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The Story So Far



In book 4 of Return of the Runebound Professor, Noah pissed people off. Again. He also managed to draw the attention of Jalen, the head of the Linwick Family, who proceeded to feed a fair number of assassins to Lee in attempt to test Noah.

Jalen then got bored of waiting and just showed up to meet Noah himself, scaring the life out of Moxie by kidnapping him straight out of their room. He and Noah then proceeded to have some splendid bromance bonding time whilst playing a game of darts.

Unfortunately, not all of Noah’s problems were quite so easily dealt with. Will, a member of the Advanced Track, started trying to throw his weight around. Noah wasn’t too happy with that. He put Will back in his place, only to mistakenly reveal Wizen’s plot to attack Arbitage with a horde of plant-infested people.

That caused considerable panic until Silvertide got pissed off enough to step in, bringing Noah along to be the peanut gallery. Wizen still lurks, one of his plans foiled but many more ready to kick into motion.

And Wizen was far from their only problem. An Inquisitor paid Lee a visit while she was out training with Moxie and the students, nearly killing her. Azel sacrificed his life to save Lee and bind her runes to keep her from losing his mind, proving himself to have more emotions than the ones he claimed to embody.

Threads pull together as enemies and allies all converge on Arbitage, and Noah’s group is at the center of it all.


Chapter One



Noah nearly blew himself up. All things considered, it had been quite some time since he’d last mistakenly killed himself, so perhaps it had been a long time coming. But even so, he was pretty happy with his streak of only dying when he wanted to.

The only thing that saved him from splattering as his Formations shattered and released all their magic directly on top of him was the fact that he’d been in the very final notes of the song he’d been playing when the snap tore through his mind.

Noah stumbled, a wave of shock slamming into him like a storm front and turning his fingers stiff around the bow of his violin. His breath caught in his throat, the final note turning from melodious into a grating screech.

The Formation he’d been practicing slipped away, and the violin vanished from Noah’s hands as he braced himself against a wall while his mind reeled and spun. For a moment, he thought that Wizen himself had shown up and attacked him.

But, as Noah forced himself to turn in a circle and search for his assailant, his search turned up nothing but an empty room. His thundering heartbeat started to slow as he took slow breaths, gathering himself.

What the hell was that?

Noah plunged into his mindspace, searching for what had happened. Natural Disaster, Sunder, and the Fragment of Renewal all greeted him with waves of pressure as he arrived, but nothing was off about any of them.

His eyes scanned the darkness, trying to figure out what had happened. There was no way that snap had been his imagination. It had been too visceral, too intense. Even now, he felt like a portion of his mind was… different. Empty, somehow.

And then, finally, Noah realized what had changed. It wasn’t that something had happened to him. It was that something had left. The thread that had connected him to Azel was gone. It had snapped, peeling away from his soul and leaving him alone in his mindspace.

For several seconds, Noah stared in disbelief. He sent his senses out, trying to feel and see if Azel was somehow hiding elsewhere or playing a trick on him. He found nothing. His soul was entirely his own once more.

A grin began to form on Noah’s lips, but it died as quickly as it arrived. Being free of Azel was undoubtedly a good thing, but the demon wouldn’t have severed their connection for no reason. It probably meant he’d found a new host—and that had disastrous consequences.

Goddamn it. The last thing I need is Azel running around with someone else wreaking havoc on the school. Don’t we have enough problems right now?

Noah yanked himself out of his mindspace and returned to the real world. He grabbed his grimoire, slinging the large book over his shoulder before attaching the gourd to his hip and striding out of his room—and nearly tripping over Mascot with his first step into the hall.

Cursing, Noah grabbed onto the doorframe and managed to keep from falling flat on his face. He turned as Contessa ran down the hall, scooping Mascot up into her arms and sending him an apologetic look.

“Sorry. He teleported out again.”

“Again?” Noah asked, narrowing his eyes at the smug-looking cat. Mascot was definitely more rotund than Noah remembered him to be. “What has the little shit been up to?”

“Mostly just killing rats and the like,” Contessa said. “He’s been really relaxed as of late. I don’t know why he suddenly ran out here.”

That seems like it might be an ill omen. Mascot seems to enjoy showing up whenever things are about to go poorly. I’m not sure if that’s because he likes helping or because he likes watching, but I suspect it’s probably a mixture of the two.

“It’s fine,” Noah said, shaking his head and closing the door behind him. “Have you seen Moxie or any of the others?”

“Just Karina,” Contessa replied. “Are you expecting someone?”

“I don’t think so, but you never know. Just let me know if any advanced track members show up at the door, okay?”

“Advanced track?” Contessa’s eyebrows rose, but she didn’t press any further. “Okay.”

Noah turned to head off.

“Oh, one more thing,” Contessa said. “Your pay from Arbitage showed up. The girl delivering it looked pretty confused that I was accepting it for you, but I figured you’d rather I take it than have to go to the office to receive it instead.”

“Much appreciated. Can you hold on to it for now? Use it for expenses or the like; I don’t really need it right now. Just don’t spend all of it.”

Contessa blinked. “Are you sure?”

“It should cover some of your promised salary for a while, right? Arbitage pays peanuts anyway,” Noah said with a sigh. “I’d make more money hunting two monsters and selling them for parts than I would from their pay.”

Especially since they’ve probably got me listed as a Rank 2 still, the idiots. I highly doubt the attendant at the office actually recorded that I hit Rank 3, which is perfect for my purposes but less than ideal for the pay.

Whatever—it’s crap either way, and I’ve got a much better way to make money in the form of that noble I met at the auction. I just have to wait for someone to roll up using the abilities of the Violet Transference Rune… whatever those would be. He said it would be easy to tell, so I’ll deal with that when I get there. For now, I need to figure out where the hell Azel is.

Noah waved farewell to Contessa and headed out of Building T in search of the others—particularly Lee. Azel had been spending time with her, which meant that she was probably involved in whatever had happened to him.

I just hope everyone is safe. Where did they head off to practice? Maybe I should find Tim.
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Tim wasn’t