as creating Fusions.  From what I’ve heard, they look down on the craft, treating it as nothing but fancy tricks, because they place much more value on spells and physical abilities.”

It definitely didn’t sound like he would want to ever be discovered by the Gergasi, even if they could technically be “family”.  He’d probably be a prisoner in everything but name, which was directly the opposite of the freedom he desired.

“As a result, I need you to do your absolute best not to demonstrate any type of aptitude in the Martial realm, as we don’t want any others to put together who you are.  It’s a little worrying how Ricardo, or whoever it actually is, was able to piece together your origins; but given that he’s one of the most-highly placed Nobles in the entire Academy and Fort, it’s possible that he had some other sources of information that we don’t.”

That brought up something that had been bothering him ever since Shinpai started explaining things to him.  “How is it that you know so much about what is supposed to be a secret?”

He shrugged.  “I’ve been around a long time and pick things up here and there.”  Then he waved toward the Dean and grinned.  “Plus, I’ve learned most of that from Lorraine here.”

Larek looked over at the Dean and saw an awkward smile on her face.  “It’s true, unfortunately.”

“How do you know so much?  I thought only Nobles knew about it.”

She was slow to respond, but when she did, it wasn’t what he was expecting.  “That’s because I’m also enslaved to the Great Ones.” 


Chapter 49

“Umm… what?” Larek asked, wondering if he had heard her correctly.

Dean Lorraine sighed once again, something she had been doing a lot during their conversation.  “Every Dean and Vice-General of the Academies and Forts are forced to endure the Dominion magic of the Great Ones, bonding them to slavery as part of their position.”

“That’s… I… why?”

“Because the Academies and Forts are the lifeblood of the SIC, which in turn defend their land.  Having access to enslaving the Nobles controls the common people and the SIC, since the majority of them have potential; and the heads of the Academies and Forts control those who feed into the SIC, and most of them are not from the Kingdom.  This way, they ensure they can control every facet of the land they rule from the shadows, as I – and the other Deans and Vice-Generals – cannot act against them directly or indirectly, either through action or inaction.”

“So, how is it you can tell me – or Shinpai – all this?”

The Dean snorted, a very unusual sound coming from such an important person.  “There are loopholes in just about anything, and I’ve had time to investigate what I can and can’t do.  Normally, there would be an internal warning in my mind that originates from the slave bond that would tell me if I’m doing something that would consciously violate my orders, so I’ve tested my boundaries quite well over the years.  Most of what Shinpai has learned has been the result of decades of hints and the inadvertent mentioning of information; for you, it’s different.  Since Shinpai already knows everything I’ve said so far, I don’t get any warnings; when I speak to you, it’s the same way – but not for the same reason.

“So, tell me if you can think of a reason why I feel absolutely no inclination to hide anything from you.”

It only took him a second to understand what she was implying.  “Because I’m half-Gergasi?”

“Exactly.  It’s a loophole of sorts.  I don’t technically have to tell you anything, and thoughts of harming you – don’t worry, I have no desire to actually do that – aren’t giving me a warning.  You’re… exempt from my orders in a way I haven’t experienced before.

“That being said, helping you is basically the same as helping them, so I’m predisposed to help you and to aid you in avoiding something that would hurt you – which includes being taken by the Great Ones.  Unless I’m specifically ordered not to help you, of course, then I’ll be on your side – and I’d really appreciate it if you were on my side throughout the coming years.  Shinpai wasn’t lying when he said you have enormous potential to help change the way we use and apply Fusions, and that kind of thing is going to be important, coming up, with all the changes going on.”

“Because of The Culmination?”

Both of them looked at Larek in confusion.

“What is that?” Shinpai asked. 

Seeing that they had no idea what he was talking about, he prefaced his explanation by telling them that this was what Ricardo wanted to learn from Larek’s interrogation.  “I don’t know if it is for sure, but I told him it was the beginning of The Culmination so he would hopefully leave me alone.  It didn’t exactly work out the way I had hoped, however.”

“That… makes a lot of sense, actually,” the Dean said, sitting forward in her chair with her elbow on the desk and her chin in her hand.  “Unfortunate, but a reasonable assumption of what is going on.  I haven’t heard of The Culmination, but I’m assuming that’s because it’s something only some of the higher-placed Nobles know about.”

“Regardless of whether or not this is this ‘Culmination’, that doesn’t change the fact that with the recent changes to the way the Scissions work, the Kingdom is going to need Larek’s help,” his instructor added.  He turned to Larek and assured him, “We’re not going to let them take you away if we can help it, but that just reinforces what I said earlier about revealing your unique nature and your Martial abilities.  It should be fine for you to demonstrate your prodigious expertise with Fusions, as long as no one connects you to the Gergasi – such as what recently happened.”

“Yes, I’d rather avoid that happening again.”

“I can well imagine,” the Dean commiserated.  “We’ll let you know of any developments in that respect, as we’re going to conduct a thorough investigation; even if it turns out to be a highly-placed Noble, such as Ricardo Floris, we don’t allow this kind of thing to happen here at Copperleaf Academy.  You have my word that this will be taken care of with the highest priority; it would be the same even if you weren’t… who you are, but since that’s the case, it has been upgraded to an even higher priority.

“For now, take the rest of the week off from classes; I’m going to ensure that you and your friends won’t be penalized for missing anything.  If anyone has questions about that, then all they have to do is look at the fact that your door was blown in and two of you are in a coma in the healer’s ward.  Or they can take it up with me if they still have a problem with it.”

Shinpai nodded at Larek’s glance.  “Yes, even my class.  Create some Fusions, experiment a little, and use the time you’ve been given to try and come to terms with what was done to you and what you’ve learned.  I can’t claim to understand the trauma that being interrogated and essentially tortured could do to you, but we have a few healers who can help ease any mental damage you’ve sustained.  Just let one of the healers know you need help… though I would wait a few days, if possible, at least until the rest of the priority injured have been helped.”

Larek could hear the dismissal in his instructor’s voice and from the look on the Dean’s face, he knew it was time to go.  As he stood up, there was just one more thing he needed to ask.

“My Healing Surge Fusion… could I have it back?  In addition, you mentioned how useful it could be to the Martial trainees.  Is that still something that I should pursue?  I promise I won’t excessively produce them like I did at Crystalview.”

The two of them looked at each other and some sort of silent communication was passed between them.  Finally, Shinpai nodded and looked at Larek.  “No; not yet, at least.  If someone discovered how it was linked to a Martial Skill like I did, even if the possibility of that happening is unlikely, it would point you out as potentially having access to Martial Skills and stats.”  He pulled the wooden armlet off his wrist and looked at it.  “As for this, would you mind if I kept it for a little while longer?  I’d like to study it a bit more to see what I can learn from it.  I apologize for keeping the accessory, but if you need any supplies, be they steel plates, iron cubes, wooden rings, silver necklaces, Mage’s staves, bronze bracers and armlets—essentially, anything that we might have in the storage rooms that frequently have Fusions applied to them—please don’t hesitate to ask for them.  I’m sure that Lorraine,” he added, looking at her for confirmation, “will pass that along to the logistics staff.”

Larek just nodded and turned to go.

“Oh, and Larek?”

He turned around at the Dean’s voice. 

“It really shouldn’t be necessary to say this, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share any of the sensitive information we’ve covered in this meeting with anyone else – even your friends.  I’m sure you can imagine how much danger they would be in if they possessed this kind of knowledge.”

“I understand, Dean Lorraine.”

“You can call me Lorraine when we’re in private, Larek.  All my friends do.”  She smiled at him after she finished speaking, and he couldn’t help but smile back. 

“Thank you… Lorraine.”

With that, he quickly made his way to the doors and exited, not looking back.  As soon as they closed behind him, he leaned up against them and closed his eyes, regulating his breathing as well as he could. 

That was close.  I just hope her investigation isn’t too thorough; the best I can hope for is that they think Ricardo and the trainees ran away rather than face judgment from the Academy.

After taking some time to recover, Larek pushed off the doors and made his way back through the hallways, eventually finding his way back to the healer’s ward.  Nedira was still waiting near Norde on his bedside, so Larek did the same near Verne without a word.  She looked over at him and he nodded, saying, “Everything’s going to be fine.”

He desperately hoped that was true.

*          *          *

Without saying anything, Dean Lorraine stared at the door where Larek had just departed, Shinpai copying her as they both considered what had just happened.  Finally, after nearly a minute, she broke the silence.

“Remarkable young man, that one.”

Looking over at his oldest friend, he nodded.  “He is at that.  Did you see how quickly he fell into a trance – and then held it through all your questions?  It took me decades to learn to do something like that, but from what I can tell, he’s only been aware of his potential for a few months.”

“Impressive… and frightening, too,” she admitted.  “His trance was so thorough that it almost fooled my Cloud of Truth spell, which has never happened before.  Even you haven’t been able to beat it.  Given enough practice, I’d be afraid of what he might do in the future if he was able to bypass the truth.”

They were silent for another minute after that, before the Dean slumped down in her chair and stared up at the ceiling.

“He killed them, didn’t he?” she asked rhetorically, but Shinpai answered anyway.

“Oh, most likely.”

“How?  Never mind, I don’t want you to answer that.  But you know that I’m obligated to investigate his abduction and if there is a student missing, then their disappearance.”

“I know.”

She couldn’t put it off any longer.

“I guess I should probably get started, then.”

“Yep.”

Still, it was another minute before she finally got up from her chair, followed by the still-spry figure of the Grandmaster Fusionist. 

“Let me know if I can be of any further assistance, Lorraine.”

“You know I will.”

As he quickly left the room, the Dean of Copperleaf Academy ordered her thoughts, thinking about all that needed to be done.  There was still plenty that needed to be taken care of regarding the Scission attack earlier, but there were other people working on it.  Her priority right now was investigating the claims of a student being abducted after the vandalization of Academy property.  While she technically already knew who the culprit was, hearing it from Larek didn’t compel her to act in a way that it normally would when the safety of one of her students was at risk. 

She would normally be all over this investigation, questioning half the students and even faculty to find the culprit, as nothing like this should ever happen on her watch.  But, as much as it went against her core purpose as the head of Copperleaf Academy to ensure that every student had the opportunity to grow, thrive, and then be sent out into the world to fulfill their duty or go on to teach the next generation of students… she really hoped that she didn’t find evidence of a single thing.


Chapter 50

That night, alone in his room for the first time since attending Copperleaf – and for the majority of his time at Crystalview – Larek slept horribly.  The temporary curtain that one of the staff had put up where the door had been was unable to contain his screams that woke him up multiple times, and tears that sprang unbidden to his eyes wet his pillow until it was soaked.

It wasn’t thoughts or dreams about the abrupt attack on the room, the sound of his roommates being flung against the wall with bone-breaking force, or even the devastating damage done to his legs that kept waking him up.  No, it was what happened afterward that was affecting him so much. 

The screams of the two Martial trainees as they essentially melted inside of the interrogation room echoed through his head all night, only to be interrupted by the pleas that Ricardo made for his life.  All of that was overlaid by the disturbing way that Larek had reacted, as if he didn’t care about what happened to them… as long as it didn’t inconvenience him.  When he was finally able to evaluate his feelings before and after his actions, he found that it all came down to him acting in a way that wouldn’t mess with his own plans and freedom.

Sure, he also justified what he had to do and had done by saying it was to protect his friends and family, but in reality it was only that – a justification for murder.  He might have ended up eventually dying at his abductors’ hands if he did nothing, but did killing them in response make him any better than they were?  While he didn’t really care about the Kingdom and most of its people as a whole, he had also removed a trio of future SIC defenders; each of them could’ve saved thousands or hundreds of thousands of lives over the course of their life, and he had prevented that in just a couple hours of a rage-filled need for selfish revenge.

He tried to comfort himself with thoughts that it was indeed necessary, that if he hadn’t done it then he would’ve died and his friends and family could be targets, as well, but that all fell back on his justification for his extreme actions.  Any thoughts of blaming it on self-defense fell through as the memory of the feeling – or lack of feeling, if he was being honest with himself – during the entire ambush came back to him; the only thing that came to his mind when he thought about his motivation back then was that these people were in his way, and the only way to keep moving forward was to clear them from his path.

And that sickened him just thinking about it. 

Is this something that I’ve inherited from my… Gergasi parent?  My actual, biological father?  Or am I just a bad person?

Larek didn’t think that he was a bad person, or at least didn’t believe he had been before all this happened.  Even after murdering three people and hiding the evidence, he still didn’t feel like he was a bad person at heart—but would someone who did that even be qualified to judge their own actions and morality?  Probably not, he decided, but that didn’t help him much.

In the end, other than declaring himself a bad person and having to learn to deal with it, the only explanation he had was that it was something from his mysterious father.  Given that they had some sort of Dominion magic that allowed them to enslave people, it was entirely possible that a portion of that power translated into… whatever it was that seemed to take him over.  He still remembered the incredible anger he felt throughout his entire body when something in him snapped, unleashing a cold rage that desired nothing but the deaths of those who opposed him.  It had always been there but had been hidden, and he worried that now that it had been unleashed, he wouldn’t be able to control it.

Though, on further reflection, he realized that his ability to control his state of hyper-focus had improved considerably.  He thought that he could call it forth and dismiss it whenever he wanted, which had helped when he’d been forced to answer questions put to him by the Dean of Copperleaf Academy, but would it also lead to that unquenchable rage again?  He had no way of knowing, of course, and the only ones that might know… well, he had no desire to interact with such powerful, mythical beings if he could help it.

All he could do was make a promise to himself not to do something like what he’d done to Ricardo and the Martial trainees ever again, unless it was an undeniable case of self-defense.  His pre-meditated infliction of death upon them was the issue he was struggling with, not that he’d actually killed them; if they had simply attacked him and he fought back, that would have been another case entirely.  The fact that he felt no remorse for their deaths, only about the method with which those deaths had been carried out, was something that should probably concern him, but he already had his hands full dealing with one problem at a time.

The next day, Larek got up from his bed and from very little sleep, dragging himself out to get cleaned up and obtain some food.  He was surprised to find, once he got to the Dining Hall, that breakfast was already over and lunch was nearly being served; it was one of the few times in recent years that he hadn’t gotten up before dawn, which was unusual for him. 

Later, after classes ended for the day, he visited the healer’s ward again with Nedira, but his friends still weren’t awake.  Thankfully, he could tell that they looked a little better, as some of their coloring had come back, but it would probably be another day or two before they woke up. He was confident that they would wake up, at least.

Nedira attempted to chat with him while they waited at their bedsides, but Larek wasn’t a great conversationalist at that point.  Half the time, he temporarily fell asleep during their conversations, only to be woken up by some sort of noise; the other half, he could barely concentrate on the words that were coming out of the fourth-year’s mouth.

“You should head back to your room, Larek.  Did you even get any sleep last night?”

Her words caught him just as he was about to nod off again, and he shook his head.  “No.  I couldn’t sleep.”

Larek saw her hesitate for a moment, before she haltingly asked, “I could always sleep in your room, you know, if you need company?  I’m sure being the only one there in the room where you were attacked isn’t necessarily the best thing for you right now.”

Touched that she would be thinking of him despite her brother being in a coma right next to her, he grinned, thinking that might be a good solution to his problem.  With it being so quiet in the room with only him inside, it had certainly been challenging to get to sleep; that, and having a reminder nearby that what he had done wasn’t just for himself, but for his friends – even if it was still a justification – might be enough to keep his self-torturing thoughts at bay. There was a problem with that whole situation, however.

“I’d really appreciate that, but that would only get us both in trouble since you aren’t supposed to be in there after a certain time at night,” he replied sadly.  “That, and I only have a curtain blocking my room from the hallway, so the likelihood of someone coming along and hearing you inside might cause some problems.  I’ve got enough scrutiny on me right now that I don’t want you to get caught up in it any more than you already are.”

“I don’t mind getting into a little trouble if it means that I can be there to, uh, help you sleep,” she interjected hurriedly.

“No, as much as I would like that, I don’t want you to get in trouble for my sake.  I mean, look what happened to your brother!  While it wasn’t my fault, I still feel horrible for unknowingly putting him in danger.  It might even be best if I stay away from everybody until this whole thing—”

“Don’t say that!  We’re here for you; friends don’t just abandon each other when things get tough.  We’re stronger together.”

Larek just nodded in acceptance, glad that he wasn’t forced to abandon his friends to keep them safe.  He would do it in a heartbeat, if it was necessary, because he didn’t want anything to happen to them – at least, more than had happened already – but he didn’t want to have to leave them. 

“Thank you for your offer, but in this case I would be knowingly putting you in danger of punishment. Even if I could handle getting myself in trouble, I couldn’t live with myself if I deliberately caused you harm.  You mean too much to me for that to happen.”

“I—I do?”

“Of course!  We’re friends, after all.  If Verne’s taught me anything, roommates and friends look out for each other.”

She looked disappointed for some reason.  Larek felt another wave of exhaustion wash over him, preventing him from being too curious about it.  “Oh, yes, of course.  Like you said, we’re friends and we look out for each other.”

The tired former Logger smiled as he looked back at her.  “Hey, are you hungry?  Care to grab a late dinner with me?  I think they’re still open for a little while longer.”

“I’d love to.  I mean, uh, I’m famished and couldn’t eat lunch because of all my worries over Norde.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll be back on his feet in no time.  He already does look better, doesn’t he?”

She nodded, looking at her brother, before jumping up and lifting Larek’s arm to get him to rise.  “C’mon, let’s head to the Dining Hall – I’m starving!” she said enthusiastically, which reminded Larek a little of Verne at that moment.  Chuckling, he allowed her to lead him to the Dining Hall with her arm hooked through his own, despite him knowing the way.  It was nonetheless appreciated, because his tiredness was causing his walk to become a little more difficult than usual.

Dinner was basically a blur, as was his trek back to his room afterwards.  He barely remembered saying goodbye to Nedira before he was in his room, collapsing on his bed to get some sleep.

He got some sleep, but his dreams were still plagued with the screams of his victims, causing him to have yet another moderately restless night.  By the time he woke up, barely in time to hit the tail end of breakfast once he left his room, he felt physically and mentally worn out, like he’d had to drag the wagon back home on his own for the day, acting as a mule, while having to maintain a complicated conversation on spell patterns with a Professor – at the same time.

A full 48 hours after the attack, his friends in a coma looked even better than they had before, even as Larek deteriorated.  Nedira offered once again to spend the night in his room to keep him company, but he again refused – though it was getting harder to do so because he just wanted some uninterrupted sleep.

That night, he managed to get perhaps a full two hours of decent sleep where he didn’t dream at all. He figured his body had basically knocked him unconscious so as to allow at least a little rest; but that was unfortunately all.  Thankfully, that day, both Verne and Norde woke up approximately an hour from each other.

“Hey there, roomie,” Verne said in a weak voice once Larek stopped by his side.  “What happened?”

“You don’t remember anything?”

The little tree-like boy shook his head weakly.  “I vaguely remember being hurt and waking up just long enough to heal myself and turn it off, but that’s it.  That thing is a life-saver, by the way,” he responded.  He didn’t have to name what he was talking about because Larek already knew.

“Maybe.  But it also put you into a coma.”

“Ah.  So that’s why I’m so weak.”

Larek nodded, concerned that his roommate would be angry at him for his Fusion causing him to be in this situation.

“Well, better in a coma than dead, am I right?”

“I… I guess so.  You’re not mad?”

Verne chuckled a few times, though the effort seemed to tax him.  “What?  No, of course not.  You saved my life, even if it was only by extension of you know what.”

Larek sagged in relief, ecstatic to hear that his friend wasn’t going to hold his being in a coma against him. 

“Now, who do I have to pester to get some food around here?  I’m literally starving; coma and all that stuff, you know.”

Larek chuckled at his friend’s good spirits, even if he was weak, and he went to find the nearest healer to check on getting him and Norde some food. 

“They’ll have to stay here for the next day, at least, while they recover their energy,” one of the healers announced as soon as the two young boys were sitting up in bed and eating.  While they weren’t shoveling it all in, they were putting it away at a fairly rapid pace.  “Normally, it would take longer, as those who haven’t eaten in a few days should eat slower and smaller portions to allow their bodies the time to acclimate to food again, but they are showing no signs of malnutrition or other factors that would lead me to believe that is necessary.  As you can see, all they’re missing is energy, which the food should take care of over the next day or so.”

“That is good to hear,” Nedira said, coming up to talk to the healer.  “But you think they’ll make a full recovery?”

“Oh, absolutely.  I’d say that they’ve already reached that point, but we’d like to monitor them over the next 24 hours to ensure nothing else is wrong.”

Leaving his newly awakened roommates later that night, Larek walked with Nedira back to their rooms, with her holding onto his arm even though it wasn’t necessary.  Ever since they woke up, he’d experienced a burst of energy that cut through the worst of his exhaustion.  “See, I told you they would be alright,” Larek told her.

“You were right, though I never really doubted it,” she responded.  “I just didn’t like seeing my brother like that.”  She was silent for a few moments as they kept walking.  “Norde thinks you saved his life, you know that?”

“Oh?  That’s what Verne said, too.  I don’t really see it that way, I guess; it was the Fusion that healed them and forced them into a coma, after all.”

“Yes, but despite the devastating – and thankfully temporary – side-effect, it’s hard to deny how effective it is.  Have you thought about proposing to share it with the Fort?”

“Ah… hmm.  About that, I’ve been told not to reveal it to anyone else quite yet, in fear that it might expose my, uh, unique capabilities.”  He whispered the next part, just in case anyone was listening, though he couldn’t see anyone within 50 feet.  “It was based on my Body Regeneration Skill as much as the Minor Mending spell, after all.”

“I see.  I guess that makes sense, but perhaps you can design another Fusion that isn’t based on that Skill?”

He’d thought of that before, but the problem was he didn’t know any spells but Minor Mending, and its effect wasn’t strong enough without Body Regeneration taking the brunt of the healing – and he was unable to separate the two, despite trying.  He thought it might eventually be possible if he was able to learn more, but at the moment he wasn’t sure how to go about it.

“Possibly in the future, but not right now.  I’ll look into it, though.”

It was at that point that Larek realized he hadn’t thought about creating another Fusion in days – a rarity for him lately.  It probably had to do with the fact that the last ones he had created had been used in some quite unsavory ways, in addition to his being too exhausted to think straight or focus.  Regardless, he thought he might try his hand at getting back into it the next day or even the one after that, though he was still going to need the ability to focus on it without falling asleep.

After saying good night to Nedira, who looked disappointed to see him leave, he collapsed on his bed once he was inside his room, most of the energy that had filled him after his friends woke up now draining from him at the thought of sleep.  On the way in, he barely registered that he’d had to open a newly replaced door to his room, which he was sure that his roommates would be appreciative of once they were back the next day.  A fleeting thought shot through his mind at the presence of the door: that Nedira might be safer staying the night in his room now that there was a solid barrier preventing anyone from looking inside, but he was too tired to get up and tell her about it.

It didn’t take long to succumb to the glory of restful sleep, and while he still woke up a few times as screaming nightmares jolted him awake, the mere fact that his friends had safely emerged from their comas without any obvious side-effects was enough to soothe his mind – enough for him to get the best night of sleep he’d had in what felt like months.


Chapter 51

Larek’s roommates returned the next day, not entirely back to normal, but well on their way to a full recovery.  Each of them had lost what extra fat they had on their bodies – which was already fairly little – and some muscle mass, making them a little weaker than they had been before.  Still, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could’ve been, and they didn’t need as much muscle to cast spells as, for example, a trainee from the Martial Fort would need to perform well.

They had the rest of the week off, just as Larek did, while they continued to recover, which gave them a few extra days before they’d have to get back to classes.  In the meantime, the two of them studied a few books that Nedira brought them from the library, and while they complained about having to do work while they were still trying to get better, Larek could tell that they actually appreciated that they had something to do while they were basically confined to their room and the Dining Hall.  They weren’t technically not allowed to leave, but they’d been instructed by the healers to take it easy and not do anything too strenuous during their recovery – at least until after their rest day coming up.

As for Larek, the sleep he received the night they had awoken from their comas was overshadowed by the rest he got the next night when they were actually allowed to leave the healer’s ward, as if just having them safe and sound back in the room had returned a sense of normalcy to the world.  It was a salve to his screaming nightmares, and while he woke up once or twice, thankfully not screaming himself which would have woken his friends, he was easily able to fall back asleep in no time at all. 

That wasn’t to say that he had completely moved past his worries and disgust over his actions, but now that it wasn’t so raw in his mind, he was better able to cope with everything.  His coping was, in no way, to excuse what he did, but being better able to deal with it was highly important to simply living his life from day to day.

Speaking of what had occurred, he hadn’t really paid attention to what was going on with the investigation into his abductors while he had been so exhausted, but once he was able to get some sleep, he learned more about it.  Or, to be more accurate, Verne learned more about it as he spoke with other students in the Dining Hall, who were more than happy to gossip with him and Norde.  The both of them were well-known at this point among the first-years, even those who had attended Copperleaf before they arrived, and everyone seemed to love Verne and his genuine enthusiasm about life; when they heard he had been hurt and sent into a coma, along with Norde, they were more than sympathetic to his desire to know if the culprits had been caught.

Apparently, a search of the storage tunnels and rooms underneath the Academy was initiated and – thankfully – nothing much was found.  They located the room in which Larek was held, which held enough evidence to prove that something at least had occurred there, but there was nothing other than some odd stone plates to give them any more information.  Hearing that, Larek resolved to cut up the stone plates he had taken with him so as to make them unrecognizable, as it hadn’t even occurred to him before that they might be linked to those down there.  He could always say he took them as a weapon to defend himself if they were discovered, but he decided not to risk it.

There was also a full investigation into every Aeromancer in the Academy, including the SIC members on the walls – which caused some outrage, if what Verne’s sources discovered was true.  Still, the Dean had the authority to question every single one, which turned out to be a few hundred all told, though none appeared to be the one that had hurt Verne and Norde.  That Larek had been abducted wasn’t well known, as it hadn’t been as obvious as the comas that his roommates had been in, which was perfectly fine with Larek.  If anyone started questioning why he had been abducted, that could lead to some difficult explanations he didn’t want to have to deal with.

It was only when, nearly 80 hours after the Scissions had been successfully repelled, Ricardo – one of the highest-ranking Nobles in the Academy and a star student – turned up missing that everyone began to speculate on what happened.  Theories ranged from Ricardo feeling regret over what he had done to the pair of first-years throwing himself off the city wall during the Scission, to running away for fear of being caught, to someone learning of his involvement and taking matters into their own hands.  Fortunately, the latter theory was held by a vast minority, as most people believed the fifth-year Noble student had run away rather than face punishment and subsequently smear the reputation of his House.  Of course, running away would do that anyway, though to a lesser extent because there was technically no proof that Ricardo had actually done anything.  Once he was away from the Academy, it would be almost impossible to hold him accountable for his actions because House Floris had enough power to shield the runaway student from most consequences – as long as he did his duty and joined the SIC as all Nobles with potential did.

All that Larek heard about the investigation made him relieved that they hadn’t found anything, especially the bodies he had hidden down in the tunnels.  When he thought about it too long, he still couldn’t believe he had done something like that and had enough focus to hide the evidence, which was just another aspect of his actions he was worried about.  Regardless, he attempted to put it all behind him and move on from it, even as nightmares still plagued him, because the more he dwelled on it, the worse he felt about the entire thing. 

As for Larek, what he did during these days of convalescence that he shared with his roommates was to design future Fusions and learn as much as Nedira was able to teach him.  The fourth-year came by every night to hang out with them, and she was finally able to teach him some spells.  There were only a few that he was able to pick up entirely, as while he could memorize the spell pattern she would create for each spell, unless she actually activated and cast the spell by infusing it with Mana, thereby letting him see the results, he was unable to “learn” it.  Obviously, there were only a few spells that she was able to use in an enclosed space without a training hoop for safety, but the ones he did learn he thought might be useful in one way or another.

New Spell learned!

Binding Roots

Magnitude: 6-foot by 6-foot area

Duration: 20 seconds

Base Elemental Effect (Bind): Binds target with roots

Base Elemental Strength: 20

Base Mana Cost: 50

Base Pattern Cohesion: 8

New Spell learned!

Rapid Plant Growth

Magnitude: 5 X 5 foot area, variable maturity

Duration: Permanent

Base Elemental Effect (Natural Growth): Causes target plants in range to mature rapidly

Base Mana Cost: 10

Base Pattern Cohesion: 2

New Spell learned!

Wall of Thorns

Magnitude: 6 X 6 X 1 feet

Duration: 20 seconds

Base Elemental Effect (Barrier): Prevents physical effects from passing through

Base Elemental Effect (Thorns): Damages those who come into contact with the Wall of Thorns

Base Damage Resistance: 30

Base Elemental Damage: 3

Base Mana Cost: 35

Base Pattern Cohesion: 6

New Spell learned!

Bark Skin

Base Elemental Effect (Damage Resistance): Enhances the toughness of target’s skin

Base Damage Resistance: 20

Base Effective Range: On Touch

Base Mana Cost (Initial): 60

Base Mana Cost (Channeling): 20 per minute

Base Pattern Cohesion: 9

Binding Roots was a spell he’d seen her use before when she was fighting those winged cats back at Crystalview, but it was amazing to finally learn it.  Rapid Plant Growth wasn’t necessarily useful by itself as far as Larek was concerned, but it was frequently used to help grow plants for food purposes as well as defenses, such as rapidly growing a bunch of bushes to help funnel monsters toward a trap.  It was useful in conjunction with an Aquamancer, as it could even be used on seeds as long as there was water available to get their initial growth started. 

Wall of Thorns was fairly self-explanatory, as the spell essentially created a 6-foot-by-6-foot wall of thick roots that were 1-foot thick, with the roots possessing sharp thorns that would impale whatever impacted it.  It was different from the Wind Barrier that Larek already knew because it was capable of inflicting damage, though its ability to stop magical effects was limited because they could slip through the relatively wide spaces in between the roots. 

Lastly, Bark Skin was another channeled spell similar to the Minor Mending spell he had learned back at Crystalview Academy, though it served a different function.  Instead of healing, the Bark Skin spell was designed to enhance the toughness of someone’s skin, giving it a measure of damage resistance.  When Nedira used it on him, he felt his skin tighten in a way that was right on the edge of being uncomfortable, and it darkened the color of his skin a few shades.  It impaired his movement slightly when he moved around with it active, which she needed to pay a Mana Cost to maintain, and she was only able – until she learned more and increased her Spellcasting Focus Skill – to maintain one Bark Skin and cast one other, non-channeled, spell at the same time.

It was an unusual experience, but he could certainly see some potential applications for the effect it produced.  In an unusual experiment, when Nedira cast it on Verne, who already had a bark-like skin, it had absolutely no visible effect – but he said that it made him feel stronger, as if it enhanced his natural strength.  Not a lot, he expressed, but it was nonetheless notable.

Nedira didn’t know many spells that weren’t part of her Naturalist Specialization other than the ones Larek already knew, but she also knew quite a few offensive spells that she wasn’t able to safely create in their room.  She promised to show him later once she had more room, but teaching spells to lower-year students was technically forbidden unless permission was expressly given, so doing that in the full view of anyone watching – such as in the park – was probably not the best idea.  He might be able to get away with simply observing as she “practiced” her spells while out there, but again he didn’t want to inadvertently get them both in trouble.

After learning those spells, he came up with some Fusion designs that he wanted to try and spent a bit of time playing with different grid formations – but he didn’t create a single Fusion.  The memory of his previous, deadly Fusions was still prevalent in his mind, and he needed some more time to get past their role in what he’d done.  While his mind was healing, he found that it was going to take a little more time to become fully comfortable with creating something again.  It wouldn’t be that long, however; he was slowly getting the itch to start focusing on creating another Fusion soon, and he knew he had to get past his mental block soon if he was ever going to do it.

As such, the rest of the week went by rather tamely, with nothing in particular to note, but by the time their rest day came, Larek and his roommates were feeling almost as normal as could be.  There would be some mental wounds that would take a little longer to heal than anything physical that had been done to them, but that healing would come in time. 

Being cooped up in their room for so long had made them want to get out and about, so on their rest day, they all decided to get out and walk around the park, enjoying the fresh air and open space that they had missed. 


Chapter 52

“I don’t see why we can’t check out the arena,” Verne said as they walked along the perimeter of the park.  “I mean, we haven’t even seen it up close yet!”

“I believe that’s because they don’t have weekly duels like we did back in Crystalview,” Nedira informed him.

Larek was just listening to them talk as they walked slowly around the park.  It was a gorgeous day, not too hot nor too cold, which was a rarity up north.  He was used to it being either cold enough to be on the verge of snowing, or unbearably hot; the in-between temperature swings were few and far between, but they were nice when they could get them.  Most of the time it didn’t matter in the forest, as the foliage was enough to block out the summer sun, while in the winter there was a palpable heat that emerged from the landscape, as the Rushwood trees didn’t stop growing even in the middle of winter. 

“Yeah, I’ve heard that too, but that doesn’t make any sense!  What do they do around here for fun if they’re not dueling?  And I’m not talking about the crazy Martials over there,” Verne continued, waving toward the Fort side of the yard where even now, on their rest day, the trainees were practicing their fighting.  Not as much as during the rest of the week, but still a significant number of them were participating.

As they walked, Larek looked at his Status, something he’d been neglecting to peek at over the last week.  It wasn’t as though he hadn’t had the time, because he certainly had had plenty; however, checking it would have reminded him a little of being trapped down below the Academy with broken legs and the events following such an experience, which was the last time he’d really paid attention to his stats.  When he finally looked at them, there wasn’t too much difference from what he expected, though something in his Skills made him pause.

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

Level 17

Advancement Points (AP) : 6/16

Available AP to Distribute: 17

Stama: 400/400

Mana: 1330/1330

Strength: 48 (+)

Body: 48 (+)

Agility: 48 (+)

Intellect: 70 [133] (+)

Acuity: 104 [198] (+)

Pneuma: 244 [464] (+)

Pattern Cohesion: 4,640/4,640

Mage Skills:

Multi-effect Fusion Focus Level 6

Pattern Recognition Level 13

Spellcasting Focus Level 15

Magical Detection Level 15

Mana Control Level 27

Fusion Level 30

Pattern Formation Level 30

Martial Skills:

Throwing Level 4

Dodge Level 6

Pain Immunity Level 20

Body Regeneration Level 25

During the hyper-focused creation of the Fusions in the storage tunnels, the ones that had been placed on the Mage staves, he’d ignored and dismissed all of the notifications he’d received for Skill Level-ups and anything else that might have distracted him.  What he was seeing now was that he had managed to achieve Level 17 and now had an additional 17 AP to spend; he kept them banked for the moment rather than spend them on anything in particular, mainly because he didn’t know what he could possibly use them for. 

But that wasn’t what caught his attention.  Thinking back to the time when he was creating the staff Fusions, he remembered achieving Level 30 in his Fusion and Pattern Formation Skills simultaneously early on.  After creating a few more, he also received a Level-up in Mana Control and Spellcasting Focus, but the previous two hadn’t budged.

Have I hit another wall?  Will I need to start creating Advanced Fusions, then Master Fusions, and so on in order to Level them up some more?  Or is it simply going to take more Intermediate Fusions to advance another Level?

He wasn’t sure, but when he finally started creating Fusions again, he’d have to experiment to discover how it worked. 

That’s fine, though, because I want to learn Advanced Fusions anyway—

“Larek!  There you are!  I’ve been looking all over for you!”

Larek’s head whipped around to where he heard the unfortunately familiar voice, only to see the blue-haired, dark-skinned Martial trainee he recognized running up to him.

And she wasn’t alone.

He stopped, unsure what to do but glad his friends were there to help him if she tried something.  With his recent experience of having been at the mercy of a Martial trainee, he’d rather there be some witnesses because he wasn’t sure if he could restrain himself from reacting poorly.  Even as she approached, he could feel the hyper-focus settling into his mind; it allowed him to look away from her to see who else was coming with her.  The one directly on her heels was a short, young woman from the Kingdom wearing a supple leather chest covering, knee-length cloth trousers, and a leather cap that protected her head.  She held a bow, with her right arm stuck through it, wrapped over her shoulder with a quiver of arrows at her hip.  An archery-based Martial trainee, obviously, but other than that he had no idea who she was.

The other one who was trailing behind those two was someone he actually recognized, though he only knew him as the Noble that had been nearly bisected by the woman running in front of the other two, Penelope.  Or Penny to her friends, but he wasn’t about to call her that anytime soon.

The recovered-looking Noble was wearing a chainmail shirt that fell to just over his knees, covered with a steel breastplate and other leather and steel armor pieces along his arms.  He wasn’t as completely covered in armor as the Martial graduate on the Network carriage ride, Crester, but with his shield and spear he looked ready for battle.  It was different from what he had been wearing before, which had been mostly leather, and he could only assume that he was wearing greater protection in case Penelope decided to try cutting him in half again.

For some reason, as they all approached, Nedira stepped in front of Larek as if she was going to protect him from some sort of attack.  She had taken to bringing her staff with her wherever she went, so she could definitely use it to blind them; and with her stats boosted, she had plenty of Mana, but Larek hoped that her defense wasn’t necessary.

“Hello, Penelope.  What can I do for you?” Larek asked politely, though without any particular interest in her.  Everything she had done to him over their last few interactions had figuratively left a bad taste in his mouth, so he figured this was going to be the same.

The blue-haired Martial trainee slowed down once she arrived in front of Nedira, but she almost entirely ignored the fourth-year Mage as she looked at Larek over Nedira’s head.  “I brought Barty to see you because he wanted to thank you himself,” she said, waving toward the older boy lagging behind. 

Larek turned his attention to the boy, nearly a young man, as he finally arrived and stood there breathing heavily.  “Sorry,” he said, gasping for breath, “I’m still recovering some of my endurance.”

“You look much better than you did when I last saw you, at least,” Larek replied with a smile.  He was genuinely happy that he had helped to save the boy’s life, and it was good to see him up and around after witnessing such an awful wound nearly kill him. 

The Noble nodded, his breathing finally slowing after his run.  “I have you to thank for that – or so I’ve heard.  I don’t really remember much of the fight or my injury; all I remember was fighting Penelope and then waking up in the healer’s ward, hungry and feeling weaker than I’d ever felt before.”

Rubbing the back of his neck in embarrassment, Larek murmured, “Yeah, sorry about that.  It’s one of the side-effects of the healing.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for!  I’d rather spend a month recovering from what should’ve been a fatal wound than be dead.”

His response was so similar to what Verne had said about his coma that he was forced to believe him.  Larek supposed that even a month or so of convalescence was better than death.  “Well, I hope you’ve been careful around Penelope here, because I wouldn’t want to see you nearly split in half again,” he joked, though he took it seriously.

“Oh, don’t worry about that.  Penelope has been restricted in her sparring until she can learn how to do it properly—”

“Hey, that’s not what the Head Drill Instructor said,” the blue-haired trainee interrupted, punching the Noble on the upper arm. 

Rubbing his arm despite having armor protecting it, the older boy quickly responded with, “Well then, stop calling me Barty.  I told you I don’t like that name; it’s either Bartholomew or Bart.”

“Whatever you wish, Barty,” she told him with obviously no intention of doing so.  “Anyway, are you done with your thank you?”

“No… actually, yes, I guess so.  I just wanted to add that if there is anything I can do for you, please let me know.”

“I’m sure that isn’t necessary, Bartholomew, as I was just doing what anyone else would’ve done if they had the ability.  I appreciate the thought, though,” Larek responded.

“Just so you know, the offer is still there—”

“Enough of that, Barty.  We have more important matters to deal with, now.”  Turning to Larek’s entire group, which included Nedira, Verne, and Norde, she asked, “Do any of you know what a Skirmish is?”

Larek understood what the word “skirmish” meant, but he didn’t think that was what she meant.  He shook his head along with the others, though Nedira did so reluctantly.  She was holding her staff sideways as if to present a physical barrier that any of the Martial trainees would have to cross if they wanted to get to Larek.  With how tense she was and having personally seen how effective her Naturalist spells were, he didn’t like the trainees’ chances.

“I figured, especially after hearing how new you were to the Academy,” Penelope said as she nodded.  “Anyway, Skirmishes are the twice-a-year competitions between multiple teams that consist of both Martial trainees and Mage students,” she continued, waving toward the center of the park where the four different fortifications facing each other could be seen.  “The competition consists of retrieving a brightly colored flag from an opponent’s fortification and bringing it back to your own – without ‘dying’.  It’s a great training exercise that promotes teamwork between Martials and Mages, which I’ve heard is very valuable experience when most of the trainees and students graduate and enter the SIC.  I’m going to eventually teach here or at one of the other Forts, rather than go into the SIC directly, but I can see the benefits.”

Larek just stood there, confused, as he waited for more explanation.  When nothing seemed to be forthcoming, he asked, “And?  What does that have to do with us?”

“It has to do with you because I want you on my team!  We already have Barty here as our tank and Vivienne as our ranged representative, and of course I’ll be the main attacker with my speed and strength,” she responded matter-of-factly.

“But—”

“And with your healing ability, you’ll be able to keep us going for much longer than the other teams.  Plus, I’m sure you could swing a mean sword with all those muscles of yours.”

“I have no desire to—”

“You can even bring your girlfriend!  We’re still locking down our sixth member, but we could certainly use the crowd control abilities of a Naturalist.”

Overwhelmed and being interrupted at every turn, Larek held his tongue until he was sure Penelope was finished talking.  Nedira, on the other hand, had no such restraint.

“No!  We refuse!  You just want us to do this so you can get your hands on Larek!”

The other trainees appeared uncomfortable at her outburst, and so was Larek if he was being honest, but Penelope smiled at the fourth-year Mage.  “That is absolutely not true.  I would just love to have his help on my team, because finding a healer this late in the game is nearly impossible.  We would have less than 2 weeks to prepare, after all.”

“But he’s a first-year!  Isn’t it against the rules for a first-year to compete?”

The blue-haired young woman shook her head.  “No, not at all.  It’s never really done, because first-years are typically inept in their abilities, but we’ve already seen that Larek can heal and would be an asset if that was all he did.”

“Larek, you can’t seriously be considering doing this, can you?”

The former Logger chuckled for a few seconds before responding.  “No, not a chance.  Why would I want to compete?  What good would it do me?  All I want to do is create Fusions—”

Penelope interrupted him once again.  “Why?  For the thrill of battle and for experience and for the glory of victory as we crush our opponents!  Why else would you do anything?”

“None of that matters to me,” he explained while shaking his head.  “So, my answer is no.  Was that all?”

“Wait; you’re refusing to become part of a team that will participate in the Skirmish coming up?  You have no idea what you’re passing up,” the young woman pouted as she spoke.  “Any first-year would jump at the chance to participate—”

“Well, I’m not your typical first-year.”

“That’s for sure,” she murmured, but Larek caught it even if she was trying to speak under her breath.  Just as she began to plead for him to participate, he cut her off this time.

“The answer is still no.”

She appeared angry and disappointed both at once.  As she opened her mouth, with Larek and the others starting to turn away, he heard the archer, Vivienne, say, “See?  I told you that we should’ve acquired our Mages weeks ago after the last Skirmish.  Besides, a first-year?  I know he healed Bart here, but wouldn’t he just be useless in every other way?”

“Oh, shut it, Vivienne.  You don’t know what you’re talking about—hey!  Where are you going?”

“We’re going back to our rooms, foolish girl,” Nedira answered as Larek and the others turned away.  “I suggest you do the same, or you’re going to get hurt.”

“But I’m not done talking to—”

“That may be, but he is done talking to you.”

As they walked away, hurrying back toward their rooms, Larek heard Penelope shout, “The offer is still open for the next week!  Please consider joining us, even if you’re only a first-year!”

She was so loud that dozens, if not hundreds of other students and trainees heard her, which made Larek want to walk even faster.  By the time they arrived in Larek and his roommates’ room, the looks that he and the others received made it seem as though half the Academy had heard about the invitation already.

“The nerve of that girl!” Nedira shouted as soon as the door shut behind them.  “I just want to rip her smug little face off!”

That seemed a bit extreme to Larek, but he didn’t say anything in the trainee’s defense, as he really didn’t want to participate in this Skirmish thing.  Verne and Norde, having been quite bored without the weekly duels in the arena, were of a completely different opinion.

“I think you should do it, Larek,” Norde said abruptly with Verne nodding along, interrupting Nedira’s continued tirade as he was in complete opposition to his sister. 

“What?!  You can’t be serious, Norde!”

And so began a debate that Larek wanted no part of, which lasted until dinner and beyond.  In the end, it only really mattered what Larek wanted to do, and he said as much once they had wound down a bit.

“I’m not doing it.  I have not the slightest inclination to participate in any competition, and there is nothing you can do to sway me.”

That was final.


Chapter 53

“I heard that you were invited to participate in the upcoming Skirmish, Larek.”

He wasn’t sure if he heard his Fusions instructor correctly.  “You did?”

“Of course.  I may not look it, but I hear more gossip around here than most.  That, and it’s just about the only thing that my students can talk about,” Shinpai said with a chuckle.  “What do you think about it?”

“About the Skirmish?  It sounds like a waste of time and needlessly violent, if I’m being honest.”

The Grandmaster Fusionist nodded.  “Violent?  Yes.  Necessary?  Well, there are many who debate whether we should even encourage it, because of the danger to those participating, but it’s an excellent way for Mages and Martials to gain experience working together on a team.  It’s most likely how they were able to repel the multiple-Scission attack a week or so ago with so few casualties.  Even those who decry the possibility of an accident resulting in death – which only happens every decade or so – can’t deny the good it does for our students.”

“Wait—the participants could die?”

His instructor shrugged.  “Yes, though any of them could die by tripping and falling down some stairs, breaking their neck; the likelihood of that happening is about the same as dying during a Skirmish, in my opinion.”

“That doesn’t really inspire me to want to participate in such a thing.” 

Shinpai smiled at him, which made Larek put up his guard.  “Regardless, I think you should do it.”

That was definitely not what Larek was expecting.  “What?  Why?  I can’t even cast a spell—”

“You wouldn’t have to,” the Grandmaster Fusionist quickly assured him.  “I spoke to the Dean after learning that you were invited to participate.  This was something that we were going to advise as you start classes again, but now might be the perfect opportunity to reveal some of your unique expertise in Fusions.”

That made absolutely no sense to Larek.  “But what about keeping a low profile?”

“Well, that was the plan before this show that you and that Martial trainee put on for the entire Academy to see yesterday,” his instructor admonished him.  “We were going to ease your abilities in gradually, but now with most of the students and half the staff talking about a first-year being invited to participate on a team, all eyes are on you now. 

“Sure, we could easily think of a million different excuses detailing why you can’t do it to those curious about why you were asked to participate.  You’re a first-year student?  A Mage that can’t cast spells?  Just gone through a traumatic experience and haven’t fully recovered?  Any of those and more would be more than acceptable for getting you out of this Skirmish.

“Granted, this whole thing might blow over in the next year or so if you refuse, perhaps even sooner than that, as it is almost ridiculous that a first-year would be invited to participate in the first place… but that’s only if you don’t call more attention to yourself.  As soon as you create a powerful Fusion and reveal what you can do, even to a limited audience, they’re all going to realize why you were invited to a Skirmish team in your first year. 

“Unfortunately, these are – for the most part – Nobles that we’re talking about here, most of whom have lived and breathed intrigue since the day they were born.  With your refusal and later-revealed aptitude with Fusions, many of them are going to believe that you were trying to keep it a secret for some reason.  They will begin to question how much the Professors and the Dean knew about you this entire time.  Furthermore, they will begin to suspect that you are getting special treatment when they find out that you’re in an advanced class, this one, despite being a first-year student; this will inevitably begin degrading the neutrality of the faculty that has been adopted in order to teach and punish these young brats without fear of retribution.

“That’s not even the worst of it, because we can handle that after a fashion.  No, once they get that ‘special treatment’ thought in their heads, they’re going to wonder what other secrets we – and you – are hiding.  I don’t think I need to explain why that wouldn’t be a good idea.”

Shinpai was correct; Larek didn’t need it explained why Nobles looking into what other secrets he possessed would be a bad situation.  “I can see the logic behind what you’re saying, but I don’t like it.  It feels like some sort of trap set by Penelope.”

“Penelope?  That’s the Jaroupa that asked you to be on her team?”  

“Jaroupa?”  He hadn’t heard that word before.

“Yes, the blue-haired trainee?  That’s her race, as they come from the Protectorate of Jaroup far to the south.”

“Oh.  Then yes, that’s her.”

His instructor looked at him for a moment, before cocking his head to the side.  “Wait.  She’s the one who injured that other trainee who you healed with that Fusion?  The Duke of Scorwood’s boy, Bartholomew?”

“Yes; what does that have to do with anything?”

The Grandmaster Fusionist let out a sigh.  “Because I believe this is a trap, though not the one you probably think it is.”

“What do you mean?”

“I believe they figured out that you healed Bartholomew with a Fusion.  If that’s the case, then they want to get their hands on it.”

“Oh.  But isn’t that what we eventually want to share with them?”

His instructor shook his head.  “Yes, but not like this.  They’re going to do something to force you to reveal it, which means putting either students or trainees in greater danger than the Skirmish would normally elicit.”

Larek suspected that there would probably be plenty of healers close by to prevent the need for him to use the Healing Surge Fusion, but he also knew that he was ignorant of the whole thing.  Still, the solution seemed simple enough.  “So, we’ll just give it to them ahead of time; that way, they won’t take any drastic actions during the Skirmish that would require it.” 

“Unfortunately, that doesn’t take care of the reason why we don’t want to share it with anybody right now.  As soon as they have it, knowledge of its existence will be throughout the entire Academy within a few hours.  It won’t take more than a few days – at most – for those with enough knowledge about Fusions to break it down and discover that the Effect is based upon the Body Regeneration Martial Skill.  Now, a Fusionist might eventually learn enough about an effect like that over the years to incorporate it into a Fusion, but Martial Skills are notoriously difficult for Mages to translate into an Effect due to lack of experience with them.  We have an easier time with boosts to Strength, Body, and Agility because they are a stat similar in effect to our Intellect, Acuity, and Pneuma; Skills are something else entirely.”

Larek hadn’t known that it was harder for Fusionists to learn about Martial Skills, but he supposed it made sense.  Regardless, if what his instructor said was true, then revealing the presence of his Healing Surge Fusion so quickly could have unfortunate side effects.

“We were already working on a way to introduce it to the Martials that wouldn’t raise too many suspicions from those in the Academy, but it was still about a year out,” the Grandmaster Fusionist admitted.  “We could move the timeline up a little, but if it’s one of the first things that’s revealed that you’ve created, then it will raise too many suspicions.”

“What if I design another healing Fusion that doesn’t rely on Body Regeneration?  Would that help?”

His Professor chuckled.  “Of course it would, but I have a feeling that you’ll either need to have a better understanding of Advanced Fusions, or get lucky by adapting another healing spell.  We can certainly work on the former, but the latter is something we’ll have to be careful about; having you work in the healer’s ward to learn healing spells will be seen as highly suspicious and not even the Dean would be able to explain your presence there without revealing the intent behind it.  There are strict rules on these things for a reason, not the least of them being because of ‘special treatment’ and the Nobles’ reaction to this information.  Until things change, teaching you spells that are outside of the scope of your current classes is going to be nearly impossible, as our hands are tied.  Fusions, though… Fusions we can do.”

Larek and Shinpai were quiet for about a minute after that as the former Logger attempted to find a way out of the situation he found himself in.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t think of a solution other than running away – which was something that looked more inviting by the minute.  Shaking his head with a sigh, he asked, “What do I do, then?”

“I’m going to speak with the Dean about this, but for now, I still believe the best solution is for you to participate.”

“But what about the danger—”

“That you might be tempted to use your Healing Surge Fusion?  I could order you to simply leave it out of the Skirmish, but then that would be putting you in danger if it wasn’t available for your own use.  No, the best solution is one where there will be no need to use it in the first place.”

“By… not participating?  I’m confused.”

The Grandmaster Fusionist smiled grimly at him.  “No, you’ll still have to participate.  But you will have to figure out a way to prevent your team from getting hurt enough to require your Fusion.  I highly doubt that Vice General Whittaker would put any of the trainees in opposing teams at risk, so they’ll likely be seeking to injure one of your team badly enough that they would normally die before one of our healer teams could get to them.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“By doing what you do best, of course: create Fusions.”

While it still wasn’t something he wanted to do, Larek immediately began thinking about what he might be able to design that would allow his team to avoid being damaged, but then he thought about the Skirmish itself a little more.  The problem was that he didn’t know exactly what it entailed – so he asked Shinpai for a little more detail.

“It begins with 4 teams of 6 controlling their respective fortifications across from each other in the arena,” his instructor began to explain.  “The objective is to either infiltrate or overpower the other teams to capture their flag, which is held inside their fortifications, and then to bring that flag back to their fortification; the caveat is that their flag must be also be present when they capture it, otherwise it doesn’t count as a win. 

“Martials are allowed to armor themselves any way they choose, but the sharp weapons they use are blunted; that doesn’t mean they can’t kill someone, as hitting an unprotected head with a blunted metal object can be deadly, but attacks to the head are against the rules.  A total of 30 full-contact strikes against a Martial trainee ‘incapacitates’ them and they are out of the Skirmish unless they are healed by the team’s healer, which negates the strike count at a rate of 1 per 15 seconds of healing, but the duo must remain stationary.  In addition, unless an opposing attacker performs a ‘killing stroke’ to a downed participant, their Body Regeneration Skill will allow them to rejoin the fight if unmolested for a full minute, where they will reduce their strike count at 1 per minute.

“Instead of 30 full-contact strikes against a Mage, only 3 strikes are necessary to incapacitate us, though we heal at the same rate of 1 per 10 seconds. They affectionately call us ‘squishy’, which is an apt term considering that we can’t sustain the same type of abuse as the Martials.

“As for what the Mages can attack with, only shadow-cast spells that inflict damage are allowed, but each of them are worth the equivalent of 5 full-contact strikes by a weapon.  Any spell that restricts or otherwise impairs movement, as long as it only inflicts a minimal amount of physical damage, is able to be cast at full strength.

“There is typically a total of 64 teams that participate in the Skirmish, which means 16 different matches to begin with.  Depending on the length of each match, which can take anywhere between 5 minutes and an hour or so, they might carry over to the next day, when the winners will then compete in 4 more matches until only those winners remain.  The final match will then pit those remaining teams against each other to crown the overall winner.”

Larek thought about it for a minute or so, before the obvious answer presented itself.  “Then this seems simple; I do my best to protect my team from getting too hurt, but then we lose during the first round.  I can show a little of what I can create Fusion-wise, but then it’ll be over after that.”

Shinpai nodded.  “Exactly.  You participate and begin to show your expertise at creating Fusions, which will introduce you to the students and faculty of the Academy as well as the Fort, and by avoiding any use of the Healing Surge, things should go smoothly after that.  Over the next few months, we’ll release more of what you can do, building up to the point where we can present the Healing Surge, as well as maybe that new healing Fusion you mentioned which doesn’t rely on tapping into the Body Regeneration Skill?  It depends on what can be taught to you in that time, which I’m hoping will be less restrictive once everyone knows about your potential with Fusions.”

That plan sounded like the best option, though he wasn’t looking forward to working with Penelope or the other Martial trainees. 

“Alright, I think I can do that,” Larek reluctantly agreed.  “But how would I go about creating a Fusion that could protect my team?”

“I don’t know, honestly, but we have less than a couple of weeks until the Skirmish, so I’ll try and prepare you as best I can,” his instructor assured him.  “However, in addition to the rules in the arena, there are rules that also apply to the faculty in both the Academy and the Fort before the matches even take place.”

“Like what?”

Shinpai began ticking different things off on his fingers.  “We cannot supply weapons or armor outside of the range of normal usage.  We cannot design, create, or supply existing Fusions to participants.  We cannot help devise Skirmish strategies, which includes directing participants to a specific spell, Battle Art, or Fusion that could help their strategy.  We cannot enlist instruction for a participant that goes above their level of scholarship; what that means is that a fourth-year student can’t suddenly transfer to a fifth-year class for a few weeks and learn more powerful spells. And we cannot play favorites with any singular participant, which means that whatever additional help I provide you must be provided to every other participant.  I doubt that last one will matter all that much, considering that I’ll be teaching Advanced Fusions to you, but they are welcome to learn from me.”

“That seems a bit restrictive, but I guess it makes sense.  So, once you teach me about Advanced Fusions, it will be up to me to design and create the Fusions I’ll need?”

The Grandmaster Fusionist nodded.  “Yes, essentially.  It’ll be up to you to figure it out, but I’m going to at least give you the tools you’ll need to get there.”

“Fair enough.  A quick question, if I may?”

“Sure, go ahead.”  Shinpai waved for him to continue.

“Can I apply the spells I’ve learned to my Fusions?”

“Absolutely.  That’s part of what we want to introduce to the population of the Academy, after all.”

That was all he needed to know.  He wouldn’t be basing any new Fusion on any purely offensive spells, which was a relief, because he was still a bit worried about what he did in the storage tunnels to Ricardo and the Martial trainees.  As for defensive spells converted into Fusions, he had a few ideas that might work.

“Fair enough.  Now, teach me what I need to know about Advanced Fusions.  I’m probably going to need all the advantages I can get to survive this Skirmish thing.”

His instructor took a deep breath before he started what would be a few weeks of teaching Larek all he could about the next evolution in Fusion creation and design.


Chapter 54

Unfortunately, the next couple of weeks were anything but enjoyable for Larek, despite learning all about Advanced Fusions from his instructor.  First, he had to convince Nedira that he needed to participate in the Skirmish – which went as well as he expected.

“WHAT?!  WHY?!”

Thankfully, they were in Larek’s room when he broached the subject, so her shout didn’t cause as much of a commotion as had the outdoor incident the day before.  “For the same reason I was targeted by those Nobles.”

“That makes no sense, Larek!”

He shrugged.  “I know; it doesn’t.  But I had it explained to me that not participating will be worse for me in the long run.  I can’t go into everything, but refusing will lead to even closer scrutiny – which is something I want to avoid as much as possible, though attention is something that is impossible to avoid at this point.”

It took a little more explanation and assurances that this was the best option for him, but eventually she gave in.  “You’re not doing this without me, you know,” she added at the end of their conversation. 

“I wouldn’t want it any other way.  I need someone who’s willing to put themselves in Penelope’s way, after all,” he said jokingly, remembering how she had moved in front of him like she was defending from an attack by the blue-haired trainee.

“Darn straight.  That woman is a menace.”

Thinking about the day before, he remembered something Penelope had mentioned.  “By the way, what did she mean about you being my girlfriend?”

Nedira seemed flustered by his question, looking away from him as a blush crept up her cheeks.  He wasn’t ignorant enough not to know what a girlfriend was, though he wasn’t personally knowledgeable about the phenomenon.  But what does that have to do with Nedira?

“Oh, uh, she was probably just making an assumption since we’re always together,” she finally replied.  “It’s not really that big of a deal, right?”

He shook his head.  “No, not really a big deal.”

“Though, it wouldn’t really be all that bad if I were your girlfriend… right?”

“No, not at all,” Larek responded with a chuckle.  She smiled at him, which he took to be a good sign that she had finally accepted that they were going to participate in the Skirmish in less than two weeks.  “So, you’re all good with the Skirmish?  I can go tell Penelope that we’ll join a team with her?”

Nedira’s smile instantly melted away.  “If we have to do this, isn’t there another team we can join?  I don’t really feel comfortable being in the same group as that woman.”

“I can try, but Shinpai made it seem as though most of the teams that are going to participate have been put together already.  It can’t hurt to ask, I suppose.”

Sadly, despite asking both his instructor and even Dean Lorraine about joining another team rather than the one with Penelope, there were none that were available.  First, all of them had already been assembled weeks before, so there were no empty spots for him to join up, even by himself.  Secondly, none of them wanted to take a chance on a first-year, even if they’d all heard about another team willing to take him on; they saw it as having a handicap that would hinder their chance of success.

And success was what they were all shooting for, because the winner of the Skirmish not only obtained bragging rights, but a prize of 2,400 gold coins, split between the members of the team.  Even some of the Nobles whose families were rich wanted the extra spending money, because 400 gold coins each was a lot; Larek imagined being able to send most of that back to his family to do his part in taking care of them from afar.  It was more money than they would ever earn being Loggers over their lifetimes, but even that temptation wasn’t enough for him to think about winning the entire Skirmish.  It was too dangerous of a proposition to contemplate for long.

All of which meant that he wasn’t able to find a different team to join, so he had to resort to accepting Penelope’s invitation despite his misgivings.  Larek, Nedira, and his roommates went looking for her after dinner a week before the Skirmish, but he didn’t have to look far; she ended up running over to him without the rest of her group this time, but that simply made it more comfortable for him to speak to her without her backup.

“We’re willing to join your team,” he said without preamble.

She didn’t smile or gloat like he was expecting; instead, she frowned at him.  “I’ve heard that you’ve been looking around for a different Skirmish team to join, but you obviously couldn’t find any that would take you on.  And now you come crawling back to me—”

“Let’s just get out of here, Larek,” Nedira interrupted the trainee, grabbing Larek’s arm and dragging him away.  “We’ll deal with the consequences – if they come.”

As much as he wanted to go with her, he had to think about his future.  If he didn’t participate and start showing what he could do with Fusions to a larger audience of people, the Nobles attending the Academy – and perhaps even the Fort – would become suspicious of what he was hiding until it was finally revealed.  Shinpai had made it clear that it would be impossible to keep his Fusion-based abilities a secret for long, so that would be a poor—and potentially deadly—decision. 

Besides, he was tired of hiding his Fusions from the world, as he wanted to be able to create them out in the open and actually produce some that could be useful to others.  Remembering what he’d done for those Martial graduates on the carriage made him feel good, as if what he did could keep them alive longer than they would’ve been otherwise. Granted, it was done in exchange for their silence about him, but that didn’t change the way it made him feel. 

“Hold on, Nedira,” he whispered to her as he stopped himself from being led away.  “We need to participate.  This is the only way, remember?”

“I remember alright, but does it have to be with her?”

“Unfortunately, yes.  I even broached the subject of revealing my abilities ahead of the Skirmish, but Shinpai said that it would have the same result as if I were to refuse to participate.  The Nobles will be suspicious that the invitation prompted a reaction from me to reveal some of my abilities to forgo any further scrutiny, but that will eventually end up backfiring.  The only way is to present it publicly like this, which would be advantageous for myself and my team; the Nobles would understand keeping this a secret for my own benefit, such as for the prize money.  Something to do with the selfishness of the Nobility or something like that.“  

“That still doesn’t make sense to me, nor the reason why you need to avoid the attention of the Nobles here at the Academy,” she replied, shaking her head.  “But… I trust you, and if this is what we need to do, then let’s just get it over with.”

Nodding at her, he turned back to Penelope, who was looking at him with a smirk on her face.  “So, you finally talked your girlfriend into it?  What makes you think we even want you now that I heard about you going behind our backs to find someone else?”

Nedira looked like she was going to march right over to the other woman and smack her in the face with her staff, but Larek gently caught her before she could take more than a step.  “Please stop trying to antagonize my friends, Penelope,” he warned, looking her straight in the eye.  Amazingly, she didn’t reply with anything antagonistic, which he halfway expected; instead, the only thing she did was stare right back at him with a frown on her face, before audibly swallowing.  “As for why you would want us, you already know about my ability to heal, but I’m also uniquely qualified to provide everyone with Fusions that can make a huge difference.  Nedira is also an expert Naturalist, so she’ll be able to help control the fight from afar, letting you do what you need to in order to win.”

The blue-haired trainee tore her gaze away from Larek’s with visible effort.  “A huge difference, huh?  That’s not some play on words relating to your… height, is it?” she asked, chuckling oddly at the same time.

Larek simply shook his head as he felt Nedira stiffen under where his hands were holding her shoulders.  “No, not at all.  I’m just that good of a Fusionist.”

“You certainly are good at thinking highly of yourself, I’ll give you that.”  The trainee paused for a few seconds before she sighed dramatically.  “Fine.  You’re both on the team, but please don’t disappoint me.  We’re planning on practicing our teamwork after dinner over the next week leading up to the Skirmish; it’s too public to do it out here, so you’ll have to come to one of our sparring rooms in the Fort.”

“I didn’t think we were allowed over there,” Verne spoke up for the first time since the confrontation occurred.

“Normally, you’d be right, but for something like this it’s allowed for a few hours every day for a month leading up to the Skirmish.  We’re really behind on our practice, having only put together a team recently, so we have a lot of catching up to do.”

Larek thought about all the work he needed to do to design Fusions that would be beneficial to the team, which he had been planning on doing after classes.  Besides, he didn’t really think he needed to practice, considering that he would simply be “healing” and wouldn’t necessarily be involved in the fighting.

“Are you sure you need us there?  I have a lot to do to get ready for this thing—”

“Thing?  This is the Skirmish you’re talking about; it may not be life and death or as important as defending a wall in a town or city against Scission monsters, but this is about as important as anything here in the Fort.  Or the Academy, for that matter.”

Penelope seemed positively obsessive over this Skirmish thing, and Larek began to wonder if every other participant would be as zealous.  Before he could respond, the trainee continued.

“And yes, you need to practice with us.  There are quite a few strategies that can be employed which need everyone present, and you need to know what you’ll be facing once we get to the arena.”

He wanted to keep protesting, but he knew that there likely wouldn’t be any point.  Either he participated or he didn’t; there was no going back now.  He still intended to lose, of course, but he had to make it at least seem like he was interested in learning what he could about these “strategies”.

“Very well,” he finally relented.  “We’ll be there after dinner tomorrow.”

“Great!”  Suddenly, her entire attitude changed, going from serious to jovial in a matter of seconds.  “I can’t wait to see you both there!”  With that, she turned around and ran back to the Martial portion of the park, joining in on a practice fight already in progress.

“She seems a bit crazy, you know that?” Verne asked, coming up next to Larek as he stared at where the blue-haired trainee had gone. 

“I’m well aware,” Larek replied.  “As long as she doesn’t try to kill us during this practice like the last time I saw her fight, I think we’ll be fine.”

Nedira didn’t share his same positivity, but she didn’t do much other than mumble under her breath in a different language – which he could only assume wasn’t very pleasant as it was directed toward the other woman.  After that, they went back to their room at Larek’s insistence, because if his time was going to be taken up by Skirmish practice, he needed to get started on his Fusion designs immediately.  Especially since it was frustrating to begin with. 

His learning about Advanced Fusions all week with the help of his instructor had hit a wall for the very first time since he had attended either Academy.  The concepts and principles regarding the basics of Advanced Fusions had been taught to him by Shinpai, but every time he attempted to organize them in his mind like he had done with Basic and Intermediate Fusions, they drifted apart and became a disorganized mess.  He thought he understood what he was being taught, but when it came time to attempt to apply what he learned in a Simple Advanced Fusion, the easiest of this level of Fusion, it was as if his mind went fuzzy and couldn’t hold on to everything. 

While it might not have seemed like there was a big leap between a Supreme Intermediate Fusion and a Simple Advanced Fusion, the difference was significant enough that he immediately had trouble.  It wasn’t even that he didn’t understand the new sections available for an Advanced Fusion, or the correct way to put them together; no, it had more to do with the fact that there was a method of compartmentalizing his focus during the creation process that he didn’t have the trick of, and when that didn’t work for him, everything else fell apart. It was like there was some sort of block on his ability that he couldn’t figure out a workaround, which was thoroughly frustrating.

What good is my ability if I can’t learn how to create what should be such an easy Fusion?

“I think I know what your problem might be,” his instructor said to him just the day before when he failed once again to create an Advanced Fusion.

Dropping the steel plate he had been using in annoyance, causing it to clang loudly against the floor, Larek asked, “Yeah?  And what is that?”

“Now, now, don’t be taking that attitude with me,” Shinpai admonished.  “We’ll get to the bottom of this as soon as we can.”

Larek immediately felt ashamed of his behavior, because it wasn’t the Grandmaster Fusionist’s fault; it was his own, for some reason.  “You’re right; I apologize.  What were you saying?” he asked.

“I was saying that I might know what your issue is.  What are your Fusion and Pattern Formation Skills at right now?”

Larek didn’t even have to look.  They were both stuck at 30 with no signs of budging, which is what he told his instructor.

“Ah, that’s what I thought.  Level 30 in any Mage Skill is what we call ‘The Precipice’.  It’s a point in every Mage’s development when they either fly past their limits and go above and beyond what they believe they are capable of, or they fall into a hole and are unable to advance the Skill any further.  Many Mages in the SIC are stuck at Level 30 in one or more Skills and are still able to easily fulfill their duties, but they will never be better than what they are.”

“How do I push past Level 30 in Fusion and Pattern Formation, then?”

Shinpai just shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.

“What?  How could you not know?”

“It’s different for everyone, but it usually has to do with some piece of understanding about the Skill that has eluded them until they finally grasp it, though what that could be in your case, I have no idea.  You already seem to understand everything you should about Fusions and their creation so well that I couldn’t even point you in the direction I believe you need to look.”

Larek thought about it for a few moments, trying to imagine what he was missing.  When nothing came to mind, he shook his head to clear it and asked, “So, this is what’s preventing me from creating an Advanced Fusion?”

“In part, yes.  Historically, those who are able to create Advanced Fusions typically have to possess Level 40 in either Fusions or Pattern Formation, which I thought you already had based on your proficiency.  I don’t know if that limit really applies to you, which is why I didn’t think to ask you what your Skills were at currently, but I could be wrong.”

Larek sighed, his frustration turning into exhaustion.  “Basically, what you’re saying is that I need to find a way to break through to the next Level in these Skills; otherwise, I’ll never be able to create Advanced or better Fusions?  And you have no idea where I should even apply my focus in doing so?”

His instructor slowly nodded.  “Sadly, yes.  But I’m sure that it’s only a matter of time before you do it, because your enormous potential is unlikely to be stymied by something like this for long.”

While there was more about Advanced Fusions that he could learn, as he was nowhere near the limits of what could be taught to him, Larek was unable to do anything with it.  Therefore, until he figured it out, he was stuck creating Basic and Intermediate Fusions for the time being, which included the upcoming Skirmish.  Despite the limitations, he’d thought of some potentially adequate designs for the upcoming arena battle. 

Now he just needed the time to get them done.


Chapter 55

“I’m glad to see you made it!” Penelope exclaimed as soon as Larek and Nedira showed up to the Fort side of the humongous building.  With neither of them having been on that side before, other than a brief stop at the training yard where Larek had healed Bartholomew more than a month ago, they hadn’t known where to go. Fortunately, the blue-haired trainee was waiting for them outside and jogged over to them immediately.  As he waited for her to arrive, for the first time he noticed that they weren’t the only students from the Academy nearby, as there were a few dozen Mages streaming into one of the Fort entrances.  He could only assume that they were there for the same purpose that he and Nedira were, which was proven to be correct as a few of the students looked at the duo with measuring glances, as if they were sizing up the competition.

“Follow me; the rest of the team is already in our designated sparring room!”  The two of them followed after the blue-haired woman as she led them inside the same entrance he had seen the other Mages enter.  Almost immediately they turned right down a long hallway, and along his left side they passed closed door after closed door, spaced about 30 feet apart.  Larek could faintly detect some sort of magical emanations coming from behind the doors, as if someone or multiple people were casting spells, but he couldn’t tell any detail about what they were.

Finally, after a few minutes of walking, they came to a door that had SR 14 marked on the face of it, which he assumed meant Sparring Room 14. Penelope opened it and beckoned them inside, so Larek and Nedira quickly followed her through the door.  Inside the sparring room, he discovered a fully stone room approximately 30 feet wide but twice as deep, along with a 30-foot-tall ceiling.  It wasn’t huge, by any means, but he supposed it was plenty big enough for those who wanted to spar; there was enough distance that long-distance spells or archery could be practiced, though small enough that it meant that anyone who used those methods would have to be wary of being overtaken in a matter of seconds, especially by those who had a high Agility stat.

Along the backside of the room was an elevated stone block attached to the wall, with a set of stairs through an 8-foot-tall and 4-foot-wide opening at the center of the block that allowed access.  The 6-foot-wide top of the block was approximately 20 feet off the ground, which meant that it would be difficult for anyone on the ground to jump up to get them – which he supposed was the point. 

Larek noticed all that upon his first glance at the inside of the sparring room.  His second glance showed him that every single portion of the stone he saw other than the ceiling was being strengthened by approximately 60 different Strengthen Stone +1 Fusions that provided almost complete coverage.  Despite the strengthening of the stone, there were still chips and slices taken out of the surface in different areas, as Magnitude 1 Fusions obviously weren’t able to withstand all the abuse that had been dished out in the room.

His third glance showed that the other members of the team were, indeed, present.  There was Penelope, of course, wearing her customary chainmail top with leather undergarment and short leather pants.  As he watched, she picked up a wooden sword very similar to what he’d seen her use before, which was both wide and long, though he could tell that it was blunted on its edged side, unlike what he’d seen her use to practically bisect another trainee.

Speaking of that trainee, Bartholomew looked almost identical to the last time Larek saw him nearly a week ago. His wooden spear was also obviously blunted along its tip, though it did still have a general point to it.  Since it wasn’t necessarily sharp, it was more of an instrument to annoyingly poke someone, but could still inflict damage on an unlucky opponent if they didn’t have armor to protect them. 

After that was the archer, Vivienne, who was dressed in her leather chestpiece, leather cap, and cloth pants like before.  She had her bow out and was fiddling with the blunted arrows in her quiver, which appeared to have had their steel heads replaced with a heavy wood to simulate the weight, but they weren’t sharp nor did they have a point; instead, they were rounded at the tip, something he was sure would likely affect the flight pattern of the arrows.  He wasn’t a Hunter or anything, but he knew enough about bows and arrows that even the slightest changes in an arrow’s construction could dramatically affect how accurate the one releasing the projectiles was. 

Lastly, there was another Mage, another citizen of the Kingdom by his common appearance.  He was wearing a red robe, which indicated that he was likely a Pyromancer by Specialization, and he looked old enough to be at least a fourth-year, if not a fifth-year student at the Academy.  He was holding a Mage’s staff in his hand, and while Larek couldn’t see the Fusions clearly enough at a distance to make out which each of them did, he could tell that they were only moderately well-crafted.  In other words, he’d seen worse – a lot worse – but the Pyromancer was obviously not an expert in creating Fusions like Larek was. 

It feels strange calling myself an expert, but based on what I’ve seen in others’ work – other than Shinpai’s, of course – I can honestly say that my quality is much, much better. 

In most things, he preferred to be relatively modest because he didn’t like to show off and didn’t appreciate it when others did it, but that also didn’t mean he couldn’t privately feel more than a bit of pride at his own work. 

“Larek, Nedira, meet Kimble,” Penelope waved toward the red-robed Mage.  “He’s our heavy-hitter on the magic side of our team, as he specializes in quick-casting Fireball spells like nobody’s business.”

“It’s very nice to meet—” Larek began, but was almost immediately interrupted by the Pyromancer.

“So, you’re the one everyone’s been talking about, huh?”

Slightly taken aback by the abrupt question, Larek stiffened defensively as he answered.  “I’m assuming so.  I don’t really hear what anyone is saying, so…”  He left it at that.

The young man, who Larek felt was a Noble as soon as he started talking, did something he wasn’t expecting.  Instead of acting like he was better than Larek because he was a higher year than him, he genuinely smiled and said, “Well, I don’t really know much about you, but your height alone is enough to have the other teams running for the hills!  If you can do even half of what Penny said you can do, then you’re the exact right teammate that we need right now.”

“Uh, thank you?  But what was Penelope saying about what I can do?”

Kimble chuckled.  “She said that you’re a great Fusionist and are some sort of healer prodigy.  If either of those are true, then we’re going to win for sure!”

“Well, I—”

“Alright, enough talk!” the blue-haired Martial trainee interrupted.  “We need to get started since we don’t have a lot of time.  Now, I want everyone on the same page here, so we need to be sure we know who everyone is and what they can do.  I’ll get started, since I put this team together.

“Hi!  My name is Penelope but you can all call me Penny, because all my friends do.  I’m a fifth-year Martial trainee and my Specialization is Striker, which means I can hit hard and move fast with my higher Strength and Agility, but I don’t have a lot of Body, so I can be hurt easier than other Martials.  While most of my Battle Arts are focused on doing large amounts of damage, which aren’t allowed during the Skirmish, I have Fleetfoot which increases my Agility for a limited time, increasing my movement speed and ability to dodge significantly.

“I use the Cleaver Sword as my primary weapon, but I also have a dagger,” she continued, pulling a blunted wooden dagger out of a sheath behind her back before waving it around, “in case I’m ever disarmed.  It doesn’t happen very often, but it’s better to be prepared than be without.”

She stopped and there was silence for a few seconds as the others just looked at each other.  Finally, Kimble cleared his throat and introduced himself.  “Hello, I’m Kimble and I have a Pyromancer Specialization, which means I like to play with fire.”  He chuckled again, which caused Larek to chuckle as well, because it was humorous the way he said it, as if he was some sort of pyromaniac. 

“Anyway, I have mastered the Fireball spell to the point where I can cast it in my sleep – which I hope never to do, because it would be awkward explaining to my year-mates why I set my room on fire – but with my high Spellcasting Focus, that also means that I can form the spell’s pattern quickly and repeatedly.  Unfortunately, if I cast them quickly it degrades my accuracy, so I can either bombard an area with shadow-cast Fireball after Fireball without picking targets, or I can take my time and hit what I’m aiming at most of the time.  I have other spells as well, such as Flame Wall, which can help to deter someone from moving through an area, and Explosive Fireball, which is basically what it sounds like: a fireball that explodes.  I can’t cast them as quickly as a normal Fireball, but each of them can be used if the needs arise.

“I carry my staff which has Basic Fusions I’ve created for Magnitude 2 stat boosts, giving me a 20% increase to my Intellect, Acuity, and Pneuma stats.  I also added a simple Strengthen Wood +2 Fusion on the staff itself so it is harder to break, but that is about the extent of my Fusion-creating abilities; my strengths lie in other areas.”

“Great, thank you, Kimble!  Next?”  When no one stepped forward after her question, Penelope looked at Bartholomew.  “How about you, Barty?”

“I told you, don’t call me Barty!  How many times do I have to say it?”  The Noble trainee looked both angry and tired, as if he was getting worn down by the blue-haired woman’s constant name-calling.

“Only about a million more times, Barty.”

Shaking his head, the armored Martial trainee sighed and began to speak.  “Hi, everyone.  I’m Bartholomew or Bart,” he began, while staring daggers at Penelope as he stressed his name, “and I’m a fourth-year trainee here at Fort Pinevalley.  My Specialization is a Shieldguard, which uses a shield as a primary method of defense, but can also be used to bash my enemies.  My longer-range attack via my spear allows me to keep some distance so I don’t have to take as much damage, but my Body is strong enough to withstand most minor attacks without too many problems.

“My Battle Arts are primarily used in defense, as I can enhance my guard with Blocking Blow to withstand nearly any powerful attack once without harm as long as I block with my shield, or if I use Guard Stance I can boost my Body and Strength stats by 30% as it consumes my Stama.  My primary objective during the Skirmish will be to guard either our attackers or our defenders, and I’m quick with my shield and can block most long-range projectiles if I have enough warning.”

After Bartholomew was done, the archer went next.

“Uh, hello.  I’m Vivienne and I’m a fifth-year Ranger Specialization, which means I am best when attacking at long range.  Agility is my highest stat, which means I can both move quickly and release a barrage of arrows upon my targets, and my Strength stat isn’t that far behind.  My projectiles pack a punch because of the draw strength of my bow, though that won’t matter too much during the Skirmish.

“For Battle Arts, I also have Fleetfoot, allowing me to move even faster; I can be in and out of our opponents’ fortifications in seconds with their flag.  I also have Multishot, which can multiply my arrows into a tight cluster of 5, which can help slip past some defenses.”

When all of the Martial trainees were done, as well as the other Mage, all that was left was Nedira and Larek.  Nedira stepped forward before he could react and spoke next without any prompting.

“Hi.  I’m Nedira and I’m a fourth-year Naturalist Specialization, which means that I primarily focus on defensive and control spells.  My Binding Roots spell can trap an opponent’s lower body as they are wrapped up in vines, and I can create a Wall of Thorns to block off access to different areas; the latter does a small amount of damage to anyone who touches it, but from the rules I’ve heard that should still be allowed at full strength?” 

At Kimble’s affirmative nod, she continued.  “I can also cast any of the basic offensive elemental spells such as Ice Spike, Stone Fist, and Fireball, but my main offensive spell is the Seed Barrage, which grows a large seeded sunflower that can launch dozens of finger-length seeds at a target of my choosing.  Even shadow-casted, this attack can come in handy when being assaulted by multiple enemies, though it is channeled and requires concentration, so I’ll be vulnerable while I’m using it. 

“I also carry a staff that has Fusions on it, which boost my stats, as well as an Illumination Fusion that creates a very bright, blinding light that can be used in a pinch if necessary.  That’s about it.”

Kimble looked interested in her staff, and asked, “That’s very interesting with the light Fusion; I’ve never thought about something like that.  How high are your boosts?  Magnitude 1 or 2?”

“Uh, I’ll let Larek answer that, as he’s the one who put them on.”

All eyes turned to the tall former Logger, and he bolstered himself as he debated what to share and what not to share.  Ever since the others had begun introducing themselves, he furiously considered what would be dangerous and what would be necessary for them to know about him.  While they couldn’t know everything, a certain portion of his abilities was going to be required if he was to keep his team “alive” during the Skirmish, so that none of them suffered from the expected attempt to make him heal with a Fusion.  If he could only figure out how to heal without tapping into the Body Regeneration Skill, then most of these problems would go away; unfortunately, everything he’d attempted was stymied by his simple knowledge of the Skill, though he had hoped that he would figure it out soon.  He might need to learn additional healing-based spells in order to do it, but he thought it should be possible.

“What I’m going to tell you, only a few people know,” he began, looking at everyone in the sparring room – and he could tell that he now had their undivided attention.  “It’s not necessarily a secret, but the faculty of Copperleaf has been debating how to reveal it to the wider world for a little while now, and they believed that the Skirmish was the perfect opportunity to display to everyone in the Academy and the Fort what I can do.

“That being said, it is imperative that you keep this to yourselves until after the Skirmish, because we don’t want to give away our advantages in case they have a counter for it.  Can you all keep this a secret?”

Nedira hissed up at him, “What are you doing?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.  This is necessary, after all,” he responded, waving off her fears. 

The rest of them looked either curious or skeptical, though Penelope looked excited for some reason.  Regardless, all of them said that they would keep his secret until after the Skirmish, because they all wanted to get whatever advantages they could to win with.

Bargaining has reached Level 5!

“So, what is it that is making you all mysterious-like?” Kimble asked.

With another deep breath… Larek told them.


Chapter 56

Larek didn’t tell them everything, of course, but enough that they wouldn’t be too surprised by the Fusions he was going to create for them.  His objective was to camouflage his other secrets – namely, that he had Martial stats – by dazzling them with his Mage abilities; the same thing would likely be done after the Skirmish was over when most of his Fusions were revealed to the greater Mage community of the Academy.  With so much for everyone to pore over, Larek would simply be an anomaly with a special focus on Fusions to the detriment of everything else – such as casting spells – and they wouldn’t dig any deeper than that.  There was no avoiding most questions about his Mage stats and Skills by that point, because there would be no way to hide them from those who saw his work; the key was to deflect anything away from his being one of these “half-breeds” – which would undoubtedly cause some major issues if it were discovered.

“The main thing that you need to know is that I’m a bit unique compared to most other students.  Obviously, my age and height are quite odd compared to any other first-year, but those aren’t the extent of the differences. Due to an anomaly in my Mage stats, which are extraordinarily high, along with an instinctual understanding of patterns and grid formations, my Fusions are unusually strong and long-lasting.”

The trio of Martial trainees looked a little lost at his explanation, but Kimble appeared curious.  “What exactly does that mean?”

Without saying anything, Larek slipped off his Intellect Boost +9 armband and tossed it to Kimble, who fumbled with it for a second before steadying it in his hands.  “What is this?  I… can’t even make out what it is supposed to be.”

“Check your Intellect stat.”

Larek knew as soon as he witnessed the Mage’s eyes widen that he’d seen it.  “W-What?  How is this possible?”

Larek shrugged.  “It’s just something I can do.”

“B-but, this doesn’t make any sense—”

Penelope suddenly interrupted him.  “Hold on; can you please explain what has you so flustered to those with no clue of what you’re talking about?”

Kimble’s wide eyes turned to the blue-haired trainee as his mouth opened and closed a few times, as if he had forgotten how to talk.  “It’s, uh, I don’t even know how to—”

“It’s a Magnitude 9 Intellect Boost Fusion,” Larek took over the explanation from the floundering student.  “Basically, it increases his Intellect stat by 90%.”

“I may be ignorant of most of these magical Fusions, but I’ve never heard of anything like that before,” Penelope replied.  “Is it rare or something?”

“Rare?  No.  Try impossible,” Kimble replied, regaining some of the color back in his face that Larek hadn’t even realized had been lost.  “I have no idea how much Pattern Cohesion this would take to create, but the Fusion Time alone to create something of this Magnitude would have to be nearly a week.”  He looked at Larek again, his gaze skeptical.  “There’s no way you created this… is there?”

The former Logger nodded.  “I did create it, and it didn’t take nearly as long as you say – though the base Fusion Time is 160 hours,” he answered.  “Like I said, the way I create my Fusions is unique and is something that Grandmaster Fusionist Shinpai is hoping that I’ll be able to teach others, but we’re still working all that out. 

“Which brings me to the second thing that you need to know about me.  Apart from the one healing spell I know,” he fibbed, “I cannot cast any spells.  During the Skirmish, I’ll essentially be useless other than potentially a healer, but I’m hoping that I won’t even be needed for that.”

Now it was time for the Martial trainees to look skeptical, especially Penelope.  “What do you mean by that?  Are you not going to fight?”

Larek shook his head.  “Not if I can help it.  I really don’t like fighting, and if I see a chance to go my entire life without having to be involved in a fight against Scission monsters, I will take it.  My Fusions, on the other hand, can help others fight much better in my stead, which I’m hoping you’ll be able to see for yourselves.”  That was the plain truth as far as Larek was concerned, though he knew he could hold his own in a fight if it really came down to it.  With his Martial stats the way they were, there was a good possibility that he was nearly as strong, durable, and fast as many of the trainees, though he didn’t have the training to be very effective.  Sure, he could swing an axe, but that would only be so effective in a fight against other people.

“That seems… cowardly, but I guess I can understand,” the blue-haired young woman said, which immediately made Larek stiffen in indignation.  Just because I don’t want to throw my life away to help save some people who hate me due to my height, that doesn’t mean I’m a coward!  “Not that I’m calling you a coward, but that might be how it is seen by the rest of the SIC once you join it.  Then again, if they can’t see that you’re better off behind the front lines and creating Fusions for everyone else, then they’re just plain stupid.”

Somewhat mollified, though still annoyed at her words toward him, Larek chose not to respond. 

“What did you have in mind to prevent us from needing healing, or at least the equivalent within the Skirmish?” Kimble asked into the silence that was becoming uncomfortable.

Thankful for the change in subject over his perceived cowardice, Larek said, “I have some ideas, but I haven’t had a chance to test anything yet.  I was planning on using my time after classes to do so, but then I was told to come here, so….”  Larek shrugged.

“If you’re not going to participate in the actual Skirmish, then I guess there is no need for you to practice different strategies with us,” Penelope finally conceded with an exasperated sigh.  “You can leave if you need to.”

Larek looked at Nedira, knowing that she would likely need to stay to practice with the others, so he shook his head.  “No, I can do this in the corner as long as you don’t bother me too much.  I’ll set up a Muffle Sound Fusion to block out most of the noise, so it should be possible to get my work done here without too many problems.  Besides, I may need to look at your practice to get a good idea of what might be required.”

Now it was Penelope’s turn to shrug.  “Do whatever you want, then.  Come on, everybody, we’ve got some tactics to go over.” 

As she turned away, Larek looked at Kimble, who was still looking at the wooden armlet in his hands with obvious awe.  “Do you mind handing me that back?  I promise I’ll be adding one just like it to your staff soon.”

Startled, the student Pyromancer gripped the accessory for a moment as if he didn’t want to give it up, before he relented and handed it to Larek.  “Sorry.  The power in that Fusion is like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

“I know,” Larek said, nodding.  “But you—everyone—will have something similar soon.  I just need some time.”

“Fair enough.  I’m looking forward to what you can create.”

“Me too.”

As the others moved away to follow Penelope, Nedira stopped by Larek.  “Are you sure you’ll be fine here?”

“I believe so.  There’s some preparations I need to make, but it shouldn’t take too long.  It’s about time I create some successful Fusions again; I’ve had so many failures lately that it’ll be good to feel capable again.” 

He kept thinking about his actions with his abductors and his string of unsuccessful Advanced Fusions, as well as his inability to isolate a healing Fusion that didn’t include Body Regeneration – despite his efforts put toward it.  There was some sort of block that was making it all feel impossible, and he didn’t like it.  The whole situation made him feel like he was reaching the limits of his abilities, and he worried that he wouldn’t be able to advance any further than what he’d achieved so far.  Which, when he looked at it objectively, was actually quite a lot when he thought about it; that didn’t change the fact that he knew, deep down, that he had barely scratched the surface of what he might be able to achieve in the future.

“You’re not a failure, Larek – you never were,” Nedira said softly, putting her hand on his arm and gently squeezing.  “Once we get past all this Skirmish nonsense, you’ll finally be able to be yourself… for the most part.  I’m sure this is just the start, and everything you do from here on out will make your problems seem simple in comparison.”

“I sure hope you’re right, Nedira; I really do.  Thank you,” he said, laying his hand over hers on his arm and squeezed it back gently.  “Now, I’ve got to get working – and Penelope is staring at you, so I suppose you should go see what she wants,” he said seriously, but with a hint of a smile on his face.  Neither of them particularly cared for the blue-haired woman, but she was someone they needed to work with to get this part of the plan to reveal his abilities done successfully.  If it meant following her orders as the leader of their Skirmish team, then so be it.

As Nedira left to join the rest of the team, Larek went over to the corner of the sparring room and sat down with his back against the shorter wall where the door was located.  Once he was settled, he immediately thought to remind himself to bring a pillow next time, as the stone was hard underneath him and against his back, but he could handle it for the time being. 

After that, he got to work on the first thing he was going to need, especially after he heard Penelope talking loudly about different Skirmish strategies that had worked well in the past, though he blocked it out for the most part.  Instead, he began erasing the Strengthen Stone Fusion nearby on the stone floor, as he needed the space in order to stick his own creation in its place.  It took very little time to eliminate the prior Fusion, which fell apart quickly due to its sub-par construction, and he began with the Simple Intermediate Fusion formation for Muffle Sound.  As he was finishing the actual formation and before he started to infuse it with Mana, he flinched when a blunted arrow skidded across the ground and impacted the wall approximately 10 feet from his position.

“Whoops!  Sorry!”  Vivienne looked apologetic from atop the stone block at the end of the room, along with Bart who had deflected the shot with his shield, but that just made Larek realize that simply eliminating all sounds wouldn’t be enough.  While he probably wouldn’t be hurt if he was hit by a stray arrow, or even a stray shadow-casted Fireball in the case of Kimble, interrupting the Fusion process while he was in the middle of it could be disastrous.

It took a few minutes of thought, but he eventually decided to combine two of his known Fusions into one.  First, Muffle Sound with a Magnitude of 6 would block 100% of any noise from reaching within his small space, created with an Activatable Activation Method.  Secondly, in order to avoid being hit with something during the Fusion-making process, he adapted his Personal Air Deflection Barrier Fusion so that its area of effect wouldn’t be around his body, but would instead surround the perimeter of his muffled space, absent the walls and floor. 

He didn’t need the hardened-air barrier to pop up along his legs and back while he was working, after all. 

The opaque appearance of the barrier might be a little distracting, though most of his focus should be on the Fusion he was working on and not the area around him.  Its purpose was to stop anything from hitting him, and while it wasn’t exactly designed to stop most full-strength spells, the air would be more than enough to stop even a dozen shadow-casted spells – especially once he made it Magnitude 6, as well.

As it used a Reactive Activation Method, as well as Amplifiers and different Variables, when he added it to the Muffle Sound Fusion he had to add a Splitter because of the different Mana Costs of the two Effects.  Once it was done, he thought it classified as a Supreme Intermediate Fusion for how complicated it was, but he was confident it would work; if it had been any more complicated or had held a third Effect, it would’ve been an Advanced Fusion, and he wasn’t sure if he could even create it, given his failures in the past.

Once he’d double-checked the arrangement of sections in his head to ensure all the Mana loops were contained where they needed to be for two separate Activation Methods, multiple Variables, and Effects, he scooted forward so that the new Fusion was a few feet in front of where he would be doing the rest of his work, locating it on the floor.  It took him a few minutes to actually construct the complicated Fusion, as this was his first time doing something like this and he didn’t want to make a mistake; but once he was sure of his work, he began funneling Mana into it.

Thousands of points of Mana flowed out of him and into the Fusion in large waves; thanks to his incredible Mana regeneration and maximum Mana pool of 1,330, he was able to push in a little over 1,000 Mana every few seconds.  Fortunately, utilizing the tricks that Larek had learned from Shinpai regarding strengthening his containment barriers and the Mana Overflow Bypass, the massive influx of Mana didn’t harm the structure of the formation in the least.

Maintaining his focus on the multiple Effects was a challenge at first, especially as he had altered the placement of the air barrier so that it didn’t surround the entire perimeter but was only around specific areas, but after about 30 seconds it became easier as his mind adjusted to the changes.

Approximately 4 minutes later, he felt the last of the Mana ease into the formation, the last little bit trickling as he felt it being distributed through every section with the appropriate flow directions in place.  As he eased up his concentration, he felt it *snap* into place on the floor and he sat back in satisfaction as he looked at his newly created Fusion.

New Fusion Learned!

Muffling Air Deflection Barrier +6

Activation Method(s): Activatable, Reactive

Effect(s): Muffles sound coming from outside variable space; creates a stationary barrier of hardened air around a variable space

Input(s): Sound waves impacting perimeter of variable space, external object at speed

Variable(s): 8 X 10 X 8 foot space, speed detection over 10 miles per hour, speed detection over 80 miles per hour

Magnitude: 100% reduction in sound, 300 damage resistance

Mana Cost: 130,000

Pattern Cohesion: 500

Fusion Time: 179 hours

Mana Control has reached Level 28!

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 16!

Pattern Recognition has reached Level 14!

Multi-effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 7!

A sense of relief passed through his entire body at the sight of his newly learned Fusion, as well as the increase in some of his Skills.  There still weren’t any increases to his Fusion or Pattern Formation Skills, which was a little disappointing because it just gave more evidence that he hadn’t been able to break through to the next stage of his abilities, but he wasn’t going to let that get him down.

As he looked at the Fusion he’d just made once again, he was worried that he had messed up by making the sound muffling effect Permanent instead of Activatable, as he couldn’t hear anything in the room.  After confirming that it wasn’t a mistake on his part, he looked up to see everyone staring at him from across the room, frozen in whatever they had been doing.  Well, everyone except for Nedira, who just smiled and said, “Nothing to see here!  That’s just Larek being Larek.”

“But the amount of Mana he just threw into that Fusion was enough to blow up this entire room!” Kimble nearly shouted, his hand on the staff he held white-knuckled from his shaking grip. 

“You’ll get used to it.  Now, where were we?” Nedira asked, smirking at the reactions of her teammates.  Even though the Martial trainees couldn’t see the Mana he had been funneling into the Fusion, it was obvious from their shocked expressions that they could at least feel the intense power.

Larek held up his hand to get their attention.  “Vivienne?  Would you shoot an arrow at me?  I need to test—”  Before he could even finish his sentence, the Ranger had lifted her bow, pulled back the string, and released the blunted arrow she already had nocked.  The projectile streaked across the distance nearly faster than he could see, and approximately 4 feet in front of him it was stopped by a thick, opaque barrier of air.  At least he figured it was stopped even though he couldn’t see it, because he couldn’t see through the barrier, but when it disappeared a few seconds later, he saw it on the floor. 

“Thank you,” he said, ignoring the astonished looks on everyone but Nedira’s faces.  “I can get to work now.”

Scooting back to his previous position, though not before activating his new Fusion to completely block out any sound from penetrating his little corner of the room – which was an odd experience because he could only hear his breathing and the rush of blood through his own ears – Larek got to work designing what, if he was able to figure it out, would be the team’s salvation.

At least, that was the goal; only time would tell if he actually succeeded.


Chapter 57

It took Larek the rest of the evening before they left the sparring room for the night to come up with a viable Fusion that could potentially work for what he planned, but it was going to take some fine-tuning of its Effects to get it to work properly. 

At first, he considered trying to adapt the Wind Barrier effect so that it would conform around their bodies and would move with them even after they were hit, but his intuition when it came to Fusions told him that it wasn’t possible.  As much as he wanted to change the stationary aspect of the effect, the fundamental basis of the spell wasn’t something that he could easily change when placing into a Fusion; he was able to alter the size and shape of it, like he did with his new Muffled Air Deflection Barrier, but attaching it to a person so that it moved with each of their limbs would require so many Inputs and Variables that it wasn’t possible as an Intermediate Fusion. 

Something like a dome that would move with the Fusion, similar to what he had done with the Camouflage Sphere, was possible, but that wasn’t exactly what he was looking for.  His plan was to provide some sort of external shield around a person, only a few inches from their body, which would prevent anything from passing through it, thereby preventing any damage; if they couldn’t be hit, then they wouldn’t be able to be hurt.  That would solve the problem with the danger they were under, meaning that Larek wouldn’t be forced to heal someone rather than let them die.  Even Penelope, as annoying as she was, didn’t deserve to be killed for the cause of making Larek reveal his healing Fusion. 

Even if he was somehow able to adapt the Wind Barrier spell to an external personal shield that moved with the person, he couldn’t figure out a way to make it transparent.  The opaque quality to the air was apparently necessary for the barrier to function in the first place, so trying to alter that would simply negate what it was designed to do.  He thought he might be able to figure out a way around it in the future, but he didn’t currently have the knowledge to even know where to start.

Then he thought about the Bark Skin spell he learned from Nedira – and he was instantly sure that it could be the best spell for ensuring that someone using it wouldn’t be hurt by an attack.  On its own, it provided a base damage resistance that would prevent anything from penetrating the skin; on the most basic level, it was a moderate resistance, enough to prevent minor wounds, but it wasn’t enough to block everything.  If he upped the Magnitude of the Effect, he thought, then it was entirely possible that he could make someone nearly invulnerable.

He, of course, had to try it out – with highly mixed results. 

New Fusion Learned!

Tree Skin +8

Activation Method(s): Activatable

Effect: Enhances the toughness of the skin which reduces damage

Magnitude: 800% damage resistance

Mana Cost: 90,000

Pattern Cohesion: 600

Fusion Time: 200 hours

His first attempt transformed the skin around his body into a substance closer to rock than bark.  Larek didn’t even bother testing it after the first few seconds, because he was physically unable to move; his skin was so tight that he couldn’t even breathe, as his chest couldn’t expand enough to take in air.  Thankfully, he had made it Activatable rather than Permanent, because otherwise he might have been stuck like that and died, unless someone was able to get the Fusion away from him in time.  Further experimentation showed that even with a Magnitude of 2, it was extremely uncomfortable to move with the skin transformed in the way it was through the Fusion; and while it would prevent damage, it wasn’t enough to make a difference in his opinion. 

He thought about making the Tree Skin Fusion Reactive rather than Activatable, meaning it would only be active as long as they were being hit, but the number of Variables with what constituted being hit was so complicated that it was impossible at this stage.  For instance, if it activated when something, anything, touched their skin, it might activate with simple clothing or armor touching it.  If it required the touch of a certain material, such as wood or metal, then attempting to exempt their own weapon and armor was difficult, if not impossible.  Pressure?  Same deal with touch, because it could activate simply by standing up and the pressure of their foot against the floor.  Then there was magic to try and guard against, which just added to the variables to the extent that it wasn’t worth contemplating anymore.

It was a failure, but it at least granted him another Skill increase in Mana Control, bringing it to Level 29 – but still nothing new in either Fusion or Pattern Formation.

In the end, the concept behind a Fusion that he thought might work was something that he adapted from his experiences back in Crystalview, when he was forced to compete in the arena against an Illusionist.  At that time, Larek hadn’t even unlocked his ability to control Mana, so it was a frightening experience – especially when his opponent was able to manipulate his illusions so that they had a physical aspect to them.  What amazed him at the time was how his opponent, Barto, had been able to combine two different effects into a single spell somehow, which was explained at the time by the other student as him being some sort of Illusionist prodigy, but the principle behind combining effects was similar to what he needed to do.

He wasn’t going to use Bark Skin or Wind Barrier, as they obviously weren’t going to work for anything he had in mind.  Instead, he turned to two spells in his repertoire that, at first, didn’t seem compatible together.  The first, Static Illusion, made the most sense to use it as an effect because he could shape it around a person and have it present whatever he wanted. Based on his experiments creating an illusion of himself in the interrogation room, he knew that he could have a multidirectional perspective applied to the effect, so that it could react to the viewpoint of other objects, or in that case, people.  Alone, of course, this wouldn’t really do much, though he was sure he could make it very confusing to others who looked upon the illusion.

But the real effect that he needed was based on a different spell, Repelling Gust.  Why Repelling Gust?  Because it was essentially invisible, meaning that it wouldn’t obscure the vision of the one using the Fusion.  In addition, it was directional, meaning that the effect produced could be directed outward from the Fusion user, so it wouldn’t be in their way as they moved around, and fought.

The biggest problem was that it was technically an offensive spell because it did a very minor amount of damage as it knocked back anyone it hit, but since it would only apply to objects moving toward the area that the Fusion covered at a certain speed, it shouldn’t really affect anyone directly. 

But if I turn up the Magnitude enough to stop practically any attacks, it might react violently enough to rip someone’s arm off.  The thought of that happening made him hesitate a few moments as he developed his idea, but he pushed through anyway.  But then he thought about an arrow or other projectile fired at the effective area; would they be sent flying, potentially ending up in the audience?

Those and other concerns arose while he was putting everything together, but first he needed to ensure that his idea would actually work.  Taking the basic structure of his Illusionary Image Fusion, he replaced the Lumen-level Variables with additional perspectives, so that it covered overlapping sections to the front, back, left side, right side, and above. 

For the Inputs, he also took out the Input measuring the light in the area and changed it to detect the speed of objects entering its field, which was defined in the Effect as being a foot away from the area being covered by the “illusion”; the existing directional perspective was already what he needed for this new Fusion.  He also added a Variable that measured the speed of the object, which he set at 10 miles per hour, which was similar to his Personal Air Deflection Barrier Fusion; but unlike with that one, he didn’t need to detect anything faster than that, because the same Effect would be used for anything entering the directional field. 

Once that was settled into his new 4 by 4 grid formation, which consumed most of the spaces, he added another Effect, placing the Repelling Gust effect.  Combining this effect with the illusion was easier than he thought it would be, mainly because he repurposed the Equalizer symbol to link the two together so that they would occur at the same time and toward the same directional perspective.  At least, he hoped that would work, because Equalizer wasn’t necessarily meant for that type of work, but once he slotted it into place it seemed to make sense.

For a Magnitude, he initially only chose a Magnitude of 1 because he wasn’t sure how much it would ultimately cost to create a Fusion like this.  He’d learned his lesson back when he was experimenting with his Healing Surge creation, and when it was an unknown combination of two spell effects mashed into one like this was, he thought it would be better to be safe than sorry. 

Lastly, since he was only going to technically have a single combined effect, he only put in one Mana Cost for the entire thing, as the loop Mana of the entire Fusion fed through both the Activatable and Reactive Activation Methods, the Inputs, the Variables, and the Effects. 

The only thing to do after that was to create the Fusion and to focus on combining the Effects while holding everything else related to the different Inputs and Variables in his mind.  Again, there was a little bit of strain on his mind for the first minute or so as he slowly fed in Mana this time, as he wanted it all locked in before he completed it.  Once he felt the strain ease, he then funneled in the last little bit needed to finish it off, and once it *snapped* into place on the steel plate he had brought with him, he breathed a sigh of relief when it seemed intact.

Getting up from his sitting position, he walked out of his area after mentally turning off the Muffling Air Deflection Barrier, looked at his notifications, and smiled.

New Fusion Learned!

Repelling Barrier +1

Activation Method(s): Activatable, Reactive

Effect(s): Forcefully repels objects passing within range of directional space

Input(s): Directional perspective, external object at speed

Variable(s): 5 different directional perspectives, speed detection over 10 miles per hour

Magnitude: 10% knockback effect, 1 base impact damage

Mana Cost: 350

Pattern Cohesion: 4

Fusion Time: 30 minutes

Spellcasting Focus has reached Level 17!

Multi-effect Fusion Focus has reached Level 8!

“Hey, Vivienne!  Can you shoot me in my right hand—” he said to the Ranger who was still on the stone block at the end, holding his hand with the new Fusion on it out to the side of his body.  Almost immediately, a blunted arrow shot across the space and missed hitting his hand as he saw and felt the Fusion activate once the projectile passed within a foot of his skin.  A quick gust of air shot out toward the arrow, originating from the exact spot which it had interacted with in the space; the burst of air barely deflected the projectile from its original target, and it passed over the top of his hand by a hair’s breadth, shattering on the wall behind him when it impacted.  He was suddenly glad that he didn’t ask the trainee to shoot him in the chest; otherwise, he might be sporting a nasty bruise afterwards.  Or maybe not; I’m actually not sure how strong my skin is after raising my Body stat.

“Thank you, and sorry about the arrow!” he called out, seeing the rest of the team had stopped to watch what was happening.  Rather than get back to practicing, they called it for the night, which was when Larek realized he had been working on Fusions for hours. 

“Everyone come back tomorrow for another round of practice!” Penelope called out.  All she got back were a bunch of grunts as the entire team looked exhausted, including Nedira.

“You’re lucky you’re not running around out there,” she complained once she arrived next to Larek.  “I haven’t exercised like that in a long time.  I think I need to take a bath when I get back.”

He was looking down at his Fusion, wondering what else he could do to improve it, but he looked up to see that she was covered in sweat.  He chuckled, glad that he wasn’t forced to run around, too; he could probably handle it much better than she did because of his overall fitness and his stats, but he had no desire to do it. 

“Sure, laugh it up.  This is all your fault, you know.”

He nodded as he stopped chuckling.  “I know, and I’m sorry about that.  You can always quit if you want; I’m sure we can find someone else who might want to join.”

“No, I’m not leaving you alone with that woman if I can help it,” she replied.  “Anyway, enough of that; were you able to come up with something by the end there?”

Holding out the Repelling Barrier he had created, he said, “I think so.  It needs some tweaking and experimentation in actual combat, but I think it will work.  This is a very weak version, created more as a test than anything, but I believe it can be scaled up to do what I’m hoping it will do.”

There was still a lot of testing to do that he didn’t mention, such as finding out if it would work against projectiles, melee weapons, and spells; but fortunately, they still had some time before the Skirmish.  Not a lot of time, of course, but he was already making progress. 

Not only that, but getting back to designing Fusions to solve different problems had left him with a fulfilled feeling that he hadn’t experienced in a few weeks.  It was good to be doing what he loved again, and he resolved to keep doing it for as long as possible.


Chapter 58

The process of refining the new Repelling Barrier took a few days of experimentation and practice with it, mainly because of the many problems that sprung up.  First, he discovered that the repelling portion of the barrier was a bit wild and unfocused; at one point, when he raised the Magnitude up to 4 to test it out at a higher knockback force – which he discovered increased by 10% per Magnitude – the arrow that Vivienne shot at Bart (who was acting as a test subject) was deflected to the right and nearly impaled the face of Nedira, who was standing 20 feet away. Thankfully, it missed her head, but by no more than an inch, ruffling her hair as it sped by. 

To fix that, he had to alter the Repelling Gust portion of the Effect to direct everything downward, which would also help to prevent something from flying off and hitting people in the audience.

The next issue was discovered when it was used in an actual fight, where it was discovered that strikes by the person being protected, such as Penelope when she thrust and then pulled back quickly, the Effect would trigger and knock her sword downward.  Thankfully, the same thing didn’t happen when Vivienne or Kimble released an arrow or shadow-casted a Fireball, because the Barrier only triggered when something was entering the field, not leaving it. 

The solution was a little more complicated than the fix for the first issue, as it required an alteration of the directional perspective Input to extend the detection field to include objects connected to the focus of the field – namely, the person utilizing the Barrier.  It was potentially a flaw that could be exploited by those who knew how it worked, as all it would take is someone physically entering the detection field at a slow enough pace not to trigger the Effect, and then attacking from inside of it, bypassing it directly since it only activated a foot away from the person.

“If they get that close to us, then we’re already in trouble,” Bart mentioned, and Larek could only bow to the trainee’s greater knowledge of how these fights would work.  Still, it was a vulnerability that he’d have to think about solving in the future, but it was going to have to stay for now. 

Another issue was with the new Repelling Barrier blocking magical spells.  Against a plain old fireball, the air that blew out at even a Magnitude 4 level was enough to knock it off-course because there wasn’t a lot of substance to it, but for something that was either insubstantial or wasn’t an “object” at all?  Practically useless.  This included something like the blinding light that Nedira’s staff could produce, as it didn’t block any light from moving through the barrier; it also included air-based spells, such as an opposing Repelling Gust, as it seemed the detection field with a directional perspective was blind to it.  He thought that it would also fail to stop the same type of physical illusion that had given him the idea in the first place, as it was simply a magical effect that was part of the illusion that would do damage and wasn’t an actual object.

Unfortunately, even through some additional design consideration, Larek couldn’t figure out how to accurately detect non-object sources.  Even if he could, he didn’t have space to add it to his grid formation as another Input with Variables, because he had already maxed out the 4 by 4 grid in his Supreme Intermediate Fusion.  When he thought about adding more, such as a 4 by 5 grid, he began running into the same wall that was preventing him from being able to create an Advanced Fusion that he’d previously encountered.

Therefore, there wasn’t much he could do to counter that type of attack, which gave the Repelling Barrier yet another vulnerability, but he thought he might be able to figure something out in the future once he passed this Level 30 threshold that was holding him back.

The last problem they had to deal with was a matter of Magnitude.  When fighting at full strength, Penelope and Bartholomew had the sheer Strength stats to power through the Barrier, even with a knockback of 70%.  With an overhead blow by Penelope’s large sword, the force she put into her swing was still enough to see the weapon pass through the detection field and – while it was redirected – it wasn’t stopped completely by the repelling Effect.  When she used one of her Battle Arts which increased the strength of her blow even more (such as what happened when she nearly killed Bart), there was no real stopping it.  Granted, Battle Arts like that were against the rules for the Skirmish, but they had to take everything into consideration.

The only solution was to increase the Magnitude of the Fusion, making the knockback Effect even stronger.  The only problem with that was the sheer amount of Mana and Pattern Cohesion that required, which for anyone else would be impossible. For Larek, it was still a significant chunk of his maximum Cohesion and it took a little over an hour of funneling his Mana into the Fusion during the creation process to fill it up.

Repelling Barrier +10

Activation Method(s): Activatable, Reactive

Effect(s): Forcefully repels objects passing within range of directional space

Input(s): Directional perspective, external object at speed

Variable(s): 5 different directional perspectives, speed detection over 10 miles per hour

Magnitude: 100% knockback effect, 10 base impact damage

Mana Cost: 875,000

Pattern Cohesion: 2,300

Fusion Time: 205 hours

Even without his armband increasing his Pneuma, Larek had 2,440 Pattern Cohesion to use – which was just barely enough for the powerful Fusion he created.  With his extra 90% Pneuma, it was a little less than half of his current maximum, but he still felt wiped out after creating just a single one to test out.  He felt like he would have to rest until his Pattern Cohesion filled up to full again before he started another one, but he had the time when they were finally able to test it.

“I think this is it.  This is the best I can do, but I think it should work,” he said, handing the steel plate to Bartholomew.  Bart had been what Penelope was jokingly calling the training dummy, which meant that he was forced to hold onto the Fusion while the others rained attacks down on him to test it out, but he didn’t seem to care.  By the enthusiastic faces of his teammates, other than Nedira who was interested but not as invested as the others, they were just happy to test out something that could potentially make them invincible. 

It was far from that, of course, but it was a heck of a lot better than the nothing they had the day before.

“Alright, it’s activated.  Give me your best shot.”

Bart had the steel plate tucked into his chest armor where it couldn’t move around, and he held his shield out in front of him in a defensive position.  At his words, the Ranger immediately shot an arrow at him from a distance of 15 feet while everyone else stood back, and once it got within a foot of the front of his shield, there was a *crack* as the arrow snapped in half in the air as it was violently repelled straight down, where the two pieces shattered further upon impact with the stone floor.

She took another arrow from her quiver and paused before she released it; Larek watched a glow leak out of her right fingers and leach into the arrow, which seemed to vibrate with an inner power.  “Wait, I wasn’t expecting that kind of—” he began to say, but the armored target interrupted him.

“They say during our training to expect the unexpected, and I’d say this qualifies.”  As soon as he stopped talking, Vivienne released the charged Power Shot – as he heard her calling it at one point.  It shot across the distance faster than he could see, slamming into the effect created by the Repelling Barrier, where it exploded upon contact, releasing the charged Stama that the Ranger had infused into it. 

Thankfully, the Effect was still in process, attempting to push the arrow downwards with powerful gusts of air, and it sent most of the detonated energy straight into the floor.  What wasn’t redirected extended up to 10 feet in every direction, and even Larek – who was approximately 30 feet away, could feel the energy expended by the explosion.  The others also took a step back at the detonation, but none of them were harmed by it.

As for Bart, the target of the attack… he stood there, completely unaffected with a smirk on his face.  “Is that all you’ve got?” he joked, looking at the Ranger, who appeared exhausted due to the amount of Stama she had drained from her body and infused into her attack.

“I’m absolutely not ashamed to say that was my most powerful Battle Art as far as damage is concerned,” she admitted, smiling back at him.  A second later, she nearly collapsed on the floor but managed to sink down to her knees instead.  “I may have put a little too much into that, in fact.”

“Amazing.  My turn next?”

Penelope shrugged at Kimble, who looked eager to test the Fusion Larek had created.  “Give it your strongest attack.”

“I don’t really think this is a good idea—” Larek tried to stop them once again, but they weren’t listening.

A fireball – a real one, not a shadow-casted version – appeared in front of Kimble and began to swell in size.  It started at around the size of his fist, but it eventually grew to the size of his head, then his torso, and then nearly his entire height.  It was at that point that it shot forward, slamming into the stationary Bartholomew, where flames completely covered his entire figure as the massive projectile hit the Barrier.  With wide eyes, Larek grew concerned for about a second, but even at a distance he could tell that the Effect was working, as it sent the flames straight to the floor, if it didn’t extinguish them entirely with the blasts of air. 

Thankfully, he’d placed an Amplifier inside of the grid formation in case more than one directional perspective was triggered by the Inputs, though he wasn’t sure if it could handle all 5 at once.  When the flames finally cleared a few seconds later, they saw a few singe marks on Bart’s helmet and back, but he was ultimately unharmed.

“Whoa!  That was intense!  That did nothing to block the heat and it felt like I was going to burn alive for a moment,” the armored and now slightly singed trainee admitted.  “I also couldn’t breathe for a moment, as if all the air had been sucked out of the space around me.”

“That’s fire for you, my friend,” Kimble said in explanation, smiling at the results. Larek wasn’t as happy, because he had now discovered another flaw that he didn’t think he’d be able to fix in time for the Skirmish.  He was happy that most of the extra flames that engulfed the entire barrier had been stopped in one way or another, because while the fireball was a relatively solid object despite its state, individual flames were relatively insubstantial.  Somehow, they had enough substance that the Effect triggered, albeit later than he would’ve liked as the Fusion was unable to keep up with so many directional attacks.

“Just a warning,” Larek announced, “attacks from more than 2 directions could slip through – but please don’t try it now!”

“Good to know.  It just means we shouldn’t allow ourselves to be surrounded.  Keep that in mind, everyone!” Penelope shouted, and everyone other than Larek nodded.  He was hoping to be away from the fighting enough that it shouldn’t matter.  “Alright, my turn!”

Without another word, the blue-haired trainee sprinted forward with her sword at the ready, and she swiped at Bart from the right with a powerful attack – and it was sent straight into the floor as if it had been smacked away by a massive fist.  She tried again from the left, then a straight stab, but all of them were deflected and sent into the stone below, to the point where Larek thought he heard the wood of her sword start to crack.  Finally, she used her own Battle Art to attack him from above with a Stama-infused strike, and Bart instinctively raised his shield to block.

It wasn’t needed as Penelope’s sword was sent so violently into the stone floor that the wood shattered into a dozen pieces upon impact, pieces of it flinging in all directions.  None of them had enough strength to reach the onlookers with any force, though one sizable chunk did roll into Larek’s shin before bouncing off.

“Uh… I guess it works,” the team leader said, looking at the steel core of her weapon that was still in her hand.  “That’s it for me, seeing as my main weapon is gone,” she continued, walking close to Bart.  Patting him on the back, she said, “Good job,” before slowly bonking him on the head with the remains of her sword.

“Remember, this Fusion doesn’t make us invulnerable, even with as much as it can do.  There are flaws that can be exploited if our opponents know to look for them, but we’re not going to let them have that chance, are we?”

Bart, Vivienne, and Kimble shook their heads, but Nedira just raised her hand and cast a spell.  Brown roots suddenly sprang from underneath Bart and Penelope standing together, quickly entangling their legs.  “Also, remember to watch out from below; it’s another vulnerability that we can’t allow them to use against us.  Larek can work wonders, but he can’t solve every problem.”

“Very, ugh, true,” Penelope admitted, struggling to free herself from the roots, which she started to succeed at shortly thereafter by ripping her legs away from the roots one by one.  Bart did the same, but the roots disappeared a few seconds before they were both completely free.

“I’m sure there are other vulnerabilities that I haven’t figured out, but there is another one that I can tell you about right now,” Larek announced, getting everyone’s attention.  “This Fusion is strong, one of the strongest I’ve ever created, but that also means it requires a much larger area of ambience once it has been activated.”

“Area of ambience?  What is that?” Bartholomew asked.

“It’s basically a sphere-shaped area around the Fusion that sucks in the ambient Mana from the environment to power it once it’s actively being used.  This Fusion, when it is activated to repel an attack, is approximately half my size.  What that means is that it will be difficult to add other Fusions anywhere along your body, so any boosts that I can add will have to be on your weapons, as those are typically held away from you while you fight.  Prolonged use of this Repelling Barrier could eventually compromise the structure of any other nearby Fusions, even on your weapons, but unless the barrier is active for more than a few seconds at a time, they should be fine.”

“Good to know.  When can you see about making those Fusions?”

“I’m going to start tomorrow on outfitting everyone with what they need, but it’ll probably take me all the way up to the Skirmish to get it done,” he answered Penelope.  “This latest Fusion really takes it out of me and I need to rest a bit afterwards.”

The blue-haired team leader nodded.  “Perfect.  That will hopefully give us enough time to get used to all these Fusions and incorporate them into our strategy.  Nice work, Larek – I knew inviting you to my team was a good idea,” she added, smiling at him, at least until Nedira stepped in front of her to block her view. 

“Anyway, we should get going.  See you back here tomorrow?” the fourth-year Naturalist asked.

“Indeed.”

Larek left with Nedira soon after that, but not before he remembered to pick his pillow back up from where he had left it in his spot in the sparring room.  He was already starting to feel better after his last creation, but he could still feel an internal exhaustion.  Once his Pattern Cohesion refilled to the maximum, which happened on his walk back to his room, he felt it disappear, but in his mind he was still cognizant of the danger that it represented.  It was the same fear he had the first time he nearly depleted his entire Pattern Cohesion when he attempted to cast a spell; it wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon if he could help it, but it was nonetheless an internal warning not to push the power of his Fusions too far, lest he suffer for it.

Other than that worry at the back of his mind, he was happy that his newest creation had withstood the insane tests that his Skirmish team had put it through.  Yes, there were flaws, but he thought it would be more than adequate to prevent them from being hurt during the competition.  If he could improve it even more, he would, but even through all of the changes in the Fusion, he still hadn’t improved any of his Mage Skills past 30.  Some of the others that weren’t at that point had increased, even granting him an additional personal Level, but that didn’t seem to matter in terms of breaking through to the next stage in his Fusion creation.

It would come or it wouldn’t, but for now all he had to worry about was ensuring he and his team survived the Skirmish.
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Current full Status:

Larek Holsten

Fusionist

Level 18

Advancement Points (AP) : 3/16

Available AP to Distribute: 33

Stama: 480/480

Mana: 1330/1330

Strength: 48 (+)

Body: 48 (+)

Agility: 48 (+)

Intellect: 70 [133] (+)

Acuity: 104 [198] (+)

Pneuma: 244 [464] (+)

Pattern Cohesion: 4,640/4,640

Mage Abilities:

Spell – Bark Skin

Spell – Binding Roots

Spell – Fireball

Spell – Ice Spike

Spell – Light Bending

Spell – Minor Mending

Spell – Rapid Plant Growth

Spell – Repelling Gust

Spell – Static Illusion

Spell – Stone Fist

Spell – Wall of Thorns

Spell – Water Jet

Spell – Wind Barrier

Fusion – Acuity Boost

Fusion – Agility Boost +7

Fusion – Area Chill

Fusion – Body Boost +5

Fusion – Camouflage Sphere +2

Fusion – Camouflage Sphere +5

Fusion – Extreme Heat +5

Fusion – Flaming Ball +5

Fusion – Flying Stone +5

Fusion – Healing Surge +1

Fusion – Healing Surge +3

Fusion – Healing Surge +5

Fusion – Icy Spike +5

Fusion – Illuminate Iron

Fusion – Illuminate Steel

Fusion – Illuminate Stone

Fusion – Illuminate Wood

Fusion – Illusionary Image +3

Fusion – Intellect Boost

Fusion – Muffle Sound +3

Fusion – Muffling Air Deflection Barrier +6

Fusion – Personal Air Deflection Barrier +4

Fusion – Pneuma Boost

Fusion – Repelling Barrier +1

Fusion – Repelling Barrier +4

Fusion – Repelling Barrier +7

Fusion – Repelling Barrier +10

Fusion – Repelling Gust of Air +5

Fusion – Sharpen Iron Edge

Fusion – Sharpen Steel Edge

Fusion – Sharpen Stone Edge

Fusion – Sharpen Wood Edge

Fusion – Space Heater +2

Fusion – Spellcasting Focus Boost +4

Fusion – Strength Boost +1

Fusion – Strength Boost +5

Fusion – Strengthen and Sharpen Steel Edge +1

Fusion – Strengthen Iron

Fusion – Strengthen Steel

Fusion – Strengthen Stone

Fusion – Strengthen Wood

Fusion – Temperature Regulator +3

Fusion – Tree Skin +2

Fusion – Tree Skin +8

Fusion – Water Stream +5

Martial Abilities:

Battle Art – Furious Rampage

Mage Skills:

Multi-effect Fusion Focus Level 10

Pattern Recognition Level 15

Magical Detection Level 15

Spellcasting Focus Level 18

Mana Control Level 30

Fusion Level 30

Pattern Formation Level 30

Martial Skills:

Throwing Level 4

Dodge Level 6

Pain Immunity Level 20

Body Regeneration Level 25

General Skills:

Cooking Level 1

Bargaining Level 5

Beast Control Level 9

Leadership Level 10

Writing Level 11

Long-Distance Running Level 10

Speaking Level 14

Saw Handling Level 15

Reading Level 16

Listening Level 41

Axe Handling Level 81
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Penelope rushed up the stairs and nearly tripped on the top step, her attention distracted because of all that had happened over the last week.  It had been a whirlwind of training and revelations of the incredible power this Mage possessed, but now the Skirmish was nearly about to begin.  Starting the next morning, the first quartet of teams would begin to fight for the flags of the others, and with all of the advantages they now possessed, there was no way they could lose. 

At first, when Head Drill Instructor Bleeker had corralled her into the ridiculous plan of participating in the Skirmish and inviting a first-year Mage to be part of the team, she thought he was crazy.  First, she didn’t have a team and wasn’t likely to have one since all of the teams had already been assembled near the start of the year.  Second, having even one team member who couldn’t hold their own during the Skirmish was tantamount to suicide in the arena, because the matches were typically tight and relied on precise tactics and strategies to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.  She knew this because she’d seen every single match since she’d arrived at Fort Pinevalley and had immediately been envious of those that were able to compete.

But no one wanted a Jaroupa on their team, because her people were considered to be too unpredictable and couldn’t be trusted to follow orders for some reason – though she wasn’t like that.  Like, at all.

It was that reason, as well as the fact that the Nobles from the Kingdom of Androthe weren’t a very inclusive bunch when they got together, that she never thought she’d be able to participate.  She thought the idea Bleeker proposed was a joke at first, but he was dead serious. 

Which brought her to the third reason she thought he was crazy: She had absolutely no experience leading a team through a Skirmish.  Yes, she knew the tactics that had worked in past Skirmishes and had studied them, even devising her own in the wishful thinking that she might one day participate, but teaching them to others and leading her own team? 

As for the first reason she thought the Head Drill Instructor had been crazy, it was revealed that a team had dropped out at the last moment, for reasons of which no one was aware.  It seemed very convenient, but as it allowed her to start her own team with the permission of Bleeker, she didn’t question it too much.  Finding willing participants wasn’t that difficult, though Bleeker ordered Barty to join the team, which the Head Drill Instructor said was only fair since she had put him down for weeks after nearly killing him.  Vivienne was also an easy choice because she was the best ranged Martial trainee that didn’t already belong to a team.  Kimble jumped at the chance as soon as she looked into recruiting, which only left the main reason Bleeker wanted her to form a team in the first place.

Larek.

Stymied in all of her attempts at gaining more information about him, it seemed as though the Head Drill Instructor was turning to another tactic.  Penelope was to gather what information she could on Larek and pass it on to him, including the existence of any “special” Fusions.  She remembered overhearing him mumbling about a healing-type Fusion when she met with him in his office, so she suspected that was what he meant.  Initially, this seemed like an impossibility based on what she knew about Fusions – which wasn’t much, if she was being honest with herself – but she had gone ahead with the plan, well, because she was going to participate in a Skirmish!

Oh, how wrong she was about Larek and his miraculous Fusions. 

But even with the spectacular air shield thingy he had created, which prevented nearly all attacks from reaching the one protected by it, as well as the stat boosts he placed on her weapon – which were incredible! – she hadn’t seen any sign of a healing Fusion.  That he might have created or used one at some point wasn’t hard to believe, but she’d seen nothing throughout all the training done in the sparring room over the last week. 

In an effort to see if it was true that he had a healing Fusion, she even deliberately hurt herself once, not badly, but enough that she needed a healing spell to fix her up rather than wait for her Body Regeneration do it over the next few hours.  Both Nedira and Kimble offered to help with the minor healing spell because their official healer was busy with making Fusions and couldn’t be bothered, and she couldn’t find it in herself to bother him.

Because, as much as she had been instructed to find out information on Larek and his healing Fusion, she would much rather win the Skirmish.  After learning what he could do, she knew that without his effort on their behalf, they would have no chance.  Not because Penelope didn’t think she had a good team, but she had a fairly good idea of what they were up against. Compared to the teams of all fifth and some sixth-year trainees and students, her team members were about average; their sixth team member contributing next-to-nothing during the actual match, dropped the quality of their team to the very bottom. 

But with the Fusions he created, she put them firmly right up near the top.  She would like to say that they were unstoppable, but there were some unique teams out there that could give them some trouble.

Now she was heading up to the Head Drill Instructor’s office once again, there to report on what she had learned…

…which was where her distracted attention was causing her to nearly fall on the stairs.  She was unsure of what she should even say, because she was worried if she revealed too little, he might pull her as team leader and put someone else in charge because she wasn’t getting results.  If she revealed too much, on the other hand, it was possible that they would see Larek as too valuable of a resource and not allow him to participate, pulling him – and his Fusions – from the Skirmish. It was even possible that they might believe his powerful shield Fusion was a form of cheating, because while it had counters, one had to know how they worked to take advantage of them – and it was doubtful that anyone would be able to counter the things without insider information.

When she thought more about it, Penelope being pulled from the team was probably a worry she shouldn’t be concerned over at this point, because she was fully entrenched in her position at the moment; nevertheless, she really didn’t want to lose this opportunity to participate in the Skirmish – because she might never get a chance like this again.  But having Larek and his Fusions pulled from the matches would be just as devastating, because while she could participate, they were almost guaranteed to lose almost immediately.

She still hadn’t completely decided by the time she knocked on the Head Drill Instructor’s office door.

“Come in.”

Taking a deep breath, Penelope opened the door and then shut it behind her after she entered.  Standing in front of the desk inside, she waited for Bleeker to speak.

“Ah, Penelope.  I trust that you have some information for me?”

The tone of his voice was eager, perhaps too eager, but to Penelope it was perfectly understandable based on what he wanted to know.  But she also detected a hint of greed underneath his words; it was at that moment that she made her decision on what she wanted to share.

“I do,” she replied, nodding as she did so.  “The Mage student Larek is quite talented in his ability to make Fusions, which are much more powerful than anything I’ve seen before.”

“Oh, really?  Such as?” he prompted.

With a mental breath, she brought her Skirmish sword around from where it had been attached to her back, feeling the rush of a massive boost to her stats accompany it as she gripped its handle.  She did her best to hide her reluctance in presenting it to the Head Drill Instructor.  “Take a look at your Status after holding this.”

Standing up from where he had been sitting, Bleeker took the steel handle of the large sword in his hands.  Penelope immediately felt the drain throughout her body as her stats were reduced back to their normal levels, something that she still wasn’t used to feeling.  After Larek had added the Fusion to her weapon, she had taken to holding it whenever she could. 

The Head Drill Instructor’s skeptical facial expression disappeared as he dropped back into his chair with shock clearly written over his face, and a temporary twitching overcame his entire body.  It disappeared after a few seconds, and he was left looking at the weapon in incomprehension.

“What?  How?  This—  My Strength and Agility have doubled?!”  He was whisper-shouting by the end, as if he was afraid to say what was obvious on his Status.

“Yes, sir.  That was my reaction, as well.  Larek created this kind of Fusion for all of his teammates, not just for me.”

“How is this even possible?”

She shrugged.  “You’re asking the wrong person; I have no idea.”

“But—”  He stopped what he was about to say as he looked away from the wooden and steel weapon in his hand and stared hard at Penelope.  “What else can he do?  Are there any other unique Fusions that you’ve seen?”

She didn’t hesitate in her response.  “Not that I’ve seen,” she lied smoothly.  “He did mention that he might have something special for us for the Skirmish, but I’m not aware of what it could be.”

Bleeker continued to stare at her as if he was trying to test the truth of her words, before he nodded.  Mumbling to himself as his eyes turned back to the weapon, causing Penelope to relax slightly in relief as his penetrating gaze left her, she caught only part of his words.  “…even if it was just this… but what else… still try and… no matter.”  None of it really made sense to her, but she was just glad that his attention was off of her for the moment. 

When he handed it back to her a minute later, she saw his visible reluctance to let the weapon go and she commiserated with him; it was hard to casually give up that kind of power once you felt it.  “Very well.  I’m looking forward to seeing how you and your team perform tomorrow.  Afterwards, please let me know what you can about whatever this ‘special’ Fusion is that he has for you tomorrow.  You’re dismissed.”

Attaching the sword to her back once again via its special leather holder, she nodded and turned around, heading for the door.  She wasn’t stopped as she opened it and left, and she hurried away from the Head Drill Instructor’s office as quickly as possible. 

While she’d lied to Bleeker, there was enough truth to it that she didn’t think he’d discover it until it didn’t matter anymore.  The “special” Fusion was something he – and everyone else – would see tomorrow. Ideally, having pled ignorance of it would suffice to free her from suspicion of knowing about it beforehand.  It was a decision that she didn’t regret in the least, because she knew that she had to protect their secret weapon as much as possible. 

That “secret weapon” being Larek, not the shield-thingy he had created – though that was equally important.  The more she thought about how she was being used to reveal the Mage student’s abilities, the more she regretted ever being sucked into it.  At first, she had felt so horrible after what she had accidentally done to Barty that she was willing to do anything to redeem herself; investigating his savior seemed inconsequential at that point.  But as she learned more about how kind and unselfish he was, she felt… protective of him, in a way she hadn’t felt before.  Like he was a treasure that needed to be safeguarded from the world and from those who would seek to take advantage of him.

Those like Head Drill Instructor Bleeker.

It wasn’t until she heard the underlying greed in his tone of voice, even if it was a greed for a Fusion that could help Martials in general, that she was fully converted to becoming Larek’s protector.  Unfortunately, the revelation of his abilities when it came to the stat boosts on her sword was necessary.  Without at least some proof of what the first-year Mage student could do, she figured Bleeker would grow suspicious that she was lying to him about everything; it would be obvious on the morrow, anyway.  She nearly thought about telling her team that they shouldn’t even use the shield Fusion during the Skirmish, because it would just make Larek more of a target, but there was still the desire to do well in the arena that dwelled in the back of her mind.

The two desires – to protect Larek and to win every match in the Skirmish – warred with each other, but in the end she didn’t think it would matter whatever she chose.  His abilities would already be scrutinized after the Skirmish, as a result of the stat boosts alone, so what was one more overpowered Fusion compared to that?  Regardless, she would do everything in her power to protect him from being abused by those in charge, because his genius didn’t deserve to be trapped in a room somewhere where he would be forced to pump out Fusion after Fusion for the benefit of others.  She didn’t know if this was what they might have planned for him once the wider world discovered his abilities, but even after she had discovered it, the thought of using him for her own benefit had been at the forefront of her mind.

Now, after seeing what he could do and watching him work with such care and generosity, she immediately felt ashamed.  Unfortunately, she could easily see others not caring about him in the way she was beginning to, only seeing him as something that could be exploited.  Granted, the exploitation would likely benefit hundreds or thousands of SIC members throughout the Kingdom, but at what cost?  Just seeing him create a brand-new Fusion from some half-baked ideas and have it work was revolutionary, as far as what she knew about Fusions went.

What could he create when he’s had time to learn more and grow?

Given that he was only a first-year Mage student, she couldn’t help but think about what he might be like as a fifth-year or even after he graduated. 

He could literally change the world. 

Unbeknownst to her, as she made her way down to the barracks to get as much sleep as she could for the upcoming excitement the next day, the resolve to safeguard Larek solidified in her chest without her awareness, forging a bond she couldn’t feel or even detect in any way.  But it was there, an undeniable connection that she would give everything in her power to maintain.

Including her own life.


Chapter 61

“Welcome, one and all, to the mid-year Skirmish!”

Larek blocked out the sounds of the cheers as the crowd responded to the announcement, made by an Academy Professor using some sort of air-based spell to amplify his voice so that it reached everyone within the massive arena.  He was sitting next to Nedira and Penelope in a special section of the stands reserved for the teams participating in the Skirmish, squeezed between the two women as they looked around at the spectacle.  Nedira was pressed against his right arm possessively, as if she was afraid someone would snatch him away, while the blue-haired trainee’s position slightly in front of him was more like she was guarding him from an outside attack. 

Regardless of the reasoning, he felt slightly uncomfortable because he wasn’t exactly sure why they were acting that way.  Perhaps their strange behavior was because of the mix of curiosity and confusion with which other teams’ members were viewing them, especially him.

“Are we ready if we’re to be called first?” Penelope asked her team when there was a bit of a lull in the crowd.  At their affirmatives, including Larek’s own, she just nodded and continued to look around her as if expecting an attack.

“Calm down, Penny; you’re going to break your neck if you keep doing that,” Bartholomew chided the blue-haired leader, causing her to stop and sigh.

“Sorry; I just can’t help but be nervous.  What if someone found out about… you know.”

Larek spoke up to reassure her.  “Even if they did, there’s not much they can do about it.  If they somehow know how to exploit its weaknesses, then you’ll have to adapt.”  He didn’t mention that he hoped that another team somehow learned just enough to take advantage of his Fusion’s flaws to cause them to lose the match, but not to hurt any of them more than a few bruises.  Still, he was confident that, without his actual participation in the match, his team wouldn’t have enough bodies to actually win. From what he’d learned over the last week, in between creating Fusions, there was a lot of complex strategy, trickery, deception, or overwhelming force involved – and all of that required every single member working together.  He doubted that his team, as effective and accomplished as they were, would be able to penetrate the defenses of the other teams without his help.

Help that he wasn’t inclined to give.  For one, without creating offensive Fusions – which he was loath to do after what he’d used them for previously – he couldn’t cast spells.  Secondly, he didn’t want to fight with weapons or even his fists, as he was worried it would expose his Martial stats with how hard he could hit and how fast he could move.  Lastly, he had absolutely no interest in actually being part of this competition more than what he’d already contributed with his Fusions.  While he could fight, and had done it in the past when it was necessary, he’d rather fight against monsters; just the thought of raising his hands or utilizing his Fusions directly against another person brought the disturbing memories of his actions underneath the Academy to the forefront of his mind. 

“…remember that in this preliminary round, all 64 teams will be competing in groups of 4, meaning that there will be…”

Larek continued to block out what was being announced, as he’d heard it all before and he didn’t really care about it all that much.  His intent was to get in a match, keep everyone alive and unhurt, lose, and then go back to his studies and work on breaking through to the next stage of Fusion creation. 

“…now announce the match-ups!  When you hear the name of your team called along with a number, please proceed to the corresponding fortification.  Once all the teams are in place, I will announce the start of the match!”

Huh?

“Hey, Penelope, what is the name of our team?” Larek asked, searching his memory to see if he had heard it at some point.

She looked nervous for some reason.  “Uh… well, I couldn’t think of anything fancy, so I just came up with something I thought was appropriate.”

“And what did you come up with—”

The announcer interrupted their conversation.  “In the first match, we have Team Firestrike in Fortification 1, followed by Team Rumblesmash in Fortification 2, Team Silentkiller in Fortification 3, and Team… Fusion?  Yes, that’s what it says… oh, uh, Team Fusion in Fortification 4! Let’s hear it for our first matchup for the mid-year Skirmish!”

“Really?  Team Fusion?” Nedira shouted her question toward the blue-haired leader to be heard over the shouting of the crowd.

Penelope just shrugged and hopped off the wooden bench she had been sitting on, gesturing to the others to get up.  Larek unfolded himself from his seat, having had to bend in a way to fit in the tight space, looking at the arena at the same time.  In his peripheral vision, he saw another three groups of students and trainees moving toward it, which he presumed were the others that had been called to participate, each of the groups heading toward a different fortification.  He followed his own team toward the only one that didn’t seem to be occupied, which he also presumed meant it was Fortification 4, though he didn’t note any obvious numbers on or around any of them.

What is the probability that we would be chosen to go first?  I wonder if this is part of the manipulation Shinpai had mentioned, or if it is simply chance?  And Team Fusion?  Oh, well, I guess it works.

Down on the arena floor, the fortification that had seemed large from afar appeared huge once he was actually approaching it.  Standing at 30 feet in height and 60 feet in width, it was essentially a large, rectangular block of stone with Strengthen Stone +3 Fusions covering the entire fortification, which was a step up from the sparring rooms that the team had been practicing within.  From what he could see, the Fusions themselves were also of a much better quality and appeared fairly new, without the degradation he was used to seeing on most Fusions around the Academy, meaning that it had likely been done expressly for the benefit of the Skirmish.

There was a single opening that was 8 feet tall and 5 feet wide on what he considered the front side of the fortification, which faced toward the other structures in the arena.  It was located in the center along the dirt-filled ground, meaning that it was highly accessible by any of the other teams – which he assumed was the whole point.  It was a chokepoint that the entire Skirmish was hinged upon, as it was the easiest way into and out of the fortification.  It wasn’t the only one, however, because the inside of the stone block was hollow, including having no ceiling; if someone was able to find their way up and over the walls, then they could essentially get inside from any direction.

Inside of the fortification where it was hollow, there was a 4-foot-wide ledge along the inside perimeter approximately 3 feet from the top, which was accessible by a set of internal steps that led up either the left or the right sides of the structure.  This created a walkway which allowed anyone with long-range attacks to have elevation, as well as a short wall to hide behind which would block retaliatory attacks.  There was also a short wall on the inside to help prevent anyone from accidentally falling off, which Larek thought was a good idea.  In the four corners of the structure, just above the walkway and extending up approximately 10 feet was a pillar with an internal set of tiny stairs, where a Professor or Instructor from the Academy or Fort ascended to the top of the pillar, where they could look down inside the fortifications as well as outside; these individuals were the ones who evaluated the number of hits someone had taken, as well as keeping track of healing.  

Ignoring them, the walkway was where most Mages and Rangers like Vivienne would be placed during the match, while the melee-focused Martials would be down below defending the flag.  He looked at the purple-colored flag and the pole of theirs, which sat in an iron base in the center of the stone floor, along with 3 others arranged behind it, waiting for their opponents’ flags. 

From what he’d overheard of the rules, the only way to win was to gather all 3 of the other flags while still controlling your own.  It was made easier by the fact that a team was immediately eliminated from the match when their flag was fully captured by another team, which meant that it was placed in an opponent’s flag base while the capturing team still possessed their own.  If their flag was missing, then it wouldn’t count and nobody would be eliminated, meaning that the flags could be stolen back.  The only exception to an immediate elimination was if the team who had their flag “capped” had possession of a foreign flag, which would pause their elimination; as soon as they lost control of it without getting their own back, then they would immediately be eliminated.

In addition, any team member could only hold one flag at a time and they always had to pick up their own or the fortification’s own flag first before they could touch any of the others; what that meant was that if team 1 captured a flag from team 2 and eliminated them, team 3 couldn’t enter team 1’s fortification and steal team 2’s flag first – they had to take team 1’s first.  If they had two team members inside, they could take both, as long as team 1’s was picked up first. In the same scenario, if team 2 had possession of a foreign flag when their own was “capped”, they wouldn’t be eliminated and could steal their own back; as soon as it was out of the foreign flag base, they were currently safe from elimination even if they lost control of the other flag they had in their possession.

On the surface, it sounded like it was a competition based on a simple matter of attrition, as a few team members would go out to assault a foreign fortification to try and steal their flag while the others stayed back to defend, but it rarely worked out like that, from what he understood.  Sending an entire team to capture a flag and then carry it along with them while they captured their own undefended flag back was a risky tactic, but it apparently worked.  Having half a team full of extremely fast Martial trainees to get in and get out was also a strategy, or having a team of all heavy-hitting Mages with no support or healers, or all ranged team members who could pick off the competition from afar – the possibilities were numerous, and no single method seemed to work better than others, at least according to Penelope.

He wasn’t exactly sure what “Team Fusion’s” strategy was, because he didn’t pay too much attention to it, but he suspected it was all based on defense initially, considering his own contributions.  He couldn’t really see them going out to assault another fortification, especially being down a team member who wasn’t going to participate other than as a healer if it was needed.  If everything went well like he hoped, he wouldn’t have to do anything.

All of the others had a Repelling Barrier +10 Fusion on their person, each on a medallion on a chain provided by the Academy’s supply storage and tucked underneath their clothes or armor; Larek had easily obtained them as he was able to request just about anything he needed, and Shinpai made sure he got what he needed.  Even underneath their outerwear, their area of ambience was such that it nearly interfered with the stat boost Fusions he’d placed on their weapons; as long as they didn’t hold their weapons near their chests for extended periods of time while the Barrier was active, they would be alright. 

He was only able to add a pair of stat boosts combined into one per weapon, as the Magnitude 10 boosts had even larger areas of ambience than his own Magnitude accessories. Even the two boosts were only possible because he was able to combine them into the same Fusion.  Otherwise they would have interfered with each other. Then again, having all three stats boosted was probably unnecessary, as each of them were Strength and Agility; Body would help them withstand attacks, but if his other Fusion worked, then there was no point.

The only exception was Kimble’s staff, which was long enough that he was able to add all three stats spaced out evenly along its length, though he reduced their Magnitudes to 9 to ensure they wouldn’t interfere with each other.  Nedira’s staff he left alone because he didn’t want to interfere with the already existing balance of the Fusions on there, as she had the Illumination +7 and Healing Surge +3 Fusions on it, and she said it was perfectly fine for what she needed. 

He did create a staff for himself, onto which he added a dual Magnitude 10 Intellect and Pneuma Boost to one end and a Healing Surge +3 to the other… just in case.  He wasn’t planning on using it, but if it was required, then it was much easier to fake spellcasting with the staff touching the one needing to be healed rather than pulling off the anklet that Shinpai finally returned to him mid-match.  Speaking of that, both his anklets – with Healing Surge +3 (as it had been finally returned to him by Shinpai before the Skirmish) and Acuity +9 – were out of range of his own Repelling Barrier +10 Fusion around his neck, thanks to his height, so they were just fine where they were; he’d had to put aside his armlets with his Magnitude 9 Fusions because they were too close to the new Barrier Fusion and they would interfere with it – and vice-versa.

“Where do you want me?” Larek asked as soon as they all filed into their fortification.  He realized that he never really understood his role in the actual match, but he suspected they would simply send him off into a corner somewhere.

“You weren’t listening to anything during practice, were you?” Kimble asked with a chuckle, echoed by everyone other than Nedira.

“I already made my objection clear, but I was overruled,” his friend said with a pout on her face – which made him worried.

“Uh, what do you mean?”

“It’s actually very simple, Larek,” Penelope answered.  “Although, I have to say I’m having my doubts, but I believe you should be fine.  As long as you’re confident in your new Fusion, that is. 

Uh, oh.  I’m not getting a good feeling about this. 

“Well, you didn’t want to participate in the actual Skirmish, so you technically don’t have to.  All you have to do is stand… right there… and don’t move.”

The blue-haired team leader was pointing at the base of their flag.

Oh.  Great.

“The match begins in 10!  9!  8!—”

With the booming voice now announcing the beginning of the match, Larek didn’t have time to argue.  With a sigh, he walked over to the flag base and settled into a comfortable stance, his body blocking a portion of the flag so that it was nearly impossible to see from the front, right across from the entrance. 

“—2!  1!  Skirmish!”

The crowd went wild, and Larek knew the match had officially begun.


Chapter 62

Standing in front of the flag and looking outside of the entrance, Larek could see across the arena to the fortification directly across from him, but that was about it. He couldn’t see the other two to the left and right, but that didn’t really concern him.  From the opposite structure, he watched as a trio of Martial trainees rushed out of the entrance and began sprinting directly across the arena – and right toward him.  One of them was much faster than the others, based on how lithely she moved, and she carried a pair of blunted wooden knives bared in her hands.  The two others were fully armored in what appeared to be steel plate, covering their entire bodies, holding mirror-smooth steel shields and wooden short swords. 

Not exactly an expert in tactics, Larek nonetheless assumed that the two shield-bearing trainees were there to guard the faster one.  He knew that any projectiles or other attacks blocked by a shield didn’t count as a hit, so if they were able to punch through the defenses they faced without being hit too much, the faster trainee could snatch the flag and run back to their fortification before anyone could react.  A simple plan, and unless they also had something sneaky up their sleeves, it would probably work most times.  That was, of course, if they had adequate defenses back at their own fortifications to prevent their flags from being stolen simultaneously. 

Glancing up, Larek could see Nedira, Kimble, and Vivienne readying for the incoming wave of opponents along the walkway above.  Once the trio of enemy trainees across the way reached approximately the halfway point, Bartholomew and Penelope moved from the sides of the entrance where they had been waiting, with the shield-bearing trainee planting himself directly in the middle of the cutout, where he simply stood in a defensive position, his spear poised to counterattack if the opportunity presented itself.

“We got adds!” Vivienne shouted from up above – which meant absolutely nothing to Larek.  “A Striker from 1 and a Stalker from 3!  Looks like they’re going to try and take advantage of this initial assault to snatch our flag!”

Penelope shouted back up, “Got it!  Let me know if the Stalker circles!”

The Logger-turned-Fusionist was beginning to catch the meaning behind some of what was being said, but overall it meant very little to him.  He was going to stand there and block the flag like they wanted, but he wasn’t planning on doing much other than that.

Larek watched as his teammates on the walkway began to unload their spells and arrows toward the incoming attackers, and every projectile was easily blocked by a well-placed shield or dodged entirely by the quick-moving woman behind the shield-bearers.  As they got closer, Larek got a glimpse of a few Fusions on all their armor, small in Magnitude based on the areas of ambience he noticed, but he couldn’t tell what they were exactly; he assumed they were stat boosts, though they could’ve been just about anything at that distance.

When their opponents were only about 10 feet away, Bartholomew and Penelope braced themselves as the two armored trainees suddenly rushed forward with a burst of what could only be Stama rushing through their legs.  As the pair led with their shields to slam into Bart, likely hoping to bowl him over and push their way through, Larek winced a second before they hit; not because he worried about his teammate, but because he was fairly certain that his attackers were moving faster than 10 miles per hour.

And so it proved, as the moment their leading shields got within a foot of the Repelling Barrier Bartholomew was wearing around his neck, Larek heard near-simultaneous *cracks* as the shields were sent straight into the ground, breaking the trainees’ arms with the violent force of the Fusion’s Effect.  Their bodies somersaulted as a result of the abrupt change in their arms, and as their legs flipped toward Bart with great speed, those too were sent violently crashing into the dirt below, eliciting a few more *cracks* – likely from their lower legs or ankles breaking.  Fortunately, most of their forward momentum was completely halted, which prevented them from being hit again, but both armored figures were lying on their backs, groaning in pain and not looking to be getting up anytime soon.

Ouch.  At least they’ll be alright; most of those armored trainees have higher Body stats, so I don’t think anything serious happened to them.  If it had been a Mage who had experienced that, they might not have survived.  He sighed.  Yet another flaw in my design, at least when it comes to the Skirmish. 

Shocked as much as the rest of the crowd in the arena, which had gone silent a moment after the two armored trainees were laid low, their teammate stood frozen in place as she stared at them on the ground.  With them being incapacitated in less than a second, her entire facial expression showed her incomprehension of the situation – which proved to be her undoing. 

Nedira’s Binding Roots suddenly sprouted under her feet, trapping the young woman in place; while she immediately worked to free herself, it was already too late as Penelope squeezed past Bartholomew, jumped over the prone figures of the armored trainees, and began to lightly pummel the bound opponent with the superior range of her sword.  The woman managed to quickly raise her left knife to deflect the sword, but unfortunately her movement was too fast as it entered the range of the Barrier that extended around the blue-haired trainee’s sword; it was violently ripped out of her hand, breaking the woman’s wrist in the process.  Larek caught a glimpse of the wooden knife and saw that it was buried up to the hilt in the dirt, having been deflected with enough force to make it push through the packed material.  He thought that if it had been stone underneath their feet, the weapon likely would’ve shattered.

A scream of pain was quickly joined by the grunts of impact as Penelope used her boosted Agility to smack her sword lightly against the injured woman; even at a distance, he could tell that they were more taps than strikes, as there was no need to go all out.  A few seconds later, Larek heard, “2C down!”, shouted by one of the observers up above, and the woman immediately snarled in frustration.  Nevertheless, she slumped to the ground in faux incapacitation, having accumulated enough hits to be considered fallen.  A second after she fell to the dirt, Penelope faked a stab to her opponent’s neck.  “2C out!”

“2A down! 2B down!”  Larek’s attention was pulled back to the entrance, where the two armored trainees were being bombarded with fireballs from above and light stabs by Bart’s spear.  As they were “stabbed” through gaps in their armor near their necks with his spear, Larek then heard “2A out! 2B out!  Pause near 4!  Healers to 2A and 2B!”

There was a hush as all the noises of nearby combat stopped, though there wasn’t much noise to begin with.  Whatever battles were being played out were out of his sight and were likely out of most of his listening range, but he could at least hear a little bit going on somewhere else.  The crowd, as they had been for the last 30 seconds or more, was completely silent up until the healers were called for, whereupon a murmur that slowly rose in volume began.

Looking around, he saw that those on the walkway were unmoving in their positions, prepared to attack or defend if necessary, but they were part of the “pause” that had been called. He vaguely recalled hearing that this was so that anyone around the fortification would stop moving or attacking completely so that the seriously injured could be removed from the arena and healed.  So it proved to be, as he saw four Martial trainees appear and lift the armored trainees away, where they would be taken away and healed.  Since they were “out”, it didn’t matter if they were removed from the arena as it wouldn’t affect the match – other than removing them as obstacles, he supposed.

When they were clear, Larek heard the same person shout, “Resume!”

“The add from 1 is retreating but 3 is circling!” Vivienne shouted as soon as the match in their area resumed.  Again, Larek wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but the others apparently did.  Penelope shot inside of the fortification and ran around Larek, moving to the wall opposite of the entrance and drifting to the corner, placing her back against the walls.  Craning his neck around was annoying, so he turned his head back around, just in time to see a figure pull themselves over the left wall of the structure and drop down to the walkway.  The leather-clad Martial blended fairly well with the stone around him, as it appeared to be deliberately dyed to be of similar color, but his movement was enough to catch Larek’s attention.  Looking forward, he kept his peripheral vision on the invader, which is why he flinched as he saw a trio of objects being released that headed straight toward him.

A second later, three blunted, weighted wooden throwing knives were violently repelled into the dirt below his feet as they ran into Larek’s Repelling Barrier.  Likely expecting his attack to land, the young man who had crept over the wall lithely jumped down and landed in a crouch, pulling a pair of knives out from sheathes located on his waist. 

Larek couldn’t help a chuckle that escaped from his mouth at the extremely confused expression on the invader’s face as he looked up at the corner towers where the watchers were located.  He obviously thinks he hit me and doesn’t understand why I’m still “alive”.

Despite the lack of success, the trainee was determined to see Larek incapacitated, which was evident in how he ran quickly forward, his speed almost a blur as he aimed to stab the lone Mage in the middle of the fortification.  Unfortunately for him, Penelope – aided by the stat boost Fusion that essentially doubled her speed – cut him off by speeding out from where she had been standing in the corner behind him.  Her sword slammed into him as he ran, making him practically fold in half as the breath left his body at the strike.

He recovered remarkably quickly as his feet hit the dirt and he jumped backwards, ducking aside another swing by Penelope, causing her to overextend, before leaping toward her with his wooden knives.  If it hadn’t been for the Barrier Fusion that intercepted both knives that he attempted to stab into her from multiple sides, she would’ve taken a hit.  As it was, there were two more *cracks* that made Larek wince because the sound was so much closer to him this time, as the invader’s wrists were broken while the wooden knives were ripped out of his grip. 

They must teach them to do everything they can to maintain a hold on their weapons, no matter what.  Not the best idea against my Fusion, however.

Rather than a scream of pain, there was only a small yelp that emanated from the invading trainee, even as he threw himself backwards when Penelope retaliated.  Unfortunately, he tripped and fell on his side, where he instinctively attempted to push himself up with his hands; that, of course, ended poorly as that made him scream for a second in pain, and he barely rolled aside as Penelope aimed another strike at him. 

Strangely enough, Larek didn’t see a bit of frustration at her inability to hit the invader; instead, she just looked determined and expectant for some reason.  That reason was revealed the next moment as she swung again, deliberately missing him by no more than an inch as he rolled away and got to his feet – only to be struck in the back by a trio of shadow-casted Fireballs that hit him one after another, a shadow-casted Ice Spike that came from Nedira, and three blunted wooden arrows that hit him within a split-second of each other.  Vivienne was fast with her shooting before, but with her stat boosts she was incredibly quick. 

While they didn’t do much damage, the abrupt attacks from behind caused the broken-wristed invader to stumble forward, right into the range of Penelope, who began moving much faster than she was just a few seconds ago.  Her sword tapped a staccato rhythm upon his leather armor, one after another, until Larek heard, “3B down!  3B out!”  It was over so fast that even the foreign team member barely knew what had happened, even as his throat was “slit” while still standing up.  He grunted and fell to the ground dramatically, lying there as he cradled his wrists to his chest.

It apparently wasn’t enough to call for healers, so he was likely going to have to suffer until the end of the match.  Depending on the “dead” invader’s Body Regeneration Skill, he’d probably start healing soon, but would need extra care to speed up the process later. 

Turning his attention away from the injured young man, Larek looked out the entrance again to see how things were going, wondering when someone would finally break their way into the fortification and take their flag.  As a few minutes went by with no sign of additional attackers, he began to worry that he might have been wrong.

We might not lose.  In fact, I think we might win.

That… was not ideal.  This was supposed to be a single match, in and out and then he could go on with his learning at the Academy.  But if they won, they would have to face additional teams, any of which might be the ones specifically designed to try and seriously injure one of them. Granted, he’d tried to minimize the risk of actually being hurt, but the more possibilities of it happening, the chance that someone inadvertently got injured enough that Larek would feel obligated to heal them increased.  In fact, he had already noted that it had nearly happened already, though it wasn’t someone on his team; those first trainees that had their arms and legs broken had gotten close, and if they had been Mages… well, they might not have survived such abuse.

This is definitely not working out like I had hoped.

Larek listened as well as he could over the murmuring of the crowd, and eventually he heard more shouts by the watchers located in the other fortifications.  “2E down!  2D down!  2F down!”  That was followed shortly thereafter by an actual announcement by the loud-voiced announcer.  “Team Rumblesmash has been eliminated by Team Firestrike!”

With one team already eliminated, it didn’t take long for the team that was missing someone – namely, Team Silentkiller, whose sixth member was on the ground nearby Larek – to fall.

“Team Silentkiller has been eliminated by Team Firestrike!  It’s all down to Team Firestrike and Team… Fusion!”  For a moment, it seemed as though the announcer had forgotten the name of Larek’s team.

“Nice; it’s our turn!  Barty, are you ready to go wreak some havoc?” Penelope turned to the shield-bearing trainee with a huge smile on her face.

“How many times do I have to tell you not to call me—”

“I’ll take that as a yes; let’s go!”

As they left out the entrance, the blue-haired leader shouted up to the walkway, where the three other teammates watched them take off.  “Take good care of him while we’re gone!  Be back soon!”

With a final wave in their direction, the two trainees turned their focus on Fortification 1, where their opponents had no idea what was coming for them.


Chapter 63

The crowd went silent again as Penelope and Bartholomew reached the other team’s fortification.  Or at least, that’s what Larek assumed because it was out of his view, but also because Kimble started lobbing fireballs in an arc from his position on the walkway, and Vivienne did the same with her blunted wooden arrows.  They were aimed off to the left, but it was probably at their extreme range if they hoped to hit their opponents.  Whether or not they actually succeeded was irrelevant in Larek’s opinion, because the two Martial trainees that just went over there were more than capable of dismantling the other team by themselves – as long as they didn’t get caught by one of the flaws in the Repelling Barrier. 

With the crowd so quiet, it was easy enough to hear the observers shouting.

“1B down!”

“1F down!  1F out!”

“1E down!”

“1C down!”

“1D down!  1D out!”

“1A down!”

There were a few other shouts as those who had been downed were counted out after either Penelope or Bartholomew “killed” them, but as soon as the last one was down, Vivienne leapt off the wall and landed down below, racing away.  Not more than 30 seconds later, she was back with the other two behind her, all of them carrying bright-colored flags that were somehow not as vibrant as the teeth-filled grins on their faces.  Without a word, they placed them in the flag bases behind Larek; as soon as the last one was slotted in, the announcer broke the stillness and silence of the arena.

“Uh… Team Firestrike has been eliminated!  Team Fusion is the winner of this match!”

This time, the announcer didn’t hesitate or forget Larek’s team name, though he had still likely delayed calling the elimination of the other team.  Not that Larek cared all that much, but even as his shoulders slumped a little at the realization that they would be moving on in this competition, the crowd erupted in tremendous cheers that seemed doubly loud when compared to the quiet before.

Even Nedira was smiling as she descended the stairs from the walkway behind Kimble, though when she caught the sight of Larek’s expression, her face fell.  She nearly missed a step but managed to catch herself from falling, but the reason that Larek had even agreed to participate in the Skirmish had obviously just reoccurred to her.

“Congratulations Team Fusion once again – we’ll be seeing you in the semi-finals!  It was a, uh, well-fought battle from all of our teams; you should all be proud of the efforts you displayed!  Now, please clear the arena while we set up for our next match.”

“I guess that’s our cue,” Penelope said with audible excitement in her voice.  Larek turned around and saw the same wide grin was still on her face.  “We did it!  And it’s all thanks to you, Larek!”  She looked like she was going to rush over and throw herself on him again, showering him in kisses, but fortunately all she did was wave toward the entrance of the Fortification as a few staff members and a couple trainees entered.  “We’ve got to get going; they’re resetting for the next match and we don’t want to be in their way.”

Larek followed behind the others as they exited, and he saw the staff members grabbing the three extra flags; he assumed they were there to return them to their respective fortifications.  The two trainees went toward the “dead” invader to help him up and out, since he still had two broken wrists, but he was already on his feet – and he looked angry.  He quickly caught up to Larek and his team as they filed out of the entrance and immediately accosted Penelope.

“Hey!  I don’t know what you did, but you had to have been cheating in some way!  As soon as it’s discovered, your whole team is going to be disqualified!”

She looked at him and said, “You tell yourself whatever you want to, Davis.  But we beat you fair and square.”

The broken-wristed invader, Davis, just sneered at her and took off at a run, which looked slightly odd as he had his hands pressed up to his chest so that they didn’t move around too much. No one from his team said anything as they made their way to the side of the arena where they had been sitting before, which now held 18 fewer people, as the losers of the first match were no longer there.  On the way, Larek noticed the triage area where those seriously injured in the matches were being treated, and he saw the two armored trainees who’d been flipped upside down laying there, with the majority of their armor removed.  Fortunately, both of them were sitting up and complaining loudly, meaning they weren’t too terribly hurt, though Larek only caught a handful of their complaining words over the murmur of the crowd. Of those words, “impossible,” “cheating,” and “unfair” stood out the most to him. 

He supposed, upon further reflection of what had just occurred in the match, they could potentially consider it unfair, especially if no one knew of his Fusion’s flaws.  But cheating?  Well, he wasn’t an expert on the rules to these Skirmishes, as he only had a passing familiarity with them, but he was fairly certain he had stayed within the parameters.  While the repelling effect of his Barriers was strong, all it technically did was push down with incredible force; the same could be achieved by someone who had an incredible amount of Strength.  It didn’t attack anyone directly with a damaging effect, and was, in fact, purely Reactive and not offensive in the least. 

As he sat down next to his team, who all seemed practically giddy at their victory, Nedira took his hand in hers and said, “Sorry.  I got caught up in the whole thing and forgot—”

“No, don’t worry about it,” he assured her, gently squeezing her hand.  “I have a feeling that even if you had done nothing, we still would’ve won.”

She nodded slowly.  “Yes, I do believe you’re right.  While what I contributed certainly helped, I don’t think it actually changed the outcome in any way.  So, what does this mean?”

“Well… I think our next match will be even more dangerous, because the risk of those who observed what just happened learning of the Barrier’s flaws will increase.”

Nedira hesitated for a moment before she asked, “Do you think you should tell the others of the danger?”

“No, not yet.  They are already aware that the more we use these Fusions, the more others will begin to find workarounds, but I’m hoping that shouldn’t matter for our next match.  I don’t believe anyone saw anything that they could take advantage of yet.  Besides, how would I explain why there is a possibility that someone might get seriously hurt?”

“Hmm.  You have a point, I guess,” she admitted.  “Still, should we—”  Nedira stopped talking as she looked past him.

Turning his head, Larek saw that all of their other competitors were staring at him and his team with various expressions on their faces.  There was disdain on a couple, anger on a few others, but the majority of them had curious expressions that were somehow worse, as they were tinged with greed.  They wanted whatever it was that had allowed Team Fusion to win, that much was clear.

“Uh, oh.  Just remember; don’t tell anyone anything,” Penelope warned.  Just then, as the announcer began to inform everyone of the next matchup of teams, a handful of participants from scattered teams all left their teams and converged on Team Fusion.

“How did you do that?”

“What did you do to them?” 

“Is whatever you did even legal?”

“Was it some kind of Fusion?”

“Did you cheat to win?  If so, how did you get past the observers?”

“How are you so fast?”

The Fusion teammates all ignored the questions, but those questioning them were insistent and wouldn’t leave Larek and the others alone even when the next match started.  Eventually, Penelope held up her hands and said, “Enough!  We’ll tell everyone about our strategy after the Skirmish, not during it.  You’re just going to have to wait until then.”

That didn’t really stop the greedy questioners from prying some more, but they eventually left, since no one responded to them. 

“Cheaters, each and every one of them.  That’s why they won’t say anything,” one of them said loudly enough that everyone around Team Fusion heard him.  When their questions didn’t seem to be getting answers, the rest of the questioners took this as an opportunity to accuse them of cheating, saying that it was only a matter of time before they were found out.  It didn’t bother Larek all that much and in fact did just the opposite, because he hoped that any doubt of his Fusion’s legitimacy might end up disqualifying them from participating further.  Even if that were to happen, his entire purpose in joining the Skirmish had already been achieved, as the truth of most of his Fusions would be revealed after the competition. 

“Ha!  See!  Look, they’re going to be hauled off to be disqualified for cheating!”

Larek looked over to see a group of a half-dozen Professors and Martial instructors walking toward the participants’ section along the bottom edge of the arena.  Their stern expressions didn’t bode well for whoever the target of their ire was, and the Logger-turned-Fusionist didn’t have to guess who it was going to end up being. 

“Team Fusion; please come with us immediately.”

Larek got up off his seat as soon as he heard the hard-faced Martial instructor’s demands, followed reluctantly by the others.  Penelope opened her mouth to protest, but a hand held up by the instructor stopped her from talking.  “Not here.  Follow.”

As they began to walk away, Larek heard the rest of the teams calling out.

“Ooh, look at the cheaters being hauled away!”

“They’ll get to the bottom of this, I’m sure!”

“You’re about to see why you can’t mess with the Skirmish like you did!”

Interspersed among the shouts about cheating and similar themes, Larek was surprised to hear others actually defending Team Fusion.

“How do you know they were cheating?  What if it’s just some tactic that they’ve discovered?”

“I bet one of them found some sort of Fusion I’ve never heard of to win.”

“Did you see how quick they were?  Even without… whatever that was… I wouldn’t be surprised if they won anyways.”

“I’m telling you, the stat boosts I’m seeing are huge!”

Larek was glad that they had all deactivated their Repelling Barriers before leaving the actual arena. Otherwise it was entirely possible that someone could’ve detected their presence.  As it was, the Magnitude 10 stat boosts were visible enough to those sensitive to identifying Fusions from afar, which he’d found was a rarity even among Fusionists.  He didn’t know who had spoken about seeing them, but they were probably a decent Fusionist in their own right.

They were led out of the arena where the second match was still in progress, the constant cheers of the crowd having resumed after the strangeness of the first match.  Entering the side of the Academy building near the library, they entered an area that he’d never been in before, but there was a general feeling of two worlds being combined into one.  There were hints of Martial and Mage in the decorations along the hallways, as if this area was shared between the Academy and the Fort.

Everyone was silent as they walked along, though he could see that Penelope appeared to be fuming and ready to burst from whatever she wanted to protest.  Nedira was silent at his side as they walked down the long hallway, but she slipped her hand into his as if seeking comfort.  Other than squeezing her hand gently once again, all Larek could feel was a sense of hope that they would hopefully be told they couldn’t participate in the Skirmish anymore due to accusations of cheating or for his Fusions being unfair to the competition. 

Eventually they came to a set of double doors which led into a fairly large room with high ceilings, a long table in the shape of an “L”, and 10 different people.  Half of them were Martials and the other half Mages, and while he only recognized a single person on the Martial side of the L-shaped table – the instructor that had been there the day Larek healed Bartholomew – he recognized all 5 of the Mages, 2 of them well enough to actually know their names.  It was, in fact, the same group that he had seen in Dean Lorraine’s office, including the Dean, as well as Shinpai, who had a stern look on his face… and an amused twinkle in his eyes that he thought only someone who knew him well would notice.  While Larek didn’t claim to know his Advanced Fusions instructor all that well, he had worked with him enough to recognize that the Grandmaster Fusionist was only adopting his current expression and was actually finding this entire thing humorous.

Team Fusion was led into the open space in between the branches of the L-shaped table where they were instructed to stand, while those who had brought them exited the room, closing the doors behind them with a *boom*.  Silence reigned in the room as the echoes of the doors’ closing faded away, and Larek could practically feel the stares of the powerful people behind the table facing them in seeming judgment.

“I apologize for the theatrics, but as there is a serious accusation of cheating during the Skirmish, I thought it was better for everyone out there to know that we take these kinds of concerns seriously,” Dean Lorraine abruptly said, garnering the attention of everyone in the room.

A grizzled-looking Martial sitting in the opposite position from the Dean spoke up before she could continue.  “Are you implying that you don’t take this seriously, Lorraine?”

She shook her head.  “I already told you, I don’t believe there is any evidence of foul play here, Whittaker.  In fact, I can guarantee that this team did absolutely nothing against Skirmish rules.”

“That is ridiculous!” The man that the Dean called Whittaker slammed his fist down on the sturdy wooden table, causing it to splinter and nearly collapse from the strength of the blow.  Hmm… his Strength stat must be extremely high if he did that by accident.  I wonder if he’d even be stopped by my Barrier?

“What is ridiculous is this farce—” the Dean began, but the other man cut her off once again.

“They obviously had help from someone. Perhaps Shinpai—yes, I see you trying not to smirk over there—made some sort of powerful Fusion for them.  Or they were taught spells that are above what they should be learning at Copperleaf; I don’t know exactly, but I’m determined to get to the bottom of it!”  He slammed his fist down again, punching a hole in the table this time instead of bringing the entire thing crashing down, but he barely even seemed to realize it.  Larek saw Whittaker’s face flushing with anger, which was copied by the others on his side of the table – or at least by all but one: the instructor that he actually recognized from the day he met Penelope and healed Bartholomew.

“Fine, fine,” the Dean sighed, crossing her arms over her chest in annoyance.  “This was supposed to be his big reveal to everyone in Copperleaf and Pinevalley, but now you’ve gone and tainted it.  I guess he’s just so talented that he couldn’t help himself from making something miraculous; and now we have people thinking he’s some sort of cheat.”

“What nonsense are you talking about, Lorraine?”

For the first time since he and the rest of his team had walked into the room, the Dean looked straight at Larek.

Uh, oh.


Chapter 64

“Larek, would you mind doing me a favor?” Dean Lorraine asked him. 

The Logger-turned-Fusionist glanced around the room, seeing the confused looks on just about everyone’s faces – all but Shinpai, that was.  Instead, a hint of a smirk that had been threatening to break out was visible at the corner of Shinpai’s mouth. 

“Uh, yes, sure; what can I do for you, Dean?”

She gestured to the table, or more accurately she gestured to the area that Whittaker had damaged with his fist.  “It seems as though our table isn’t as strong as we would prefer.  I know you won’t be able to fix the damage that’s already done, but would you see about preventing such a thing from happening again in the future?”

Slightly confused by the request, he looked at her to see if she was serious – and she certainly seemed like it.  A glance at Shinpai showed the smirk now clear on his face as it was no longer a hint, so he supposed that this was what his Fusions instructor wanted, as well.  Once he determined that they were both serious about this, he looked at the long wooden table in question, determining how he would go about strengthening it.

Just how strong is Whittaker?  I think it would take at least a Magnitude 10 Strengthen Wood Fusion to withstand another blow like the ones I saw.  Perhaps 11?  No, I think 12 should do it – or would that be overkill?  Then, I have to factor in the extensive size of the table, which will add to the cost… unless I do more than a single Fusion?  No, that’s probably not necessary; I can do it all in one—

“What is the meaning of this, Lorraine?  I don’t have time to waste hours on this type of foolishness.”

“Just wait and see, Whittaker.  You’ll probably be surprised; in fact, I haven’t actually seen this in person, so I’m also looking forward to it.”

Larek barely heard the Dean and the important-looking Martial man talking, as he was so focused on the problem he was given to solve that he blocked out most of the external stimuli.  It only took him a few more seconds to come to a decision on what he was going to do, and as soon as he was set in his course, his feet began to move as he headed for the table’s “elbow”, the area that connected both sides of the L-shaped table together.  This just so happened to be right in between the Dean and Whittaker, who were sitting approximately 5 feet away from where he was going to place the Fusion.

Bracing his legs against the wood of the table, and with his staff gripped in his left hand providing him the stat boosts he needed, he began to create the Fusion, a basic 2 by 2 grid formation, which was all that was needed for Strengthen Wood.  He had briefly thought about trying to incorporate another spell that might aid in actually fixing the damage already done, but he thought it probably wasn’t the best time to experiment with something new – though it gave him ideas for when the Skirmish was finished.

In less than 10 seconds, the formation was ready, including the Mana Overflow Bypass and the reinforced containment barriers, which had been such valuable additions to his Fusion creations that he had trouble remembering how he managed without them.  No one said anything as he prepared the grid formation, but they certainly reacted as he began to funnel Mana into the Fusion.

“Whoa; what is that?”

“How can he handle so much Mana at one time?”

“What is he doing?!  He’s going to shatter the formation, and it’ll explode!”

“Calm down, Jickson; he knows what he’s doing.”  Larek recognized the Grandmaster Fusionist there, but he blocked even that out as he concentrated on what he was doing.  Thankfully, the Fusion itself was fairly straightforward, without any complicated Inputs or Variables and only a single Effect, so he was easily able to focus on the Effect while pouring Mana quickly into the formation.

And it was a lot of Mana, considering the Fusion he was creating.  Not nearly as much as the Repelling Barriers, but 120,000 Mana for a Magnitude 12 Strengthen Wood Fusion was still a hefty amount.  When it came to his Pattern Cohesion cost, he estimated that it would be somewhere around 950; that was based on what his experimentations had revealed about higher Magnitude Fusions in that range and the base cost of a Magnitude 1 Fusion, which in this case had a Pattern Cohesion Cost of only 1. For something such as the Repelling Barrier, which had a Cohesion cost of 4 for Magnitude 1, a Magnitude 12 Fusion would cost right around 3,800 – something he had no desire to attempt, even if his maximum Cohesion would allow it.  He’d already felt drained and worn out when using 2,300 for the Barriers; adding another 1,500 to that felt instinctively dangerous to him.

But 950 was just fine.

In actuality, the combination of 120,000 Mana and 950 Pattern Cohesion was designed to affect a smaller section of wood, perhaps a normal table or desk – not the gigantic L-shaped table he was working with.  To cover the entire thing with a single Fusion meant that it would cost more, though it wasn’t a direct correlation; what that meant was that a table twice the size of the base didn’t require twice the Mana and Pattern Cohesion.  Instead, it was only a fraction of the base costs to increase the area it covered, though it could still add up if one weren’t careful.  It was the reason why there were dozens of Fusions around the sparring room he had been in all week or on the fortifications in the arena; technically, a single Fusion could cover the entire space or structure as long as it was all connected, but the cost in resources – and time – would be incredibly high. 

While Fusion Time didn’t matter as much to Larek, there was a difference between spending a half-million Mana and 2,500 Pattern Cohesion to cover a space like the sparring room with one Fusion and blanketing it with a lot of smaller ones that didn’t require nearly as much of either.  It might take him longer to do it the latter way, but for those who were actually creating those Fusions – who were likely Academy students demonstrating their practical applications of Basic Fusions – it was much easier, faster, and possible for them to create dozens of them rather than a single one.

In all, the original costs increased by an extra 15,000 Mana and 50 Pattern Cohesion, which wasn’t that much to Larek, but any other Academy student would have difficulty with handling just that extra in a Fusion.  Not to mention the multiple hours added to the Fusion Time. 

It took him about 7 minutes to fill the Fusion up with Mana, faster than he would normally do with a more-complicated formation because he liked to ensure he had everything focused correctly on Intermediate Fusions, but that wasn’t as necessary here.  He saw it *snap* into place on the wooden tabletop and he sighed as he let his intense concentration lapse.  Looking at the Fusion, he smiled when he saw that it was perfect, exactly what he was intending.

Glancing up, he looked at the shocked expressions on the faces of everyone but Shinpai, who now was full-on grinning rather than sporting the smirk from before. 

“That was amazing, Larek.  Thank you for your assistance,” the Dean said, her voice wavering a little.  “Now, Whittaker, would you like to test it out?”

“I have no idea what I just felt and witnessed, but what does that have to do with—”

“Just humor me and I’ll explain in a moment.”

Grumbling under his breath, the powerful Martial lifted his fist and pounded it against the table again, causing Larek to take a step back at the force he saw behind the blow.  He took another step back when the strike didn’t cause the wood to budge even the slightest bit, as if the man had simply pounded on hard rock, which caused him to try again – with an even stronger blow. 

Nothing different happened.

Looking down at the tabletop in confusion, the important-seeming Martial really cocked his arm back over his head and slammed his fist into the table, which practically created a shockwave that expanded out from where his fist impacted, blowing away dust and bits of wood that had been on top.  The muted sound of a tiny *crack* proved that his blow had actually managed to do something to the wooden table, though Larek couldn’t actually see where it originated. 

The man was about to stand up to get even more leverage to slam his fist down, but Dean Lorraine stopped him.  “Whittaker, I’m sure that you could probably break through it if you really tried, but do you really want to?  I think what you’ve seen has demonstrated what I’m trying to convey to you.”

Sitting back down while still looking at the wooden table that had withstood one of his fairly powerful blows without being smashed to pieces, the Martial said, “Alright, you have me intrigued, but what exactly are you getting at?”

Larek surreptitiously stepped backwards until he was close to standing near Nedira again, but he stopped when the Dean looked at him again.  “Every once in a while, someone with potential is born with an ability to do something that defies everything we know about magic, either through the manipulation of Mana or the application of Stama.  They have an extraordinary ability in a certain aspect of their magic or an aptitude and skill in a weapon that is unmatched by anyone else. 

“For example, Gayle Windspear was a prodigy with air-based magic, creating original spells that even the greatest Mages today struggle to replicate – all while somehow being able to cast those spells nearly non-stop because it came so naturally to her that the Mana needed was incredibly reduced.  Rotham Facesmasher was a Pugilist that had a punch so powerful that it would equate your own efforts in smashing that table to an infant slapping a rock.  Ishmael Firestorm could incinerate whole swathes of a forest with seemingly a wave of his hand, and form a fireball the size of a house that left entire hordes of monsters a pile of ash as it passed by.  Verity the Knife could move so quickly and quietly that she could slip through an approaching force of monsters and leave death in her wake without them even being aware of her presence.

“The legends of these individuals are still told today, with every new student or trainee that enters our Academies and Forts hoping that they will become the next Kirin Vinelord or Gherig Rockcrusher.  Unfortunately, the appearance of these prodigious individuals is rare and happens only every few decades, if we’re lucky – but that doesn’t stop everyone from hoping to become one of these fabled Mages or Martials, or even to witness them fighting in person. 

“But despite there having been dozens of them over the course of this Kingdom’s history, not one of them has ever been a prodigy in Fusions.  Until now.”

The silence was uncomfortable in the room as everyone stared at Larek, their expressions displaying shock and what he could only place as awe – but not a single one displayed doubt.  Not even the Martial who had just recently been pounding on the table.

Shinpai, of course, still had the grin on his face, which hadn’t changed even through the Dean’s speech.

“So… what are you saying?” Whittaker eventually asked, shaking his head as he turned his eyes back to the Dean.

“What I’m saying is that Team… Fusion,” the Dean said with a slight laugh, “didn’t cheat, nor did they break the rules by using something created by someone outside of the team, nor even use knowledge outside of what they normally would’ve learned.  Larek created the Fusions himself, which the team is using during the Skirmish, and it was my hope that this competition would allow us to reveal his abilities to everyone at the Academy and the Fort.  Of course, now everyone thinks he’s part of a team that is cheating, so it’s not going as well as I had hoped.”

Larek shuffled from foot to foot as everyone stared at him again, but he was saved from being the sole focus of attention by his team’s leader.

Penelope walked up next to him and put her hands on her hips.  “Now that you know about how extraordinary this big guy is, can’t you just proclaim that there was no cheating involved and we can proceed with the Skirmish?”

The Dean shook her head.  “It’s not quite that easy.  The perception is still going to be there concerning your team, and now everyone is going to be out to get you.  They might even work towards harming one or all of you either outside or inside the arena and pass it off as an accident, which could put you all in danger.”  Out of the corner of his eye, Larek saw the instructor he recognized earlier twitch at her words, and he intuitively knew that man had likely been planning to do just that. “Death during the Skirmish is exceedingly rare, thankfully, but it does happen despite all of the precautions we take.  I can’t, in good conscience, put any of you in that position.”

“But if you take us out of the competition, won’t that just seem to prove to everyone else that they were correct in their assumption that we were cheating?” Penelope asked.  “They might not attack us in the arena, but might wait until later when we’re alone, where they can take revenge on us for sullying the Skirmish with our devious ways,” she finished sarcastically.

The Dean didn’t respond right away, so Whittaker took over the conversation.  “You may or may not be a prodigy in Fusions, but that still doesn’t clear you of wrongdoing.  What exactly did you use to dominate your match so thoroughly?”

Larek looked at the Dean and Shinpai, but he received no indication of what he should say or do from them.  Being asked so directly, there was no choice but to reach into his robe and pull out his Repelling Barrier Fusion.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Penelope reach over as if to stop him, but a look at her face as she stopped herself revealed that she, too, knew that there was no preventing the revelation of the Fusion unless someone in power stopped them.

“It’s called a Repelling Barrier.  In the simplest terms, it creates a powerful gust of air that directs anything interacting with its defined area downward with incredible force,” he explained.  He was about to go into more specifics, but he was interrupted by the Martial again.

“Can anyone use it?  What are its limitations?  How does it distinguish an attack from anything else?  How powerful is this gust of air?  Does it cover—?”

“Again, Whittaker, we’ll have ample time to experiment with this after the Skirmish, but that doesn’t help us solve our current dilemma,” the Dean interrupted the abrupt stream of questions.  “I had thought that simply removing them from the competition would prevent any retaliation at the thought that they might be cheating, but this young woman’s remarks have convinced me that it might not be the right choice,” she said as she gestured toward Penelope.  “So, something else might be in order.”

Tearing his gaze away from the medallion on Larek’s chest containing the Repelling Barrier Fusion, the important Martial glanced at the equally important Mage.  “What did you have in mind?”

The Dean tapped a finger against her lips as if she were considering it.  “Well, I’m thinking that we allow them to compete, officially clearing them of any suspicion of cheating on our end,” she began in a tone of voice that seemed odd to Larek.  It wasn’t necessarily her inflection, but more that she seemed to be reciting something that wasn’t just thought up in the last few seconds.  “We all know that this won’t necessarily clear them in the minds of the other participants, so we need to compose an announcement that will deter anyone from retaliating at any perceived unfairness.  Perhaps a severe punishment for anyone who is involved in the accosting or deliberately harming of any member of Team Fusion.  That would include any Professor or Drill Instructor that perpetrated such an act.”

“What?!  No, that’s not going to work with me and my staff.”

“Why not?  Are you saying that you might have some mentors that might be annoyed that their star pupil had just been absolutely annihilated in the first round?” she asked, a little too quickly in Larek’s opinion.  He might not be the most observant, but even he was beginning to suspect that the Dean knew that he was going to say that.  Furthermore, he also suspected that she had planned the entire conversation – or even more than that. That’s entirely too much to contemplate right now.  “I can guarantee that there are some Professors that likely feel that way, and I wouldn’t put it past them to concoct some plan using some of their other mentees to enact some revenge upon these competitors.  I’d like to put a stop to that before it could even be considered – but we both have to be willing to punish those who step out of line.”

The Martial instructor that he had seen flinch a little earlier seemed to deflate at her words, especially as Whittaker seemed to consider what she was saying.  After nearly a minute of silence as Larek was again the center of attention in the room, the important Martial sighed dramatically.  “Alright, fine.  We’ll do it your way, but—” he said, lifting his finger as if to emphasize a point, “I would appreciate being apprised of his progress.  No more hiding him behind closed doors, because if he can do something like that,” the finger pointed toward Larek’s medallion, “then he could potentially save tens of thousands of lives.  Heck, he might even be able to develop some sort of healing Fusion that could save millions.  Especially with what’s happening out there right now.” 

Larek didn’t miss the stress on “healing Fusion,” which told him that the Martial had at least a suspicion that it existed, though he wasn’t sure anyone but those already in the know noticed. 

“Absolutely.  Larek has already expressed that he’s been experimenting with the possibility, but he says that it’s still a little ways out from being developed with a measure of safety,” the Dean responded, waving it away as though it was only a matter of course.  Larek’s heart nearly stopped at her words as they came close to revealing that he had already created one, but he managed to keep himself from reacting.  “He might be a prodigy in Fusions, but he’s technically still a first-year student. The more he learns, the more he can do, so I’m sure that if he has access to more knowledge he could probably develop something viable.”

With those last words, Larek suddenly realized what had been subconsciously bothering him regarding what the Dean had been saying the entire time.  There was something off about it, something rehearsed perhaps, as if it had been planned – and it had.  She somehow knew this would all come about, from the accusation of cheating, to Larek and his team being dragged away to this investigative panel, and even Larek’s demonstration of his abilities upon the wooden table – it had all been planned ahead of time.  That was why Shinpai hadn’t looked worried and instead appeared excited, because he knew what was going to happen ahead of time. 

Why?  That was the big question, but with the Dean’s last statement, he suddenly knew. 

They were laying the groundwork for his reveal to the Academy and Fort as well as an easy explanation for his healing Fusion later on.  By doing what they did, couching his abilities in terms of him being a Fusion-based prodigy, they were taking the attention off the possibility that he might be a half-breed with both sets of stats.  In addition, they were working to prevent anyone from deliberately harming them during the Skirmish so that he wouldn’t be forced to use his healing Fusion.  Why didn’t Shinpai tell me this was what they were doing?  He felt like he was being used to achieve some agenda of theirs, but he also couldn’t deny that it at least seemed like it was in his best interests. 

It was also working, based on the looks on everyone’s faces.

“Then, if we’re all agreed, let’s get back to the Skirmish,” Whittaker said, slamming his hand down on the table again, a grin lighting his face as the table didn’t even creak from the blow. 

As those behind the table rose to leave, Larek couldn’t help but feel a little overwhelmed by everything.  Theoretically, he could’ve been wrong about the Dean and Shinpai’s apparent plan, but he didn’t think so.  What else do they have in store for me?

“You hear that?  They’re letting us compete again!” Penelope said, practically vibrating in excitement.  “Isn’t that great?”

As he looked over at Nedira, he mentally sighed.

Yeah… great.


Chapter 65

When they arrived back at the arena and took their seats in the Skirmish participant section, the looks they received from the other competitors were a mixture of shock, disbelief, and anger.  Larek simply shrugged it off, knowing that there was nothing he could do about the feelings of the others, but he was immediately cognizant that Penelope and the Dean were absolutely correct about the potential for an attack from some of them at a point in the future, because the general vibe he got from them was a desire for retaliation. 

A rumbling of discontent at their presence among the competitors could be heard, but the crowd was loud enough that Larek couldn’t make out precisely what they were saying – though he could imagine.  There were fewer teams present within the stands where he and his teammates were sitting, and he realized that not only had the match that had been going on when they were pulled away finished, but the following one must have concluded as well.  Now on the fourth of 16 matches, the Skirmish seemed to be going much faster than he expected.

“How long do these matches typically last?  I know ours was relatively fast because of my Fusion, but these others seemed to finish quickly,” he quietly asked Nedira, hoping she would know, but it was Penelope on his other side who answered.

“I’ve seen matches before last all of 5 minutes to over 2 hours,” she explained.  “It all depends on how evenly matched the teams are and what sorts of tactics are used.”

In general, that seemed to make sense to Larek, but he wasn’t exactly an expert on such things.  Rather than ask for more clarification, he simply watched the Skirmish while he thought about what had just happened inside the room with the Dean and the Martial leadership.  While the feeling of being manipulated and used without his knowledge still lingered, which he didn’t appreciate in the least, the results seemed to speak for themselves.  The problems he had been facing before had been greatly reduced, though not eliminated entirely, but hopefully it was enough that he could spend his time in the Academy without fear of persecution for his origins. 

It wasn’t an ideal situation, but somehow the Dean and Shinpai had orchestrated events to the point where Larek could do exactly what he’d been wanting to ever since he learned that he could create Fusions: learn more, experiment with new Fusions, and establish himself as a proficient Fusionist, which would keep him off the front lines with Scission monsters.  At the same time, he would be fulfilling his obligation toward the SIC to contribute toward the Kingdom’s defense – as much as he still didn’t care about most of the regular people who didn’t like him – which would additionally keep his family safe.

With a sense of hope and relief flooding through his body, he watched the rest of the Skirmish match in silence – but without actually paying attention to any of it.  It was only when the winners were announced that the announcer said something that caught his attention.

“…while we set up for our next match.  Before that happens, I have something straight from the top, a joint statement from Dean Lorraine from Copperleaf Academy and Vice General Whittaker from Fort Pinevalley.”  The man cleared his throat before he seemed to recite something from a prepared statement, given the formal way he spoke and that it lacked much of the previous enthusiasm of his normal announcements.  “As per official investigation, the actions taken by Team Fusion in the first match of the competition have been evaluated by the judgment committee to be fair and entirely within Skirmish rules and regulations.  They have been cleared to proceed in the competition without restriction.

“Furthermore, any attempts at deliberate retaliation toward the members of Team Fusion, either during the Skirmish or afterwards, will be strictly forbidden.  This includes all students, trainees, and faculty; punishments will be enforced to the fullest extent, with no exceptions.  Any questions regarding this policy can be addressed directly to Dean Lorraine or Vice General Whittaker.  Thank you in advance for your obeyance of these rules, and enjoy the rest of the Skirmish.”

There was a silence that descended upon the arena at the announcement, but as soon as the announcer was done speaking, the crowd erupted into a humming murmur that was full of questions and theories over the meaning behind it, though Larek thought it was fairly self-explanatory.  The expressions on the faces of the other participants morphed into more disbelief than anger, though there was still a little of the latter.  Regardless, while the statement wouldn’t solve all of Larek’s problems, it seemed to have smoothed out at least some of them.  It would also hopefully shield the rest of the team – especially Nedira – from being the target of disgruntled competitors’ ire; when knowledge of his abilities became disseminated through the rest of the Academy and Fort, the focus would all be on him at that point.  While that kind of attention was a double-edged sword, it would theoretically keep his friend safe by taking any focus off of her.

It was only slightly past noon when the last of the matches was over; none of them lasted more than 30 minutes, with the fastest that he witnessed around 10 minutes.  The quick turnaround time was due to a few factors that he slowly picked up on as he began to pay attention to how the battles played out.  First, the majority of the winning teams were well-balanced and worked extremely well together, reacting to different scenarios as if they were one mind instead of individuals.  Second, for the most part the winning teams were decisive and committed early and fast to a strategy to take the lead quickly, but weren’t afraid to adapt to changing conditions in the fight.  Lastly, each of the teams that went on to win had a particular focus while still maintaining a well-balanced formation of individuals. 

What that meant was that while each of the teams had 3 Mages and 3 Martials, their specialties were quite varied.  One team relied on spells related to light and darkness – the latter of which he hadn’t seen much of, though he hadn’t really paid attention to the different kinds of magic that were available to be used – as well as fast Martials to slip past defenders and snatch up flags before they were discovered.  Another used illusions to “multiply” their numbers with illusionary team members, which caused confusion almost immediately.  Another went almost entirely with long-range attacks, absolutely bombarding anyone that got close with so many projectiles that they couldn’t survive.  Then there was a team that had 3 armored Martials and a trio of Mages who specialized in protective spells, which allowed them to essentially march into any fortification without getting hit too many times.

Even with those specific focuses, they also made sure to maintain what was needed to defend themselves, as specializing in one area typically led to the detriment of another.  While this was true, at least in part, from what he could see, the winning teams were still able to defend themselves adequately from whatever came their way – though sometimes it came close to falling apart.  It was only their teamwork and reaction speed that allowed them to survive and pull out a win. 

On the opposite side, most of the losing teams had excellent individual participants and well-balanced teams in their roles, but their teamwork wasn’t nearly as good.  They also didn’t seem to have a particular strategy in mind but attempted to simply take advantage of openings where they could, or they strode out of the structures with the intent of overwhelming the opposition with a sudden strike with all of their team members, which – to be fair – usually worked, but ultimately led to their eventual loss as their own fortification was typically left unguarded.

Overall, it was educational for Larek to watch the different teams work together, and seeing how the winning teams worked in their formations gave him a better understanding of how his own Fusions operated.  The balance among the different team members reminded him of how every section of one of his Fusions worked together to accomplish a goal, and each of them had to be strongly created, balanced, and focused toward a particular purpose.  It was an unusual insight that he hadn’t been expecting from simply watching people fight, but it was definitely something he thought about exploring in the future when he had more time.

“Congratulations to each winning team of the first round of the Skirmish!  There will be a short intermission while we prepare for the semi-finals, where the remaining 16 teams will compete for a spot in the finals!  Lunch is currently being served in the Dining and Mess Halls, so keep your energy up for the excitement to come!”

The announcement elicited cheers from the crowd, who immediately began to file out of the arena; Larek couldn’t tell if the cheers were for the Skirmish itself or for the promise of food, but he figured it didn’t really matter in the end.  As he got up to join the masses in getting food, since he was getting hungry, he was interrupted by Nedira dragging him back down by his robe.  She pointed at two figures precariously holding a pair of wooden platters piled high with food.

“Hey there, Larek!  Nedira!” Verne shouted as soon as he and Norde were close enough.  “We thought you and your team could use some food and figured you probably wouldn’t want to wait in line in the Dining Hall!  We brought enough for everyone!”

The others, seeing the bounty of food before them, tore into it as if they were starving, and even Larek got his fill after managing to grab some of it.  It mainly consisted of sliced loaves of fresh-baked bread, meat, cheese, and fruit, but it was filling and definitely better than having to venture into the Dining Hall.

“You didn’t bring this out here just to be nice, did you?” Nedira asked suspiciously after she began to work on her own lunch.  A guilty look from her younger brother was echoed by Verne a moment later, and Larek had to chuckle as he suddenly understood.

“You want to know about what happened when we were taken away, don’t you?”

Verne attempted to look innocent, but failed spectacularly.  “What?  We can’t bring food to our roommate and sister out of the kindness of our hearts?”

“No,” Nedira answered immediately.

“Alright, fine.  Yes, we want to know.”

Penelope and the other members of Team Fusion looked wary of discussing anything, especially with anyone who wasn’t part of the team, but Larek shared almost everything with the two first-years.

“They already know about most of this, including the Fusion we’re using, so there’s no reason not to tell them,” he explained.  They still seemed unconvinced, but as Larek vouched for his roommates, they didn’t protest.

He still ensured he didn’t speak loudly so that no one could overhear him, at least for his team’s sake.  His own role in everything would be revealed soon enough, but he knew his team would be disappointed if he shared too much while the competitions were still underway.  As much as he still wanted them to be over with, he had a feeling it would simply be easier and safer – despite the proclamation announced earlier coming from the Dean and the Vice General – for everyone if they just won the entire thing.  It was technically only two more matches, so how difficult could it be?

It turned out to be extraordinarily difficult, especially when the first match of the semi-finals began – and, of course, Team Fusion participated.  It seemed as though the matchups were dependent upon the order of the first round instead of randomized, so that those who had just competed before lunch wouldn’t be expected to participate immediately.

With a target on their backs and some sort of alliance agreement among the other three teams they were competing against, as soon as the match began they were attacked by a full 18 other people, who all abandoned their fortifications to overwhelm Larek’s team.  The immediate assault put them on the back foot, as while none of the attackers could find a way to actually hit or dislodge anyone from Team Fusion, there were too many of them to easily defend against.  Within 30 seconds of the start of the match, there were already 9 Martials attempting to push through the entrance to their fortification and it was all Bart and Penelope could do to keep them back.  Larek saw almost immediately that eventually someone would be able to squeeze through, even if half of them ended up being pummeled by the defender’s Repelling Barriers.

His team was hit doubly hard as the Mages were plentiful enough behind the front lines to both cast spells at those on the walkway above and toward Penelope and Bart, hoping to catch them off-guard.  At one point, Penelope was actually hit twice by a pair of fireballs as she spun in place while defending against four trainees, as the projectiles slipped through because the Fusion was only able to defend against two sections at once.  Without backup from above, or even from behind as the pair of Team Fusion trainees were blocking access to the entrance, it was only a matter of time before they fell or were unable to prevent one or two from slipping through the melee.

“Plan E!” Penelope suddenly shouted after she was hit by the shadow-casted fireballs. 

Up on the walkway, Vivienne heard the shout and suddenly ran to the left-side of the fortification in a blur, dropping her bow and quiver to the walkway – and then jumped over the edge of the wall. 

What is she doing?

The answer came a moment later when an announcement was shouted into the arena.  “Team Carnage has been eliminated by Team Valorguard!”

The fighting abruptly stopped outside of the entrance as the other teams tried to figure out what just happened.  Having seen how fast Vivienne was – especially now that she had her Agility doubled by Larek’s boosting Fusion – he suspected he knew.

“What?  You betrayed us?” he heard shouted from outside the fortification.

“No!  I have no idea—”

“Look!  There’s someone running with our flag!

“Stop them!”

There was a confusion of shouted questions and orders outside, though Larek couldn’t see who was saying what.

“Team Destructo has been eliminated by Team Valorguard!”

“WHAT?!  HOW?!”

At Penelope’s chuckle, he knew exactly what had happened.  Vivienne had run to Team Carnage’s fortification, grabbed their flag, and then placed it into Team Valorguard’s flag bases so that it was officially “captured”, eliminating Team Carnage – and then she did it again with Team Destructo’s flag just a moment later.

As the defeated teams were forced to vacate the arena, the sudden turnaround of numbers was all Team Fusion needed to recover from the onslaught and fight back.  Caught out in the open without numbers on their side, the members of Team Valorguard – who were heading back to their own fortification to see what had happened – were suddenly attacked from behind by Bart and Penelope, as well as by a few long-range spells sent out by Nedira and Kimble.  A moment later they were joined by Vivienne, who was wielding only a wooden knife, but in between the three of them they were able to begin taking out the vulnerable Mage students one-by-one.

Despite being taken by surprise, the other team fought remarkably well from what Larek could see from inside the fortification.  The three Martial trainees on the other side were even able to surround and take down Penelope as she was attacked from all sides, including by the Mage student she was fighting.

“1A down!”

It seems as though they’ve learned one of the flaws of my Fusion already.  The rest of this fight looks like a forgone conclusion, however.

Despite Penelope going down, due to the multiple strikes during this particular fight and the fireballs from earlier, Bart and Vivienne were able to take down the last of the Mage students.  After the Mage fell, Nedira and Kimble were able to assist in taking down the three Martials trainees that were left, trapping one with Binding Roots temporarily and bombarding another with Fireballs. 

When they were all “killed”, the match was called.

“Team Valorguard has been eliminated!  Team Fusion is the winner of this match!”

After some self-congratulations as they sat back down in the stands, Penelope turned to the team.  “One of the flaws of the Fusion has most likely been identified by now, so we’ve got to watch out in the finals,” she told them seriously.

“Agreed,” Kimble said.  “That was a smart play you pulled off, Vivienne.  To eliminate not only one but two of the other teams was spectacular.”

“Thanks.  I was honestly only expecting to get one eliminated before they caught on to what I was doing, but thankfully none of them saw me leave our fortification; that, and the fact that it was so unexpected all led to their delayed response.”

Larek had to agree, it was an ingenious plan to take advantage of the alliance arrayed against them. Now all they had to do was finish the next one and it would all be over.

Oddly enough, for the first time he was actually excited to see if they could win.


Chapter 66

“Welcome to the finals!  It’s been an exciting Skirmish thus far, with some expected twists and turns along the way!  Please welcome your final four teams!”

The crowd went absolutely nuts at the announcer’s words, and Larek followed his team out into the middle of the arena, where the other teams were also converging.  Catching more than a few glances from the other competitors, he was glad to see that rather than seeming angry, they appeared to be determined and confident, as if they knew they could win no matter what Team Fusion could pull off.  Unfortunately, there was every possibility that it might happen, as he was sure the vulnerability in the Repelling Barrier had been noticed and shared amongst the teams they were opposing.

Knowing that was a possibility, Larek had spent some of the time while they were waiting in the stands creating a few Fusions that he was able to pass out to his team. They were on some flat pieces of wood that Verne was able to create for him out of one of the wooden lunch trays that he hadn’t returned to the Dining Hall yet.  Thankfully, his roommates weren’t asked to leave the participant section after lunch earlier, probably because they were small and no one noticed them beside Larek, but also because there was much more room there with the reduced number of teams.  As Verne didn’t have enough time to make them into something that could be worn, they were simply stuck down everyone’s shoes or boots, so that the Fusions had contact with their skin.

He wasn’t sure if they would be useful, but any advantage they could get might prove to be what they needed to succeed.  If he’d had more time, he would’ve made more, but he had only been able to create 5 of them before he ran out of time; Larek was the only one who didn’t get to wear one, but he didn’t necessarily need it. 

“In Fortification 1: Team Boulderfist!”

The crowd went even wilder as the group of 6 students and trainees stepped forward and raised their fists into the air, before slamming those fists against their chests with a powerful grunt accompanying it.

“In Fortification 2: Team Highflight!”

The second team’s Martial trainees jumped upwards, and the Mages behind quickly cast a few air-based spells that lifted them even higher; once they reached approximately 50 feet above the ground, they plummeted and landed hard with their weapons outstretched in front of them in a faux strike.

“In Fortification 3: Team Coldsnap!”

It was the Mage students that performed this time, as they rapidly fired what appeared to be shadow-casted Ice Spikes into the air before making them explode in a glittering display of ice crystals and snowflakes.  It was impressive, to say the least, and Larek wondered how effective something like that could be if it was used against a monster.

“And finally, in Fortification 4: Team Fusion!”

His team didn’t have any special coordinated moves to show off, so they simply waved to everyone in the stands.  He might have been a little biased by that point, but he thought that the crowd was even more enthusiastic for his team than the others, though it might have also been his imagination.

“Teams!  Prepare… for the Skirmish!”

At that announcement, each of the teams broke off toward their respective Fortifications, with Larek and Nedira trailing behind the others.  He leaned down to speak with his friend, trying to be heard over the noise.  “Whatever happens, just make sure you stay safe.  You have everything you need?”

She nodded.  “Of course.  Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.  You just worry about you,” she said.

Larek chuckled.  “It’s not like I’m going to be doing much.”

“True, but even if you’re not actively engaged in the fight, try and keep everyone away from the flag.”

He thought about it for a moment.  “I can definitely try.”  As much as he didn’t want to involve himself more than he had, he thought he could at least do that much.  Fortunately, he had squeezed a Strengthen Wood +6 Fusion onto his staff shortly after he created it, as he didn’t want it to accidentally break at any point in the future.  While he wasn’t exactly skilled in using a staff as a melee weapon, he thought he could at least use it to smack someone away who was getting too close.

As Larek took his position, he thought about the other competitors.  Team Boulderfist, at least from what he’d seen of the previous round, were primarily focused on defensive spells from the earth element, as there were two Geomancers along with their healer.  They seemed to specialize in maintaining the “health” of the heavily armored trainees, healing them of their hits almost as soon as they took them, while also creating stone walls for defense and exploding shadow-casted boulders above the heads of their opponents.  The shrapnel didn’t do more damage than being hit with a clod of dirt – it would leave bruises, but that was about it – but there were so many projectiles that were formed by the exploding boulder that they were difficult to protect against.

Overall, they could potentially be a problem because of their reliance on defenses and the exploding boulder spell, which could overwhelm his Barrier Fusion.  However, even given that, they were the least of the threats arrayed against them.

Next on the threat list was Team Coldsnap, who he’d seen possessed area-of-effect ice-based spells that could definitely affect anyone wearing a Repelling Barrier because they weren’t a speeding object.  He’d seen the ground freeze in a sheet of ice, making footing treacherous, as well as a cloud of ice particles that seemed to sap the speed and strength of anyone caught within it as they shivered from the cold.  And that was just the start of their repertoire, all of which could end up being very dangerous for any of his team who were caught within one of those spells.

But they weren’t the biggest threat; that designation belonged to Team Highflight, who possessed a variety of air-based spells.  The yellow-robed Aeromancers – three of them, in fact – made him a little uneasy by themselves because they reminded him of Ricardo, even though he was sure they were not in the least similar.  But their resemblance to one of his abductors wasn’t why they were the biggest threat; instead, it was due to their magical specialty.

His Repelling Barrier could do very little to stop most air-based spells, which was yet another flaw in its design.  Even moving at speed, there was typically not enough substance or visibility to such a spell for the Effect to activate, meaning that nothing would be blocked.  The others were already aware of such a vulnerability, but whether or not they had some sort of plan to combat it was something he didn’t know.

Apart from the flaw against air-based spells, the simple demonstration at their team introduction was another problem.  Using their spells to enhance the jumping height of their Martial trainees, they could literally send them over the walls to get to the flag.  While there had been a trainee who had climbed over the walls during the first match, the fact that all three of these opponents could be sent flying over the heads of those on the walkway at the same time was a major advantage on their part. 

“Everyone ready?” Penelope shouted to the team as soon as they were all in position.  When they all confirmed with her, including Larek, she nodded and took her place near the entrance.

“The match begins in 10!  9!—”

Here we go.  He listened as the announcer counted down.

“1!  Skirmish!”

Everyone on Team Fusion was immediately on guard for anything, but nothing happened for the first 20 seconds or so.  It was only then that Larek started to hear the clash of wood against steel and the explosive detonation of shadow-casted boulders, which – despite being only a shadow of the original spell – was still impressively loud.  A moment later, he saw two Martial trainees jumping in an arc so high that he could see them even above the wall of the fortification he was inside.  The only thing that confused him was that neither of them were heading toward his team – they were jumping in an entirely different direction.

Bart and Penelope were both standing in the entrance to the structure, blocking most of his sight of what was going on outside, but he could still see what appeared to be a major clash among the three other teams in the direction of Team Boulderfist’s fortification.  After about 5 minutes of this, he couldn’t help but shout up to Nedira, “What’s going on?”

She halfway turned around, keeping her eyes still on what was happening outside.  “They’re fighting amongst each other, though something seems off about it all.”

“They’re attempting to bait us out,” Penelope added abruptly.  “You may not be able to see it, but I’ve witnessed at least a few dozen openings that weren’t exploited by the other trainees, and while I’m not an expert on spells, most of them seem to be missing far more than they are hitting.  As you’ve no doubt heard – or haven’t heard – not even a single person has been downed yet, despite the supposedly fierce fighting that they’re doing out there.”

While not a tactician by any stretch of the imagination, he nonetheless understood what they were doing.  “They’re working together to draw us out, where they can surround and eliminate some of us, correct?”

“Precisely,” the blue-haired team leader nodded without taking her eyes off the melee happening across the arena.  “They’ve seen what an all-out assault will get them, and while they wouldn’t be stupid enough to fall for the same ploy again like last time, this is actually the smarter play.  We see them fighting somewhere else and either try and sneak into one of the likely still-defended fortifications, or we try and take some of them out with a sneak attack from behind.  Either way, it draws us out from where we’re in a stronger defensive position, falling into their trap.  Once they whittle us down one-by-one, they can then fight for real amongst themselves in a ‘fair’ fight.”

“So, you’re just going to sit here?” he asked.  Before she could respond, he added, “What happens when they realize their bait isn’t working?”

“That’s actually a very good question and a valid concern,” she said, finally tearing her gaze away from the fight to look at Larek.  “If that happens, they’ll likely work together to eliminate us, and I have a feeling that they’ll win in that case.  Those are some extremely tough teams that have too many advantages against us, especially if they work together.”

Penelope suddenly gave him what he could only consider an evil grin.  “Thankfully, you’ve provided us something that they don’t know about and it’ll make all the difference.”

“Really?”

“Yep!  Just watch.  Or, more accurately, don’t watch.”  The blue-haired leader shouted up to those up on the walkway, “Plan AA!”

Plan AA?  “How many plans do you have?”

“It used to be just 26, ending with Z, but with your little addition I had to come up with one more,” she explained, as Nedira and Kimble quickly ran toward the right side of the walkway where the stairs were located, rapidly descending to ground level.  As soon as they were down and near the entrance of the fortification, Vivienne jumped down from up top to join them.

“They saw those two disappear from up top, so they know we’re taking the bait,” Vivienne reported.  Larek wasn’t sure what was going on, but he kept his mouth shut as the others from his team assembled near Penelope.  He was slightly concerned that Nedira was going out, but he knew that she was as protected as she could be at the moment.

“Good.  Time to give them what they asked for.”  Penelope turned to Larek.  “Hold down the fortification while we’re gone, won’t you?  I’m sure we might have some uninvited guests soon.”

“I… I’ll do my best.  Stay safe,” he added, directly addressing Nedira, but the blue-haired trainee smirked and nodded.

“Alright, let’s go.”

At her order, Larek’s teammates ran out the entrance and headed toward the battle happening in the distance.  With the blockage to his sight gone, he could see it a little better than before, and he immediately saw what Nedira had mentioned; there was something strange about the whole thing, as it didn’t appear as intense as he thought it should.  This was only reinforced when he saw the glances of more than half of them flick to the approaching Team Fusion before turning away as if they were pretending not to have seen them.

Even running at Nedira and Kimble’s top speed, they crossed the distance to the middle of the arena in a matter of seconds, and at a shout from someone he couldn’t see, the large battle suddenly stopped and turned toward the incoming Team Fusion.  He saw at least a half-dozen spells sent in their direction, while the Martial trainees formed a line to block access to the Mages behind them as well as, presumedly, to enfold the incoming enemy so that they could be attacked from multiple directions.  Larek had to admit that it was a good plan and would certainly work to eliminate Team Fusion from the competition.

Unfortunately for them, they weren’t counting on every single member of Team Fusion suddenly disappearing.


Chapter 67

“Where did they go?  Were those illusions?”

Larek heard the other teams questioning where Team Fusion had just disappeared to, searching around the area with their weapons and spells to find them. He could only assume that they thought they had used something like Light Bending to camouflage themselves, but they didn’t have any luck. 

They’re on the right track, however.  My Camouflage Sphere is a form of Light Bending, but without the restrictions about moving. 

Larek was sure that there were other, more complicated spells that could achieve the same effect of being able to move around while essentially invisible.  But to have all 5 of the members of Team Fusion disappear within a split-second of each other – with no obvious spell-casting, and at a run – confused the heck out of the other teams.

“They’re still in their fortification!  Let’s just rush them!”

“No, that’s what they want!  I’m not walking into a trap!”

“Well, we have to do something!”

Somehow, 4 Mages along the back line that were near the large faux melee suddenly disappeared, though no one noticed immediately.  It was only after a few more seconds of argument that the first of the disappearances was discovered, when a Mage’s staff was found lying on the ground.  The other 3 were found a few seconds later.

“What?  Where did Rowan go?  Yandra?”

“It was them!”

“They’re taking us out one by one!  It’s time to attack!”

“But—”

“Let’s just capture their flag and be done with all these tricks!”

Larek heard that and tensed, as there were only a few dissenters.  As a group, the Martial trainees rushed across the arena floor straight toward the entrance to his team’s fortification.  Without any Mages to slow them down, as those who had been in the faux battle had disappeared and the rest were likely hiding in wait inside the various enemy fortifications, it didn’t take the trainees long to arrive. 

Larek stood in opposition to them, holding his staff crossways in front of him as if to bar their way, though there really wasn’t much he could do to prevent the 8 Martial trainees who entered from taking it.  Wait… only 8?  Where’s the other one?  He could’ve sworn he had seen the full 9 outside during the melee, but now there was one fewer.

A sudden noise behind him caused Larek to whip around, his staff smacking into the side of a figure he vaguely recognized as belonging to Team Coldsnap reaching to grab the flag.  The leather-clad individual went flying as the *crack* of the blow hit them harder than either of them was expecting, as Larek forgot that his Strength was actually at 48 – a significant number, even if it was likely less in comparison to some of the trainees.  He was also fast because of his 48 in Agility, which was slower than the person trying to snatch the flag, but they had been so thoroughly surprised that they weren’t able to react in time.

“Rush and surround him!”

The sudden attack on the trainee attempting to steal the flag didn’t do anything to deter the others, as they rushed into position around Larek.  The member from Team Coldsnap was still getting up from where he had landed and appeared at least slightly hurt; that didn’t mean that the 8 others weren’t capable of completely boxing the Fusionist in.  With 5 of them armored and wielding shields, there was no way that Larek was going to win, but he would give it his best shot.

As they moved into range, Larek slid the staff down his hands until he was gripping one end, before swinging it in a wide circle.  Three of his attackers jumped back, but the fourth simply held her shield out to block it; as it rebounded off the steel, the young woman stepped back in surprise at the strength of the blow, but it ultimately didn’t matter because Larek was slightly off-balance as a result.  As he attempted to regain that balance, the better-skilled trainees struck at him simultaneously.  He somehow managed to get his staff up to block or deflect a pair of swords coming at him from the front, but the rest were able to get through his staff defense.

Feeling and seeing the Repelling Barrier on him activate to his sides, another 4 weapons were violently blasted toward the ground, with one sword snapping in the process, but that still left one long stab of a wooden dagger at his back and the smash of some sort of mace-like weapon in his lower left leg.  While neither of them hurt too terribly badly, the blow to his leg was right behind his left knee, which caused it to buckle a little bit under the blow.  As a result, he was entirely unprepared when another strike from those around him hit him yet again.  Most of their attempts were miraculously blocked by his barrier Fusion, but a single uncomfortable stab of a sword to his side was enough to count.

“4F down!”

Knowing the rules, Larek dropped to the ground and pretended to be knocked out as he lay on his stomach.  Thanks to his Repelling Barrier still being active, none of them tried to “kill” him while he was prone; technically, they could’ve simply reached down slowly and pretended to slit his throat, but they didn’t really know the limitations of the Fusion.  Instead of trying anything, they simply walked over his body and took the flag he was protecting.

Well, that could’ve gone better, I suppose.  It’s not like I had much of a chance against that many at once, though.

“Hey!  I thought we agreed that we would take the flag!”

There was a brief argument over who would be the one to take the flag, though Larek didn’t know why it mattered to them.  He supposed that it would only matter as a point of pride for having captured it, but it wouldn’t really affect the outcome as far as he knew.

“Yes, because it was your plan; but now that your plan has failed, we’re taking it.”

“No, that’s not how this works—”

Thankfully for their sake, they only took another few seconds to finally decide that Team Boulderfist would take it since they were a bit of a neutral party – as far as Larek could determine with his face against the dirt.  They left with the flag shortly after that, though before they even made it out of the entrance, there were additional shouts by the observers that caught their attention.

“1F down!  1F out!”

“1E down!  1E out!”

“3D down!  3D out!”

“3F down!  3F out!”

Larek couldn’t see their reactions, but he definitely heard the trainees who were leaving his fortification curse at the shouts.  The sudden change in the Skirmish’s dynamic was unfortunately a detriment to Team Boulderfist, who were now seen as a threat because they hadn’t lost any of their members.  As a result, a fight broke out directly outside the entrance that pitted the Coldsnap and Highflight trainees against the defense-based Boulderfist trainees – at least as far as he could tell without being able to see but a glimpse of them out of his peripheral vision.

“2A down!”

“1B down!  1B out!”

“2C down!  2C out!”

“3B down!”

“2B down!  2B out!”

Within 30 seconds, the three Boulderfist trainees were eliminated, though they downed one each of Coldsnap and Highflight.  While Team Fusion’s flag had been stolen, they were still looking good—

“4B down!  4B out!”

“4D down!  4D out!”

Earlier, Larek finally learned the designations of everyone on his team, which were based on seniority and whether they were a Martial or a Mage.  A through C were Martials; D through F were Mages.  Penelope was A, Vivienne was B, and Bartholomew was C; according to the shouts by the observers, Vivienne had somehow been downed and “killed”.  The same could be said for Kimble, who was 4D – and of course Larek was down, though not out. 

The teams were now even, though Team Fusion’s flag was now being carried away by either Team Coldsnap or Highflight; he wasn’t sure who ended up with it after the melee outside of his fortification’s entrance.

The noise of the crowd was the only sound Larek heard for approximately the next minute, which was surprising; he was expecting the announcer to say that Team Fusion was eliminated, but such an announcement never came.  It was at about that time that Larek heard footsteps around him, though he couldn’t see anyone.  Just as he was worried that someone had come back to “finish him off”, a gentle hand rested on his face.

“Hey there, Larek.  I’m dropping my Sphere so that they can see me healing you.”

Nedira’s voice was like a calming breeze rushing through his confused mind as he waited for the allotted time for a single “hit” to be healed. 

“Thank you,” he said as he got up, looking around – only to see that Penelope and Bart were standing near the flag bases, where he recognized the flags from Coldsnap and Highflight now stuck inside. 

“How?  What happened?” he asked, shocked at what he saw.

“We used our disappearance to throw them off for a few seconds while we took out their available Mages,” Penelope said, frowning.  “While that worked, and we were able to reveal ourselves to the observers in order to eliminate them, our plan to take all the flags afterwards was thwarted.”

“Vivienne and Kimble?”

Nedira answered as she healed him the rest of the way.  “Boulderfist either got lucky or knew that we weren’t protected from below as they stabbed up with Ground Spikes and Stone Walls, trapping both of them in what was essentially a kill box.  We managed to grab the other two flags underneath their noses as we ran in and out so quickly that they couldn’t see us – especially as your Fusion then made the flags invisible – but Boulderfist still has theirs.”

“I see.  What’s your plan now?” he asked her, but it was Penelope that took over again, the scowl on her face disappearing as she outlined what was next. 

“It’s going to be an all-out attack on us by the other two, because by now they know we have their flags.  If Boulderfist had taken them, they would’ve been eliminated already, so we’re the only possible location for them.  We’re going to have to fend them off and then take out Boulderfist’s Mages somehow.  We also have to ensure that Boulderfist doesn’t get our flag, or we’re done.”

“Do you want me to protect these flags now?” he asked, at a loss for what to do currently because the flag he was normally protecting was gone.

“Yes,” the blue-haired team leader replied.

Before he could get into position, a blast of frigid cold air fell over the interior of the fortification, followed by a shout and an Ice Spike that shattered against Bartholomew’s Repelling Barrier as it was blown into the ground.  The gust of air caused by the Fusion lingered a little in the space it occupied as ice crystals were left in its wake, as the temperature was so cold that Larek could feel his movements had slowed. 

“Watch out!  Nedira, take out the Mage!”  Penelope shouted as she and Bart intercepted the two Martials that had sprinted inside the entrance.  The two trainees attempted to go around Team Fusion’s leader and the Shieldguard, but they were quickly intercepted.  As they defended against the quick strikes of Penelope and Bartholomew without attacking back, using short, deliberate movements to avoid triggering Larek’s Repelling Barrier, he realized that they had begun to learn even more of the flaws of his Fusion. 

Out of the corner of his right eye, Larek suddenly spotted two figures ascending into the air and jumping over the walls, where they somehow controlled their descent to land right behind Penelope and Bart.  With a shout, all four of the invading trainees abruptly switched their target to Bart, who, because of the cold environment, couldn’t move quickly enough to avoid a handful of strikes.  Those weapons that were caught by his Barrier were allowed to hit the ground without shattering, before they were back and attacking the Shieldguard.  Just as Penelope attempted to take advantage of their new focus, another shout caused the enemy teams to focus on her, inflicting even more hits on her.

Off to Larek’s left, Nedira was attempting to trade spells with the enemy Coldsnap Mage, but everything she sent toward him was countered by an Ice Wall or even shot out of the air by a projectile.  She wasn’t winning or losing, but she was at least keeping him occupied. 

Seeing that his team was going to lose, Larek made a decision to get more involved than he had planned as he sped forward as fast as he could through the frigid cold, arriving at the melee ahead of him; while abandoning his protection post was potentially foolhardy, as anyone could grab the flags he left behind, he saw that if he didn’t help now, it wouldn’t really matter.

*Clang!* *Clang!*

His staff impacted hard against the backs of the two Highflight trainees as he hit one and then spun with the rebound to hit the other in quick succession.  As the two abruptly turned around and instinctively tried to attack him in retaliation, their weapons were sent into the ground and they stumbled, allowing Bart and Penelope to strike at them as well with rapid blows at their unprotected backs.  Unfortunately, the two enemy trainees recovered quickly and were back on the defensive, spreading out so that Larek couldn’t hit both of them at once.

A powerful gust of air that had nothing to do with Larek’s Repelling Barriers slammed into Penelope and Bart, knocking them off their feet; looking around, he saw the last Highflight Mage appear near the entrance behind the Coldsnap student, completely free to cast spells as Nedira was having troubles of her own simply keeping the other occupied. 

The two trainees on Larek’s team were able to pick themselves up from where they had rolled as quickly as they could, but the enemy had taken advantage of their state to rain even more hits down on them from below their feet, which were unprotected by the Barrier.  His teammates seemed to go into a frenzy as it seemed as if they were about to lose, and they double-teamed one of the Coldsnap trainees, hitting him so many times in a row that they finally took him out.

“1A down!”

The cost was high, however, as each of them took another few hits, though when Larek arrived and started raining down blows of his own, he was able to take out another himself; he suspected that they had already been “hurt” before they arrived, as it only took about a half-dozen.

“3C down!”

Blunt Weapon Expertise Skill has been unlocked!

Blunt Weapon Expertise has reached Level 1!

Distracted by the notification, Larek barely noticed as a trio of shadow-casted boulders appeared in his peripheral vision, descending from above.  Larek jumped back, tripped, and rolled to his feet as he shouted, “Up!”

Dodge has reached Level 7!

Unfortunately, his warning was too late.  Before the trainees could react, the boulders landed amongst the remaining trainees and exploded upon contact, hitting each of them with enough shrapnel from multiple directions that not even their Repelling Barriers could handle it. 

“1C down!”

“3A down!”

“4A down!”

“4C down!”

As they all let out a disgruntled snarl at nearly the same time, the quartet of trainees dropped to the ground.  Fortunately, Larek was saved from being hit. The shrapnel was deflected by his Fusion because it all came from the same direction due to his lack of proximity to the explosive boulders.  Nedira was also saved, because she was far enough away that only one hit her Fusion, and it was sent crashing into the ground, but she barely even noticed as she was still doing her best to hold off the Coldsnap Mage.

She didn’t have to hold him off much longer than she had, because a boulder suddenly flew through the entrance and impacted the back of the Coldsnap student, sending him tumbling forward just as it exploded, inflicting even more shrapnel damage on him.

“1D down!  1D out!”

Somehow, the young woman from Highflight managed to throw up a Wind Barrier just in time to avoid being hit by the shrapnel, meaning that she had free rein to cast another spell.  Larek expected her to target him, as he was a larger target and near where she was just assisting her teammates – but instead she threw a spell at Nedira.

Taken aback by the sudden loss of her opposition, she was caught flat-footed as another huge gust of air slammed into her, the Repelling Barrier absolutely no help against the air-based spell.  Lifted off her feet, the fourth-year Mage flew backwards at least 15 feet before she hit the ground and rolled, eventually slamming against the back wall with a *crunch*.  She groaned in pain as she shut her eyes, her hands reaching up to the back of her head gingerly – before she slumped into unconsciousness, as still as death.

“4E down!  4E out!”

It was at that point that Larek saw red.


Chapter 68

An anger he’d only felt once before back at Crystalview Academy descended upon his mind, but unlike when he lost control during the Scission attack, a state of hyper-focus accompanied the rage.  In the space of a breath, he immediately dumped 11 Advancement Points each into Strength, Body, and Agility, draining his entire store of 33 AP in an instant.  He reveled in the pain that was almost immediately soothed away by his Pain Immunity Skill; at the same time, he felt his body tightening and stretching as it went through a transformation – but he didn’t have time for his body to become accustomed to it. 

Stumbling toward the fallen trainees, he tripped and fell just in time to avoid a blast of air that the Highflight student shot his way, though he felt the wind of its passage over his back.  Scrambling toward Penelope, he saw her open her eyes in shock at his appearance.

“I need this.”

Confusion passed through her eyes as Larek gripped the handle of her sword; for a second, her grip held firm, but some sort of understanding must have shot through her mind as she let go.

The feeling of his 59 in Strength and Agility suddenly shot through his still-transforming body, and his muscles twitched uncontrollably as he stood up, causing him to fall down once again – just in time to avoid another blast of air.  As he picked himself up, he finally felt the changes settle down as he sprinted toward Nedira, hoping he could make it in time; in his hyper-focused state he had debated going to her immediately, but in that split-second of deliberation, he knew he wouldn’t make it there without being hit himself with his current Agility.  He was insanely lucky that he hadn’t been hit going for Penelope’s sword, thanks to his body giving out on him because of the transformations it had just gone through.

But with Agility doubled, thanks to his Fusions on the sword he borrowed from Penelope, and sitting at 118, he was much faster.  The world passed him by in a blur as he was at Nedira’s side in less than a second, being completely missed by the next spell sent out by the other Mage student at the same time.  Before the woman could cast another and hit him there, Larek activated his staff’s Healing Surge and dropped it on top of her, grabbed the Camouflage Sphere Fusion from her shoe, dropped it in his own pocket, and then took off.  All of that was done in no more than a second, before he was racing at an angle toward the Highflight student who was in the middle of casting another spell.  Just as it completed, shooting straight toward where he was running, he activated the Camouflage Sphere, stopped his momentum, and then shot toward her. 

At his disappearance, the young woman appeared confused for a second, but quickly started casting an entirely different spell.  Not letting her finish it, Larek suddenly appeared in her vision as he came within 5 feet and swung his borrowed sword with its flat side toward her.  At the last moment he remembered to deactivate his Sphere so that his hit would be seen by the observers; when it impacted the surprised student, there was no doubt that she was hit as one of her ribs snapped in the process.  He restrained his blow just enough that he didn’t completely shatter her entire skeleton, though he was sorely tempted to anyway.  With great restraint, he managed to keep from killing her – as much as he wanted to for what she had done to Nedira.

As the Highflight Mage hit the ground 10 feet away and rolled a few times, she screamed in pain.  With a few steps toward her, he tapped her twice with the blunted wooden edge of the sword.

“3E down!”

Bladed Weapon Expertise Skill has been unlocked!

Bladed Weapon Expertise has reached Level 1!

Racing back to Nedira, he arrived and grabbed the staff, deactivating it as he knelt over her and pretended to heal her with a spell, placing his hands on her head and blood-soaked hair.  He could see that any damage that had been done to her had been healed and she was breathing steadily – but she hadn’t woken up.  I think I got to her in time.  She might be in a coma, however.

The thought of yet another of his friends in a coma because of his healing Fusion doubled down his need to create one that wouldn’t do this to a non-Martial person – but he had other problems to deal with right now.  Voices outside of the fortification made him remember that there was still danger to her, especially if the last remaining Boulderfist Mages decided to simply bombard the interior with exploding boulders.  While they wouldn’t cause be as much damage as they would if they weren’t shadow-casted, he knew her body couldn’t take another healing right now. 

“Stay right here; I’ve got to take care of a little problem,” he told her as he finished up with the fake healing he was doing.  She didn’t respond, of course, because she was still unconscious, but he didn’t mind.

Disappearing once again with Camouflage Sphere, Larek sped outside of the entrance of the fortification just as the Boulderfist Mages seemed intent to start lobbing additional exploding boulders inside.  Unfortunately for them, they were clustered together only about 6 feet apart rather than spread out; with his speed, he quickly circled around them, dropped his camouflage, and used Penelope’s sword to sweep their legs out from underneath them all in a row.  Two of the students went down to his strike without trouble, but the last somehow managed to see him at the last moment and cast a Stone Wall spell, blocking him from following through with the attack as he had to throw himself back into a roll rather than smash right into it.  Rather than try and run around it to reach the last Mage, who might be ready for him, he went back to the two he had just dumped on the ground and rapidly thwacked them on their chests.

“2E down!”

“2F down!”

Bladed Weapon Expertise has reached Level 2!

And now it was down to only Larek and the final Mage student from Team Boulderfist.  Larek activated his Camouflage Sphere—

Except that it didn’t work.  Reaching down at the pocket in his robe, he realized that the piece of wood that had the Fusion on it had fallen out of his pocket.

“Looking for this?  Oh my, this is quite fancy, isn’t it?”

Larek looked up to see the last Boulderfist Mage holding the Camouflage Sphere Fusion in his hands. 

Uh, oh.

“Let’s see.  I’m not a Fusionist, but I think I can probably figure it out—”  The next second, the young man disappeared from his sight.  “Ha!  This thing is powerful!”

A shadow-casted boulder suddenly emerged from the space that the opposing Mage had occupied just a second ago, and it was all Larek could do to dodge out of the way to the left.  He immediately sped forward with the intention of taking out the now-camouflaged student, but two Stone Walls appeared to block his way, followed by another boulder that lifted up over the walls and slammed into the ground where Larek would’ve been standing if he had kept on his previous course.  Thankfully, he managed to move out of the way just in time, though his Barrier activated on two different sides as the shrapnel impacted it.

Circling around the walls, he barely stopped in time as a field of stone spears emerged from the ground, stabbing up from below.  Trying to go around the spears turned out to be impossible as they seemed to surround the young man on every side as even more spells were cast by the invisible Mage.

Larek attempted to jump over them, but another wall of stone appeared just past them, blocking his way; if he hadn’t twisted his body so that his feet impacted the wall, allowing him to jump backwards, he would’ve fallen right into the spears below.

“Is that all you got?” the camouflaged Geomancer taunted, though Larek could hear a breathlessness in his voice that hadn’t been there before.  Casting so many spells in a row was obviously draining the other student, even if most of them were shadow-casted and didn’t require as much Mana.  The Stone Walls were full cost, on the other hand, which was likely draining the Mage each time they were cast.

“No; not at all,” Larek replied, continuing to try and get past the stone spears and walls, only for more and more walls to spring up to block him.  When the other student was entirely ringed in stone, Larek turned away to go get Team Boulderfist’s flag and capture it before the other Mage even knew what had happened.  As he turned to speed away, a boulder exploded against the Repelling Barrier along his side, shocking him so much that he stopped. 

While it thankfully didn’t hit him, as all the shrapnel was diverted by his Fusion, that wasn’t what concerned him.  Instead, it was the angle at which the boulder had hit him, because it seemed to come from outside the walls of stone.

He’s not in there anymore?

He intuitively knew that the other Mage had somehow escaped the stone walls and had been casting those spells from elsewhere, likely from afar.  How long he had been gone was the question, however, because he could’ve left almost immediately – and Larek wouldn’t have known because his opponent was invisible. 

In fact, the other Mage might have already arrived at the fortification that held Team Fusion’s flag and potentially already picked it up.  He wouldn’t know because it, too, would be invisible under the Camouflage Sphere. 

Ignoring the slowly fading stone spells behind him, Larek raced toward Team Boulderfist’s fortification, speeding through the entrance just in time to see the Mage appear out of nowhere about 5 feet away from the flag base, holding Team Fusion’s flag.  He knew that even with his speed he wouldn’t be able to reach the other student in time to stop him from capturing the flag, but he had to at least try.  Even as he ran, he cocked his arm to the side and then threw Penelope’s sword with everything he had at the Mage.

Throw has reached Level 5!

Again, the Geomancer must have had a preternatural sense of detection, because he stopped and cast another Stone Wall spell.  Unfortunately for the Boulderfist Mage, it appeared just a split-second too late, as it showed up just as the spinning sword passed through the space; the stone ended up deflecting the weapon so that instead of it hitting the Mage in the chest it was deflected toward his legs.  Larek couldn’t see what happened because it was behind the wall, but he heard the *crack* of bone breaking. 

As he heard a scream echo through the Boulderfist’s fortification, Larek made his way around the stone wall at a slower pace than before, now that he wasn’t holding Penelope’s sword with its boosts.  He arrived just in time to see the brown-robed student drag himself forward, one of his legs broken at the knee, with the flag still clutched in his hand.  He was inches away from planting it in the base when Larek threw himself forward at a run, grabbing the flagpole and ripping it from the injured student’s grasp as he rolled on by.  Jumping to his feet, he rushed back to the Mage even as his opponent somehow managed to have the focus to cast another spell, but Larek arrived before it was completed.

With a double tap of the flagpole against the student’s chest, Larek took down the last member of the opposing team.

“2D down!”

“Team Boulderfist has been eliminated by Team Fusion!”

Hearing the announcement, Larek realized that he hadn’t heard the same for the other Teams, which was when he remembered that trainees could get back up after 5 minutes if they weren’t “killed” – and there was a pair from each team inside of Team Fusion’s fortification.

Grabbing Penelope’s sword from where it was lying near the Mage with the broken leg, Larek ran back toward his own fortification with the sword in his right hand and the flag in his left.  Just as he passed through the entrance, he heard:

“1A healed 1 hit!”

“3C healed 1 hit!”

The two trainees jumped up from where they had been sprawled out on the ground, but they barely got to their feet before Larek was there to smack them with the sword; he still restrained his greater strength but not as much as he had against the Mages, as the trainees could withstand a bit more damage. 

“1A down!  1A out!”

“3C down! 3C out!”

He made sure to officially finish them off before moving on to the other two trainees, “killing” them before they could get up.

“Team Coldsnap has been eliminated by Team Fusion!”

“Team Highflight has been eliminated by Team Fusion!”

The crowd, which had been following the events with cheers and shouts as it went back and forth, erupted into an explosion of noise that was nearly deafening. 

“Congratulations, Team Fusion!  It was a pulse-pounding Skirmish that had everything from alliances and betrayal, to disappearing participants, to a Mage wielding a Martial weapon as a last resort… but the underdogs managed to pull it off!”

Larek was barely listening to the announcer, because as soon as he handed the sword he had borrowed back to Penelope – who had jumped up in excitement – all he could think about was Nedira.

“Healers to 4E!  Healers to 3E!  Healers to 2D!”

Now that she wasn’t right in the middle of the action, the observers finally called for healers to attend to the still-unconscious woman, as well as the two Mages with broken bones. He couldn’t blame them too much for not calling for healers for Nedira earlier, because she had been visibly “healed” by Larek who was classified as the team’s designated healer, but now that she didn’t get up after the announcement was made that the Skirmish was over, they knew that she probably needed help.

Kneeling next to her, he held her hand and felt her pulse, which seemed a little weaker than usual but it wasn’t alarming.  From what he understood and saw himself, his roommates had been the same way after the Healing Surge Fusions had done their work on them.  So, she would likely just be in a coma for a day or two and then she’d be just fine.

At least, he hoped so.  If she wasn’t fine afterwards, he wasn’t sure what he would do.

“No!  What happened to Nedira?  Didn’t you heal her?”

His team members arrived, the joy on their faces fading away as they saw Nedira still lying on the ground, propped up against the wall.  “I did, but my special healing spell is extremely draining.  Bart, you can probably attest to that, can’t you?”  He had to yell over the roar of the crowd in order to be heard.

The armored trainee nodded.  “But she wasn’t hurt that badly, was she?” he asked with a shout of his own.

“Not as badly as you were, but I think a portion of her skull was crushed; she doesn’t have the same kind of bodily endurance as you do, so her body needs to recover for a bit before she wakes up.”  It was the best excuse he could come up with to explain his healing without referring to his Fusion.  The last thing he needed was anyone looking into it a little closer… since he’d probably have more scrutiny upon him for what he’d done during this last match.

How could I have been so stupid?  There’s no way anybody missed me moving that fast without thinking I have the Agility stat.

At some point, his hyper-focus had fallen away and the consequences of his actions finally crashed into his mind.  Any moment, he was expecting someone to call him out on it, but no one said anything – at least no one from Team Fusion.

As the staff arrived to carry Nedira away to the healers, he let go of her hand, vowing to see her later as she was placed in the healer’s ward.  He knew within his heart that she was going to be alright after a few days; whether the same could be said for himself was still yet to be discovered.


Chapter 69

As much as Larek wanted to visit and stay near Nedira while she was in her coma, waiting for her to wake up, other obligations took that option away from him.  Thankfully, soon after the final match concluded, he was able to speak with Verne and Norde, who raced down to the arena to see him and check on Norde’s sister.  It didn’t take any prompting for them both to volunteer to stay near her so that she would have someone to see when her unwanted and forced nap let her go.

For Larek and the rest of the team, they were treated to a reward ceremony held almost immediately after the Skirmish concluded, where he was forced to stand in the middle of the arena as the announcer regaled the crowd with their exploits throughout the three matches – all of which the Fusionist completely ignored.  Thankfully, they weren’t the only people that were forced to stand in the arena, as the others from the finals were also there, and received their own rewards from none other than Dean Lorraine and Vice General Whittaker.

“Congratulations to Team Boulderfist for their fourth place finish!  Each member of the team will receive 20 gold coins for their performance in the Skirmish!

“Moving on, Congratulations to Team Coldsnap for their third place finish!  Each member of the team will receive 30 gold coins for their performance in the Skirmish!

“Coming in second, congratulations are in order for Team Highflight!  For their placement, each of the team members will receive 50 gold coins!

“Finally, our big winners today – Team Fusion!”  The crowd went even wilder than it had during the announcement of the other teams, so much so that it nearly made Larek want to cover his ears temporarily.  “Each member of Team Fusion will receive a total of 400 gold coins, a rich sum indeed.  Not only that, but they will have bragging rights as the best team until our next Skirmish, where the title will be passed on to future champions!”

As the announcer went over each team, the Dean and Vice General – accompanied by some other Martials and Mages, passed out leather bags filled with gold coins to each of the teams.  When they arrived at Larek’s team, the bags were actually smaller and lighter than the others.  When he opened it up to look, instead of 400 gold coins there were only 4 shiny, silver-looking ones.

“They’re platinum coins, Larek,” Bartholomew said from his right side, likely because of the Fusionist’s confused expression.  “Each of them is worth 100 gold coins.”

“Oh.  I guess holding 400 coin’s worth of gold would probably get a little heavy, wouldn’t it?”

The shield-bearing trainee chuckled.  “That it does.  Though, with what I’ve seen you do and what I now know about you, I have a feeling these coins aren’t the last you’re going to see in the future.”

Hmm… I wonder if that means he thinks I’m good enough to take custom requests for Fusions?

Before he could ask, the Dean and Vice General stood in front of the assembled teams, where the head of Copperleaf Academy began to speak, using a quick spell that Larek really wanted to learn to project her voice to the entire arena.  “Vice General Whittaker and I would like to thank all of the teams who competed in the Skirmish, the staff who helped to put it on, and, of course, those of you in the stands rooting for your favorite teams.  I wanted to doubly congratulate the winning teams, who put on quite the show during the final match, which I believe will go down in history as having one of the most exciting and nail-biting finishes I’ve ever seen.

“There is, however, something that I want to address that might have an even greater impact on history than even this Skirmish.”  The crowd had quieted the longer she spoke, as her words carried with them a tone of importance, until everyone seemed to wait with bated breath on what she would say next.  “As many of you may have noticed, this Skirmish’s winning team was unusual – to say the least.”

Uh, oh.  What is she doing?

“Team Fusion was led by someone with a keen mind and grasp of tactics, and their members were excellent trainees and students, but that wasn’t what made them special.  One member of the team made a contribution which is something only seen anywhere in the Kingdom every few decades.  You see, Larek Holsten is a prodigy, but not one who casts spells unrivaled by any in their chosen field; rather, he is a prodigy in Fusions, and he managed to create the Fusions that were used here today.”

Uh…

Somehow, Larek could feel the attention of the entire arena as thousands of students and trainees stared at him towering above everyone else down in the arena.  He managed to keep himself from cringing away from the interest of everyone, including his fellow competitors, who were looking at him with different expressions than they did before.  Whereas they had been bordering on being hostile toward him, as if they were intent on seeking revenge for their loss, he now saw faces filled with surprise, consideration, and… relief?

“The Fusions used here today are only the start, as there are many more to come in his future; he is only a first-year student, after all.”  There was a feeling of shock that ran through the stands as that information was given, as those who were unaware of his status of a first-year professed disbelief and those who did know about it were murmuring with their neighbors.  “He still has a lot of learning to do here, as well as discovering ways to translate the Fusions that he’s created that only work for him into something that could possibly work for everyone.  For instance, you all saw how fast he moved in that last match?  That’s due to a unique Fusion he created that works for him and him alone; with enough knowledge, he might someday be able to convert that into something anyone could utilize.

“But there will be enough time over the next few years as Larek comes into his abilities even more for us to talk about what he might be able to achieve.  For now, let us dispense with the ceremony – and celebrate!  Dinner is being served, with special desserts in honor of the Skirmish, in the Dining and Mess Halls, so eat up and enjoy yourselves!”

Larek was nearly overwhelmed as he followed his team out of the arena, as everyone seemed to want to come up to him to ask him one question after another, most of them about the Fusions that were used in the Skirmish, but there were other questions about how he intended to spend his winnings and about what classes he was taking, and even some invitations to study with various people who seemed to want to get to know him better.  Thankfully, his team – especially Penelope and Bartholomew – were surrounding him like some sort of bodyguards, keeping back those who seemed to want to push forward to talk to him… or even just to touch his robe, which he thought was thoroughly strange.

“You’re a celebrity now, Larek,” Bart explained when he expressed his confusion about how the people around him were acting.  “They just want to be able to say they’ve seen you in person – and perhaps to find some way to get a Fusion from you, if I’m not mistaken.”

Larek wasn’t sure what to think of that, but he had to admit that it was better than being the target of derision and anger. 

When he finally arrived at the Dining Hall, he didn’t even have to wait in line as those ahead of him let him and his entire team cut ahead of them.  It wasn’t until he sat down to eat that he realized he was extremely hungry.  More people than he thought was possible in such a small space gathered around the team, hanging on every word and in general, wanting to be a part of the action – not that there was much action to speak of at the moment, just Larek shoving his face full of food.

“All this,” Bart said, waving around at the crowd, “will taper off dramatically over the next few days as the novelty wears off.  Until then, expect to be the center of attention wherever you go.”

Penelope looked at him with a sympathetic smile.  “Don’t worry, we’ll all be here to help protect you.”

Larek immediately shook his head.  “No, that isn’t necessary.  I’ll be fine.”

“We have a special assignment from the Dean and the Vice General to stick close to you for the foreseeable future,” Kimble suddenly spoke up, having been relatively silent ever since the Skirmish completed.  “At first, when the Dean explained it to us, I didn’t know what to think; but the more I’ve learned about you, the more I feel as though you need to be protected and encouraged to be the greatest Fusionist ever to grace this Kingdom.”

Larek didn’t know what to say as he looked around at his team, each of them nodding as if to confirm what Kimble stated.  “What?  Why would—”  He stopped for a moment as he considered what the Pyromancer had said.  “Hold on.  When did she give you this… assignment?”

“It was just before the Skirmish,” Penelope explained.  “Though, in truth, I think we had all been feeling protective of you even before that.”

Before the Skirmish?  I knew that the Dean and Shinpai wanted this to be my reveal to the Academy and the Fort to make my future relationship with the other students a little smoother, but assigning protectors for me?  Would I have even needed them if we hadn’t ended up winning? 

He didn’t think so, because then Dean Lorraine likely wouldn’t have made a big announcement about him to everyone at the arena.  If his team would’ve lost in the first round like Larek was hoping, his Fusions would’ve been simply noted and remarked upon, leading him to gradually reveal his abilities over the next few years as he progressed in his learning and practice.  As such, he wouldn’t have needed protectors because it wouldn’t have been proclaimed that he was some sort of prodigy.

But that, obviously, wasn’t how it turned out – and it seemed as though the Dean somehow knew that it would turn out the way that it had.  Either she had enough confidence in him that he would figure out a way to win, or she had manipulated events to ensure that Larek and his team won; he wasn’t sure which was the better reason.  Regardless, the inescapable feeling that she had planned it all out came back to him suddenly, as thoughts of the meeting after the first match played through his mind.  The way she had manipulated the conversation with what he sensed was some sort of prepared speech was masterful and worked out entirely in Larek’s favor, paving the way for him to be accepted as some sort of prodigy – something he’d never heard of before that. 

But then at the reward ceremony following the last match, she had gone even further.  Not only had she, the Dean of Copperleaf Academy, acknowledged that he was such a prodigy to all the students, trainees, and faculty, but she had also emphasized that he had unique Fusions that worked for him alone.  The “unique Fusions” proclamation helped to explain the way he was able to move so quickly and likely a number of other things he did while in his hyper-focused state that he knew would be analyzed soon enough by those who witnessed the Skirmish.  Any casual conversation with Penelope concerning past Skirmishes made that clear, as she was always talking about tactics and strategies of matches she’d witnessed, to the point where Larek had to block most of it out.

Of course, Larek wasn’t sure how he was supposed to translate these “unique Fusions” into something that anyone could use, though he certainly would give it some thought.  For now, it was hopefully enough of a shield that no one would look at Larek and think he was some sort of half-breed with Martial stats.  It wasn’t a catch-all, of course, because if he started using Battle Arts or something clearly Martial in nature, that couldn’t be easily explained away by a Fusion; it also meant that his Healing Surge still needed to be kept confidential for the moment, but he was sure that within a few months he could reveal it to the Academy and Fort without any trouble – and hopefully with a matching alternative healing method for non-Martials. 

True to what they had said, his teammates stayed with him through the rest of the night, with Bartholomew and Kimble actually sleeping in his room since Verne and Norde ended up sleeping in the healer’s ward next to Nedira.  The next day, instead of going to all his classes, Larek spent some time with the Dean and Shinpai in the Dean’s office, with Penelope and Vivienne standing guard outside – which was an awkward situation, to say the least.

“Why did you ask them to protect me even before the Skirmish?” he asked the Dean bluntly as soon as he was settled – more comfortably this time – in one of her plush chairs.  “And a prodigy?  Is that the best idea?”

Dean Lorraine chuckled, accompanied by Shinpai a second later.  “Truthfully, not at all,” she admitted.  “At first, we felt it was better to keep you hidden, before gradually revealing your abilities, as it would be much safer for you and anyone around you.  However, you were approached by Penelope and asked to join a Skirmish team, something that should’ve been an impossibility because it is unheard-of that an entire team would drop out at what was essentially the last minute.  A team member or two that can’t compete in the Skirmish and needs to be replaced?  Absolutely.  But a whole team?  Not a chance.

“It was only when Shinpai and I looked deeper into it that we realized the depths of the manipulation Vice General Whittaker and his Drill Instructors had accomplished, and based on what you shared, we knew what was going on almost immediately.  Having you reveal your healing Fusion would be disastrous, as would be acquiring negative attention if you refused to participate, as both would inevitably lead to your secret being discovered.  Therefore, the best way to ensure you were safe on both accounts was to impress upon you to join Penelope’s team, which you thankfully decided to do.

“It wasn’t until about halfway through your practice with your new team that my inside source revealed something happening that I wasn’t expecting.  It wasn’t the creation of your new Repelling Barrier, which is an ingenious application of different spells’ effects all by itself, but the way each of your team members began to change in their attitude toward you.  At first, other than Penelope, they were hesitant to even give you a chance because they didn’t understand who you were; after a few days, that all changed.  It wasn’t that they saw your Fusions and wanted to take advantage of you so that they could win, though that had a little to do with it; instead, each and every one of them felt a need to protect you that was almost identical in nature. 

“Their loyalty had suddenly shifted from whatever it had been before, either to the Kingdom or to themselves in the case of Penelope, to you.  They had an almost overwhelming need to protect you from harm or from those who would seek to use you.”

Stunned, Larek could only ask, “Why?”

It was Shinpai that answered, however.  “It’s because you, unconsciously, used some version of your inherent power.  I’m not talking about your ability with Fusions, but the power you gained from your father.

“In short, you used Dominion magic on them.”


Chapter 70

Larek immediately shook his head in disbelief.  “What?  No.  I didn’t do anything to them.”

“As Shinpai mentioned, you did it unconsciously,” the Dean explained.  “And it’s not exactly the same thing as what the Great Ones use on those they control.  Whereas their Dominion magic has all the subtlety of a warhammer as it invades the minds of those they dominate, what you seem to use is like a hint of a familiar scent in a room.  It’s also not necessarily designed to dominate the minds of those you interact with, but to inspire loyalty and a sense of wanting to protect you.”

He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “No, that can’t be possible.  If you’re right, and that’s a big if, how do you even know it was me?  And why hasn’t… whatever this is… affected all the students and Professors that I’ve interacted with since I’ve been here?”

“In all honesty, it’s pure speculation,” Shinpai replied, “but it also makes a bit of sense.  I was wondering why it seemed as if you didn’t acquire any Dominion magic from your father’s side, and now I know why.  It’s nowhere near as powerful and was kept hidden even from yourself, but it seems to emanate from you in high-stress situations.  It’s subtle, and overall, not very effective without prolonged exposure; but when you’re in a situation where you’re interacting with people during those times, it will seep into them.  We believe this is what happened with your team, and the shape it ultimately took was influenced by you.”

“What do you mean by that?  I swear I didn’t mean to do anything like that.”

“Again, it wasn’t something you consciously did,” the Dean took over once more.  “But your desire to protect your teammates from being seriously hurt during the Skirmish influenced the subtle Dominion magic you dispersed into them, transferring that desire to protect your teammates into them, as well, but with you as the primary beneficiary of the magic.”

“Is there a way to get rid of it?” Larek asked.  “This whole thing doesn’t feel right.  If I had, indeed, done this to them, then it makes me feel tainted; it’s like there’s something rotten inside of me that I need to cut out.”

Both of them shrugged, before the Dean answered.  “I have no idea.  I doubt that it’s something that can be cut out of you, because it’s built into who you are.  As for what you did to the members of your team, that could be a different story.  I’m sure there’s a way that you can get rid of it, but almost nothing is known about Dominion magic other than what I’ve already told you about it, though that doesn’t really help you, I know.  Further experimentation with it would be necessary to see what could be done, but that would be up to you.”

Larek wanted nothing to do with whatever this Dominion magic was, which included experimenting with it.  However, given that the Dean and his Advanced Fusions instructor were convinced that he had unconsciously affected the members of Team Fusion using this power, he knew that he would eventually have to figure out how to get rid of what was influencing them.  While, at the moment, it didn’t seem as though they were forced to protect him, or were obsessive in a way that made them need to spend every waking moment guarding him, but he still felt as if he was violating their free will – which was too close to the slavery that the Gergasi like his father forced upon the Nobles in the Kingdom. 

The thought of being even somewhat like them sickened Larek as he completely rejected any desire to be or act like them.  Part of that was his disdain for slavery, but the rest stemmed from a more personal place.  Knowing that it had been them that had led to the majority of the Kingdom’s people instinctively hating or fearing Larek’s appearance because of his height was more than enough to hate the Gergasi in return.  While it had only been a relatively short amount of time that he’d really suffered from the depredations of those who were prejudiced against him, it had left a lasting impression on him that he knew he would never forget.  Thankfully, most of the students and trainees who had been around for a year or more seemed to accept him after a while, so he wasn’t forced to suffer that sort of thing from them for long, but he dreaded going back outside the Academy into a town or a city with “normal” people.

“I don’t like it, and I don’t want to use it, but I don’t want this to inadvertently happen again,” Larek finally said after he realized he’d been thinking silently for a while.  “But that will have to wait until I can experiment with this… power… where I can’t hurt anyone.  In the meantime, there’s something else I’d like to know.”

“You want to know how I got the Vice General of Fort Pinevalley to sign off on allowing some of his trainees to protect you?” the Dean asked.  “Simple, I told him about you before the Skirmish even started.”

“What?  Was he pretending during that meeting?”

“Yes and no,” she replied.  “He knew, in general, what you could do with Fusions and why I wanted you protected, though nothing about who you are; his shock at actually seeing you create a Fusion in person was entirely real.  You’re quite impressive when you do that, Larek.”

“Uh, thanks, I guess,” he responded, rubbing his hand against the back of his neck in embarrassment.  “But that’s not necessarily what I was going to ask.”

“What did you want to know?”

Larek took a deep breath and let it out before he asked his question.  “Why are you doing all this?  Can’t you get in trouble for helping me out?”

The Dean laughed shortly, but it was clipped and it was in not the least filled with humor.  “Oh, absolutely.  That, of course, depends on whether or not they discover what we’ve been doing here.”  She was silent for a few moments as she seemed to be thinking about something.  “As for why I’m helping you, I already explained that your Fusions could be exactly what we need to help save hundreds of thousands of lives, especially if they allow the SIC members to live longer and be more effective.  With this ‘Culmination’ that might be occurring, which would explain the sudden spike in Scissions and danger to the people of this Kingdom, it’s even more dangerous out there; and I believe your Fusions could make all the difference.

“But that, on the surface, is actually a small portion of what I desire from you in the future.  You’re an investment that I hope will pay off eventually, and I’m willing to risk my life upon the discovery of what I’ve done with you to see it through.”

I knew there had to be an ulterior motive!  But what exactly is she hoping for me to do?  When she didn’t go on immediately, he asked her just that question.

“Ultimately, I’m hoping that you become powerful enough that you can—” she abruptly cut off, a choking noise coming from her throat momentarily.  After a few seconds she seemed to recover and she looked to Shinpai.

“What she’s trying to say, but the slave bond that was forced upon her is not allowing her to vocalize, is that she wants you to become powerful enough to end the reign of the Gergasi and free the Nobles from their servitude.  Not for her sake, nor the sake of the Nobles, nor even the common people of the Kingdom, but for the entire world.  Can you guess how you would go about accomplishing this?”

Thinking about all he knew about the Gergasi, most of which he learned from his interrogation with Ricardo, there was only one thing he could imagine that might be able to stop them. 

“You want me to close the tear that is letting in the power that the Gergasi unleashed upon the world?”

“Correct.”

“How am I supposed to do that?  Haven’t the Gergasi been trying to close it for the last thousand years?  If they weren’t able to succeed in that time, what makes you think that I will have any more luck?”

“Ah, I see.  What makes you think that the Gergasi have been trying to seal the tear at all?”

Larek was confused, as he was fairly certain that was what Ricardo had said.  “They haven’t been trying to close the tear?”

“While it’s possible, the more likely evidence points to them keeping it open.  It’s what gives them the energy they possess to make them powerful enough to enforce their domination of the Noble class; taking that away would essentially suck away all their power, potentially even eliminating whatever is making them immortal.”

Larek spoke slowly, trying to understand what they hoped he would eventually do.  “But… doesn’t closing the tear mean that the power that Mages and Martials use would disappear, as well?  What would they use to fight the monsters from the Scissions?”

“Yes, and the thought is that with the closure of the tear, the Scissions will stop; they are supposedly a side effect of it being open, after all.”

“But you don’t know for sure?”

Shinpai shook his head.  “No one alive actually knows the truth of it all, except perhaps the Gergasi – who aren’t liable to tell us.  With the closure of the tear, all threats to the Kingdom – no, the entire world – will be eliminated.  And we think that you’ll eventually be able to do it.”

“Why me?” he asked, unsure why they were asking him to do this thing when there were plenty of powerful people out there.

“Because you’re the only one that has access to the full power that’s coming from the tear, other than the Gergasi, themselves.  From my own personal observation of the tear, there’s a sense of it being incomplete, as if I’m only seeing one side of it; from surreptitious conversations with a few high-Level Martials, I can tell you that they feel the same way.  Attempts have been made in the past to try and close it using some of the most powerful Mages and Martials the Kingdom had available; upon their failure, they reported that the experience was like trying to grapple with someone with one of their arms and a leg tied together and immobile.  They might be able to make some progress in pinning their opponent with only their one arm and leg available, but ultimately their opponent would wriggle out of their grasp.  In other words, it was impossible.

“To put it in terms you might understand better, it was like a Fusion that only has a Mana Cost and Magnitude; without the Effect and Activation Method, it would ultimately do nothing.  Do you understand what I’m trying to convey?”

Larek reluctantly nodded.  “I think so, but I really don’t think I’m the one to do it.  All I’m good at is making Fusions; I have no idea where I would even start in closing something like this tear.”

“That’s why I said you’re an investment, Larek,” the Dean took over the conversation again.  “I don’t expect you to suddenly go out tomorrow to close the tear; you’re a potential long-term solution to an existing long-term problem.  But you’ll need to be cultivated until you grow strong enough to tackle something like that.”

That was a relief to Larek, though something else occurred to him.  “Shinpai, you said you’ve seen this tear thingy.  I thought it was somewhere only the Gergasi could visit; is that not correct?”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” he explained.  “From what I know, their Enclave is near the tear, allowing them to control the flow of power that escapes into our world, but they aren’t the only ones with access to it.  In fact, there is an entire fortification set up to stop the monsters that are frequently appearing from Scissions near the tear’s origins.”

That sounded familiar to Larek for some reason, but he couldn’t place it.

“I see by your face that you might recognize the place, at least in name.  The tear that the Gergasi opened a thousand years ago is in a place called The Diregate.  Does that name seem familiar to you?”

He nodded.  “It does, though I only heard about it after coming here.”

“Not surprising, given your origins.  The Diregate is a dangerous place, made even more dangerous by the proximity of the Gergasi nearby, though they haven’t really been seen anywhere outside their Enclave in decades, if not longer.  Regardless, it means that just about anyone can approach the location of the tear, which is what we’re hoping that you’ll be able to do once you’re strong enough to close it up.”

Larek had even less desire to go and do something as dangerous as that than he did to become like his father’s people, though he didn’t say anything to that effect to the Dean and Shinpai.  He knew that if he flat-out refused to help close the tear, that they would likely rescind their concealment of his presence at the Academy, which would probably end up worse than if he threw himself at The Diregate place with nothing but a hope that he could work a miracle to close the tear.

“I’ll… consider it, but I can’t guarantee that I could ever accomplish something like that, even if I were to learn everything possible in the Academy.”

“That’s all we ask, Larek.  We know it’s a long-shot, but it’s also the only one that’s ever come along in either of our lifetimes.”

He bowed his head, thinking of the impossible task that they wished of him – and how he had no idea how he would even accomplish it, or even if he wanted to attempt to accomplish it in the first place.

“Alright, that’s enough for now, young man.  I’m sure you want to check on your friend, so run along and see how she’s doing.  Classes will start up again for you tomorrow, so be ready to learn as much as you can, as fast as you can.” 

The Dean’s obvious dismissal was enough for him to get up and mumble, “Thank you,” as he rushed toward the door.  It seemed like every time he came to the Dean’s office there was another world-shattering revelation that he had to somehow figure out how to deal with, and he’d had enough that day to last him for years to come.  He didn’t want to risk staying longer and having something else dropped on him, so he sped toward the door.

Outside the office, he saw Penelope and Vivienne flanking the doorway, and he looked at them both a little closer, trying to see if he could detect whatever the Dean and Shinpai had said about his use of Dominion magic upon them.  After nearly 30 seconds of staring at Penelope, looking deeper to see if there was any trace of it, he determined that he couldn’t detect anything; he resolved to look into it more later, when it wasn’t going to look creepy just staring at them randomly.

“See anything you like?” she asked with a smirk.

Normally, such a statement would have made him uncomfortable and potentially even blush, but with all the information and expectations that were just metaphorically dropped in his lap, all he did was turn and walk away.

“Wow.  That heavy of a meeting, huh?”

Larek grunted in response rather than explain.  “I’m going to go check on Nedira,” he stated, not expecting them to follow.

But, of course, Penelope and Vivienne immediately trailed his footsteps, staying only a few feet behind him.  Letting out a heavy sigh, he thought, This is going to get thoroughly annoying rather quickly. 

With the sounds of their boots echoing through the deserted hallway, Larek headed straight for the healer’s ward.


Chapter 71

Verne and Norde were both sitting cross-legged on an empty bed near Nedira when Larek arrived, talking in low voices that not even he could clearly make out with his high Listening Skill.  They looked up when he entered the room and both seemed excited to see him; they were less excited to see Penelope and Vivienne behind him, however.

“What are they doing here?” Norde asked.  From what he had observed during the short time he’d seen him after the final match, Nedira’s little brother was a little annoyed that his sister was in the healer’s ward thanks to the Skirmish.  As a result, he seemed to blame the members of Team Fusion for her current state – though, for some strange reason, he hadn’t extended that blame toward Larek, who was the whole reason she was part of the team in the first place. 

Larek nearly missed a step as he came to a realization.  What if that strange reason Norde doesn’t blame me is because I’ve used my Dominion magic on him?  Have I used it on Verne and Nedira, too?  Is that why they seem to like me?

The thought that he had inadvertently caused his roommates and the fourth-year Naturalist to artificially like him made him simultaneously depressed and angry at the same time; he was depressed because now he couldn’t be sure of their real feelings toward him, while at the same time angry at his father and – oddly enough – at the Dean and Shinpai for telling him about his Dominion magic in the first place.

He shook his head to clear it from those thoughts, knowing that they weren’t important or productive right now.  What was important was Nedira’s health and safety, which is what he came to ascertain at his earliest opportunity. 

Remembering that Norde asked him a question, he waved toward the two Martial trainees who had entered the room after him.  “They’re my… protectors.  It’s a long story, but suffice it to say that they’ll be around a bit more now.”

Penelope snorted in agreement.  “That’s right!  Besides, isn’t it allowed for us to check up on our teammate?”

“Sure, but I think there should be an exception for those that caused her to be in this state in the first place!” Norde yelled, pointing straight at the blue-haired trainee.

Before Penelope could respond, one of the healers stuck their head into the room and looked at Norde.  “I told you that if you can’t keep it down, you’re going to have to leave.”

“But—!”

“No exceptions.  Keep it down; there are those here who need their rest, and you’re disturbing it.”

Norde appeared as if he wanted to protest, but he closed his mouth shut with an audible *snap*.  The healer nodded at him sharply before departing. 

“Norde, it’s about time that we get some lunch anyway,” Verne said to the other boy.  “Larek’s here, so she’ll be fine.”

“Well, as long he keeps an eye on her—” Nedira’s brother began to say, pointing toward Penelope, but Verne dragged him up from the bed before he could finish. 

“Enough.  Let’s get some food; your sister will be just fine.”

Larek’s two roommates left quickly after that, with Norde giving both of the trainees a nasty look as he departed.  The Fusionist sighed as he sat down on the edge of the bed the two boys had just vacated, looking at his friend lying peacefully on the opposite bed.  Her reddish-gold hair was fanned out above her head, draping over the pillow like some sort of halo, and she appeared as if she would wake up at any point.  Peering closer at her, he was pleased to see that she was looking fairly healthy, unlike the slightly wasted appearance his roommates had developed after their unfortunate injuries and healing.  Then again, from what he could tell, it was only her head that had been seriously damaged, compared to the multiple broken bones and other injuries that Verne and Norde had experienced; as a result, there was likely less strain on her body from the healing, though unfortunately it had been enough to send her into this restorative coma.

“She’s going to be fine, isn’t she?” Penelope asked while she sat down on the bed next to Larek.  She placed the sword that she carried with her everywhere onto the bed, the wooden weapon not necessarily the best offensive implement, as there was no real edge to it, but given the fact that it had a Fusion boosting Penelope’s Strength by 100%, she could likely use it to simply beat someone with a blunt object rather than cutting them in half. 

If she’s going to continue being my protector, I might have to rework all the Fusions I made her into something with a little more oomph to them.  When there isn’t a need for the Repelling Barrier every minute of the day, I can plan out the locations of the Fusions she’ll need a little better.  In fact, I should do the same for everyone when I get a chance – possibly even an upgrade to Nedira’s staff.

Larek looked over at Penelope, noticing that Vivienne stayed standing near the door as if she was there to prevent any threats from coming inside.  He mentally sighed once again, thinking that the two of them were taking this whole “guarding him” thing a little too far, but he didn’t want to get into an argument with them in the same room where Nedira was in a coma.  Instead, he simply responded to the blue-haired trainee’s question.

“She will.  My unique healing spell, as I believe I told you, takes a lot out of the person who’s being healed.  For those with stronger bodies, such as trainees like yourself, it isn’t as bad even for a head wound like she suffered, but for Mages it can have this result quite often.”

“That’s good,” Penelope said, laying her hand over his and squeezing it rather hard.  “I can’t help but feel responsible for her being this way, even though I don’t want to give her little brother any more reason to dislike me,” she added, removing her hand after a moment to put it in her lap along with her other one. 

“It’s not completely your fault,” Larek finally responded after a silence stretched out after her admission.  “It was ultimately my decision, even after the Dean and Shinpai convinced me to participate, and if it wasn’t for that decision, Nedira wouldn’t be lying in a coma right now.”

“But you couldn’t have known this would happen to her, could you?”

He shrugged.  “Not this, exactly, but I knew of the potential for serious harm to someone on the team,” he replied.  He then looked the blue-haired trainee in the eyes.  “It was your entire purpose, after all; with you trying to dig into my secrets for so long, this was just the next step.”

Penelope seemed taken aback as she looked at him with confusion.  “What are you talking about?  Sure, Head Drill Instructor Bleeker ordered me to get close to learn more about you, but I had nothing to do with the whole Skirmish thing.  He seemed to think that you have some sort of Fusion that could heal people, that was all.”  She looked at him closer, as if seeing him for the first time.  “You do, don’t you?  It wasn’t a spell that healed Bartholomew and now Nedira, was it?”

Larek didn’t answer at first, because he was trying to figure out if denying it would even help right now.  Penelope already had her suspicions that were apparently echoed by some important people at Fort Pinevalley; for all he knew, the Vice General might even know, because he wasn’t exactly sure what the man in charge of the Fort knew about him.  The only thing he knew for certain was that no one but his friends, Shinpai, and the Dean knew about his status as a half-breed and his Martial stats, so it was entirely possible that the secret of his Healing Surge Fusion was already common knowledge in some circles.  Even if it wasn’t, the Dean had technically created an explanation for any potential Fusions like it by classifying them as “unique” and only accessible by him.

“Yes, it was a Fusion, but it’s not stable,” he finally admitted in a soft voice.  “As you’ve seen, it has some serious side effects that I’m attempting to work out, which is why it hasn’t been announced.  If used incorrectly, it could kill someone if they aren’t careful, which would defeat the purpose of a healing Fusion, right?”

She nodded slowly in response.

“I’ll eventually get it worked out, and I was already in the process of trying to learn more to do just that when this whole Skirmish business came up. We had reason to believe that someone would take it upon themselves to injure someone on my team badly enough that I would have to expose my Fusion so that they wouldn’t die.  It’s the reason why I was so adamant about creating something that would help prevent any of you from taking any damage, because I didn’t want anyone to be hurt.”

Penelope was silent for nearly a minute as she seemed to consider his words.  “I… I had no idea about any of that.  All I was told was to learn more about you and any special Fusions that you might be able to create, but even then, I didn’t tell him everything.  I swear that no one but us knew about the Repelling Barriers before the Skirmish.”

He believed her as far as no one from the Fort having known about his newest Fusion, but he remembered the Dean saying something about inside information on his team, which was how she knew about the changes in the team members due to Larek’s subtle use of Dominion magic.  There was only one person that he could imagine that would be, as the Dean would have better access to Kimble as a Mage student; it was more than likely that he might have leaked the knowledge of the Barrier before the Skirmish. 

But if the Dean knew about it beforehand, did she orchestrate things in the last match so that Nedira got hurt and I demonstrated what I could do, so that she could turn that to her advantage when she revealed me to the Academy?

It was such a monstrous thought that he could barely even consider it, but he thought that it was entirely possible.  There was nothing he could do about it right now if he was correct, but he would certainly look into finding out if it was true in the future.  Even if it wasn’t, he already knew that the Dean had a sharp, if convoluted mind, so he’d have to watch his back – and the backs of his friends.  With what she wanted him to eventually do, closing the tear that the Gergasi had opened a thousand years ago, she seemed as if she was willing to do just about anything to maneuver him to that point.  Hurting his friends would accomplish just the opposite if he knew she had done it, but if she somehow made it look like an accident or due to the influence of the Gergasi?  He wouldn’t put it past her abilities to do just that; she was a much more dangerous woman than she appeared to be on the outside.

Penelope placed her hand on his back in a comforting way, though Larek barely noticed as he simply watched Nedira sleep, not wanting to talk or think about such things that had been rattling around in his mind anymore. 

After nearly 30 minutes with no change, the Fusionist sat back a little as he adjusted his seat on the edge of the bed, opening his Status for the first time since the Skirmish.  Even before the matches, he hadn’t really looked at it after his first day of practice as he was so busy with experimenting and creating Fusions that he felt like he didn’t have time; but now that he finally had the time, he figured he might as well look.

Right away, he noticed the two new Martial Skills he had gained during that last match: Blunt Weapon Expertise and Bladed Weapon Expertise.  He could only assume that there were more of these “Expertise”-type Skills, given that there were those who specialized in different types of weapons that didn’t necessarily fit into those categories, such as spears and other pointy weapons, bows and their arrow projectiles, and even more that he likely didn’t even know about. 

The second thing he noticed was the increase in his Pattern Recognition, Magical Detection, and Spellcasting Focus by 2 Levels each, gained while he had been creating Fusions for the team earlier in the week.  Unfortunately, Multi-effect Fusion Focus seemed to be added to the list of Skills that weren’t budging, along with Mana Control, Fusion, and Pattern Formation – though instead of being stuck at Level 30, it was stuck at Level 10.  He was half-convinced that Spellcasting Focus was also stalled at Level 20, because he couldn’t remember it increasing after the first few days. 

The only other changes were to his stats, which had all of his Martial stats up to 59.  As a result of the increase to his Body stat, his Pneuma had also increased to a base of 299, which meant that he had 2,990 Pattern Cohesion.  He wasn’t carrying around his staff anymore, as he left it in his room the night before, but he had slipped his wooden armlets back on, replacing the 100% increase in his stats that the staff provided to only 90% again, but that still gave him 568 Pneuma and 5,680 Pattern Cohesion.  He’d eventually replace them with something stronger, as well as combining them into multi-effect Fusions like he did on the staff to save space, but he wasn’t in too much of a hurry to get that done right now. 

Eventually, Verne and Norde came back from lunch, the latter glaring at Penelope until she got up from the bed with a sigh and stood next to Vivienne near the door, allowing the two boys to flank him on the soft mattress.  “Any change?” Verne asked.

Larek was just about to answer in the negative when a faint noise coming from Nedira’s bed made him look that way.  Movement in her left hand made him get up and rush to her side, taking it in his own.  He felt her gently squeeze his fingers unconsciously, but after another minute or so, he saw her eyes fluttering open. 

Looking up at him, she smiled lazily as she stared at his face, squeezing his hand even tighter.  “Ouch.  That really hurt, you know,” she spoke, her voice a little raspy from lack of moisture.  “I think I vaguely remember feeling the healing from your Fusion—”  Her vision flickered aside from his face as she looked at the foot of her bed.

“What is she doing here?” she asked, sounding almost as angry as Norde had been earlier.  She was also probably angry at herself for revealing his healing Fusion, but he just patted her hand consolingly.

“Don’t worry, they know about it.  Not everyone does, but they aren’t going to say anything, are you?” he asked of the two trainees, who shook their heads.

“How do you know?  Isn’t she the one that caused all this to happen in the first place?”

Norde laughed shortly next to Larek.  “That’s exactly what I said!”

“She is – along with the rest of the team – my protector of sorts, now,” he explained.  “I’ll tell you a little more later when you’ve recovered a bit, but suffice it to say that she’s on our side now.”

“Excuse me if I don’t believe her.  In fact, I still don’t trust her,” Nedira said, struggling weakly to adjust herself in the bed as she stared at the blue-haired trainee.

“You know, I don’t really care for people talking about me when I’m in the same room,” Penelope said with venom in her tone.  “We’re supposed to be on the same team here—”

“That’s all nonsense, especially coming from someone like you!”

Larek was a little taken aback at the vicious words coming from Nedira, but he didn’t know what to say… so he cowardly kept his mouth shut.  This seemed like something he didn’t want to get involved in, especially since he didn’t know where it was coming from; all he knew was that it didn’t seem to stem from what happened in the Skirmish.

“Whoa, that’s a bit harsh.  Is it because I’m a Jaroupa?  I thought those from Tyrendel were a bit more well-rounded than to listen to rumors, but—”

“No!  It has nothing to do with that!”

Clearly exasperated, Penelope put her hands on her hips and asked, “Then what’s the deal?  What problem do you have with me?”

“It’s because you can’t seem to keep your hands off of Larek!”

Her shout caused everyone in the room to freeze for a moment, even as Larek’s mind stopped working.  What?  He was still at a loss for what was going on.

Penelope eventually broke the silence with a throaty chuckle.  “That’s what your problem is?  You think that I’m messing around with your man?”

“Yes!  I’ve seen the way you look at him; the way you covered him in kisses within minutes of meeting him was bad enough, but—”

The blue-haired trainee just shook her head.  “That was just an overreaction, and I already apologized to him for that.  As for everything else, I was just following orders to find out more information about Larek; you wouldn’t believe how much you can learn from a man just by showing them a little attention.  Unfortunately, that didn’t really work on him for some reason,” she said, looking pointedly at Nedira.

“But—”

“Anyway, I have no designs on Larek in that way.  He’s not really my type, after all.  Is he, Viv?”

The Ranger, who had thus far been relatively silent and unobtrusive, smirked and said, “Ha!  No, not at all.”  She then snaked an arm around Penelope’s waist, pulled her close, and then gave her a passionate kiss that lasted an uncomfortably long time.  When they pulled apart, the blue-haired young woman turned to Larek and Nedira and grinned at their shocked expressions.  “See?  He really is not my type.  Now, you are a lovely little flower I wouldn’t mind getting to know better—” she said to Nedira directly, but she stopped with a laugh as Vivienne playfully punched her in the shoulder.

“Alright, alright; I was just kidding about that, too,” she admitted, holding up her hands as if to ward off another punch.  “But seriously, you have nothing to worry about, Nedira.  I’m part of his protection detail now, but I have no romantic designs concerning Larek.  I’m more happy to see that you seem to be fine after what happened to you during that last match.”

Still holding her hand, Larek patted it with his other hand and said, “I am too.  I have to say, I was slightly worried there for a moment.”

“Thanks to you and your quick thinking, I think I’ll be alright.  I’m still exhausted, but if this is anything like what happened with my brother and Verne, I’m sure I’ll be alright in a day or two.”  She still didn’t appear happy with Penelope or Vivienne being at the foot of her bed, but she wasn’t scowling at them either.  As for Larek, he was still trying to recover from what he’d just witnessed between the two trainees, so he nearly missed what Nedira asked next.

“So… did we win?”

They all chuckled at the question before Verne, in an exciting rendition of the final few minutes of the match that Larek thought was clearly exaggerated, told her all about it.  After she expressed both joy and concern over what Larek had ended up doing, Verne also described the reward ceremony and the Dean’s words about Larek, which had the Fusionist blushing as they all talked about him.  By the time Larek’s roommate was done, Nedira was falling asleep, the excitement after waking up from a thankfully short coma too much for her.

“Get some sleep.  I’ll be here when you wake up,” he told her, and she seemed to pass out almost immediately with a smile on her face.

Larek would be there when she awoke later, as he was determined to keep her safe and happy… for as long as possible.  With everything happening in the Kingdom, from the increased frequency, amount, and severity of the Scissions, to this whole mess with closing the tear that brought magical power into the world and then to stop the Gergasi from enslaving the Nobles, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to keep her safe forever.

The Dean and Shinpai, despite their obvious manipulation of events and of Larek himself, had at least given him a chance.  He now had a chance to learn, to experiment, and to grow in ways he could only imagine, without the fear that his secrets would be discovered and he would either be killed or shipped off to the Gergasi as an errant half-breed.

He wouldn’t allow that chance to go to waste.


Epilogue

“Your Majesty, the reports have been trickling in over the last few weeks and—”

Duke Luttleton immediately stopped as the one he was reporting to held up his hand.  Sealing his mouth shut, he watched as King Midan nodded toward one of his advisors; a moment later, the Duke saw the Archmage casting a spell that rippled through the entire throne room, the strength of the air-based spell impressive in its own right.  There was a *pop* that poked at his ears as the room was now soundproofed, meaning that no one could possibly hear from outside.

Why?  What’s so secretive that we need to hide what we’re speaking about?

There was only one thing that he could think of, but it was also one that he didn’t want to think about if he could help it.

“Go ahead, Duke Luttleton.”

“Thank you, your Majesty.  As I was saying, reports have been coming in from all over the Kingdom from the last few weeks, and while the situation is still dire, it seems to be stabilizing somewhat.”

“It is?  So the frequency and severity of Scissions has returned to normal?  That’s an encouraging report, then.  We’ve already lost nearly 1,200 members of the SIC and over a quarter-million commoners to towns that have been overrun by the sudden appearance of Scissions of a strength they were unable to defend against; we can’t afford to sustain those types of losses for long.”

The Duke bowed, marshaling his thoughts as he did so.  “That is very true, your Majesty.  Our losses have been devastating, but fortunately the brave efforts of thousands of Mages and Martials have contributed to saving millions more.”  He hesitated for a moment, not sure how to proceed.

The King could see his hesitation.  “Come now, don’t be afraid to tell me whatever you need to report.  We’ve known each other too long to hold back now,” his Majesty said in a kindly voice.

Only somewhat relieved to hear that, the Duke continued.  “Unfortunately, it’s not necessarily good news that the appearance of powerful Scissions outside of our towns and cities has tapered off.  In fact, from a report I received this morning, there hasn’t been a sighting of a Scission near any populated area in the Kingdom in a few days.”

“But that’s great news!  The surge of danger from what we assumed might be The Culmination is over!” the King exclaimed with enthusiasm.

With shaking breath, the Duke clasped his hands together tightly and forged ahead.  He knew well the King’s temper, and despite his vaunted station, he knew that even he wasn’t immune to retaliation for being the bearer of bad news.  “Sadly, sire, this doesn’t mean that the danger is over.”

King Midan immediately gave him a look that promised death if he said the wrong thing.  “Explain.”

“The, uh, the Scissions are not gone, your Majesty.  They have simply moved somewhere else.”

“Outside the Kingdom?  Not our problem, then.”

Duke Luttleton shook his head.  “Alas, they are still within the Kingdom.  They just aren’t near any towns or cities.”

The King stared at him for a few seconds.  “Are you telling me they are appearing in between populated towns and cities?  That’s impossible; Scissions don’t work that way.”

“Your Majesty, the Scissions that have been appearing lately haven’t been following their accustomed patterns for months; it isn’t unreasonable to believe that something like this might happen, especially if this is The Culmination,” the Archmage acting as the King’s advisor contributed.

“No.  This can’t be correct.  Are you sure your sources are accurate?”

The Duke nodded reluctantly.  “Yes. A few scattered reports have been gathered from travelers who felt Scissions opening far from any town or city, and thousands of monsters have been sighted roaming around the countryside.  Only a few have attacked nearby towns and cities, but a few villages without any defenses have been entirely wiped out.  In addition, the commoners are beginning to abandon their farmsteads and hunting lodges for the safety of the nearby towns and cities.  If that continues, we could end up seeing food shortages throughout the Kingdom in the future.  I don’t have to tell you what would likely happen if that were to come to pass.”

Food riots would be the least of their worries if the population began to run out of things to eat.  Revolt would soon follow as the Nobles and the SIC were blamed for not keeping everyone safe.  While most of the Nobles in the Kingdom were distinguished Mages and Martials that had served at least a decade in the SIC, fighting the commoners while also attempting to kill all the monsters roaming around the countryside would be a nightmare.

The common people could put up with a lot, but famine throughout the Kingdom was something that they couldn’t and wouldn’t learn to live with.  His father had always said, “Commoners are simple.  Keep their bellies full and kill anything that threatens their safety, and they’ll do whatever you want; take either one of those things away, and they’ll be looking for your replacement.”  The Duke had lived his life following that philosophy and it hadn’t steered him wrong yet.

“No, you do not.  What steps do you believe should be taken?” the King asked him.

Knowing that the question was coming, he spread his hands in helplessness.  “My contacts within the SIC say that Corps leadership is hesitant to diminish their established defenses in the towns and cities, as they are worried about the reappearance of Scissions outside of the walls.  It will take a direct order from the King to mobilize them into searching teams to hunt down the monsters that have already escaped into the Kingdom, as well as establish a system to comb through the countryside to identify where these Scissions are most prevalent and set up some sort of defenses to combat them before they can spread too far.”

The King cursed, his anger spilling out of him to the point where it was almost a tangible force, though the Duke was relieved to see that it wasn’t directed toward him.  “Useless cowards.  Can’t they make these sensible decisions on their own?” 

Duke Luttleton knew that they literally couldn’t make decisions like this on their own; not because they feared the King’s wrath, but because they were forbidden from changing the established defenses in any significant way.

“I was afraid of this.  You know what this means, don’t you?” the King asked the throne room, though only Duke Luttleton and his advisor were present. 

The latter two just bowed their heads, acknowledging what the King was referring to. 

“I haven’t had to deal with the Great Ones in over a year, and it was for something minor last time; I don’t relish going to them with something like this,” King Midan admitted, the tremble in his voice barely noticeable.  The Duke could commiserate with his liege, because the few times he’d had to meet with one of the Great Ones were experiences that he never wanted to repeat.  There was just something about having one’s mind squashed like a bug, then having it rebuilt so that all they could do was obey the orders of the one that squashed their mind, that tended to leave an imprint on a person.

At the mention of the Great Ones, he remembered something else he thought might be important.  “I’ve always admired your ability to handle the Great Ones without breaking, your Majesty.  I could never survive doing what you are able to—”

“Enough flattery.  What do you want?”

The Duke hesitated only a second before he passed on the information he had remembered.  “I received notice of a rumor the other day that I believe should be passed on to the Great Ones if you are already going to see them.”

“A rumor?  I can’t be bothering the Great Ones with a rumor!”

“Perfectly understandable, sire.  Unfortunately, this rumor pertains indirectly to the Great Ones.”

“Oh?  What do you mean by ‘indirectly’?”

“Just that the rumor mentions the presence of a half-breed somewhere in the Kingdom.  I know that this is impossible—”

The King suddenly leaned forward on his throne, all his attention on the Duke, causing him to swallow nervously.  “Where?  Where is this half-breed?”

“Uh, well, unfortunately I have been unable to determine that.  As I said, it was a passing rumor, but if you want, I can see if I can find out any more information.”

“You do that; as soon as you hear something, let me know.”

The Duke nodded.  “I will do that.”  He paused a second before asking, “Do you know something about a half—”

“Do not finish that question, my good Duke.  It would be a shame to have to find a replacement for your position.”

He snapped his mouth shut immediately before bowing his head.

“Go.  Find out what you can about the location of this potential half-breed, and I’ll be meeting with the Great Ones later today.”

The dismissal was welcome, and Duke Luttleton didn’t hesitate before turning on his heel and departing, barely able to maintain his steady pace as he passed through the throne room doors.  Sound rushed back to his ears as he walked beyond the range of the soundproofing spell the Archmage advisor had created, and he sighed in relief as the guards closed the doors behind him with a dull *thud*.

Phew.  As much as it would be nice to be the King, I don’t envy his requirement to consult with the Great Ones on matters of import.  The few times I’ve been required to attend them were bad enough.

After a few seconds of collecting himself outside the throne room, Duke Luttleton hurried away, following up on what he was asked to do.  Of course, he wasn’t the one who would be sifting through every collected rumor in the Kingdom; he just happened to be in charge of the ones who did.  Unfortunately, with the chaos running through the countryside due to the Scissions appearing where they shouldn’t and thousands of monsters threatening travelers and even SIC transport carriages, getting information from distant areas of the Kingdom was a bit more difficult than it normally would be. 

However, given that this was an order directly from the King, which in turn was effectively directly from the Great Ones by which he was enslaved, Duke Derge Luttleton would do everything in his power to discover the whereabouts of this half-breed individual, if they even existed at all.

The End
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There is a lot more of Larek’s story to tell, so if you want to read more, you can visit the series page on Royal Road under The Fusionist, or subscribe to my Patreon and read advance chapters for as little as $2 a month!

Again, thank you for reading, and I implore you to consider leaving a review – I love 5-star ones!  Reviews make it more likely that others will pick up a good book and read it!


If you enjoy dungeon core, dungeon corps, dungeon master, dungeon lord, dungeonlit, or any other type of dungeon-themed stories and content, check out the Dungeon Corps Facebook group, where you can find all sorts of dungeon content.

If you would like to learn more about the GameLit genre, please join the GameLit Society Facebook group.
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TikTok: @dungeoncorebooks

Instagram: dungeoncorebooks
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Twitter: @DungeonCoreBook
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To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the 
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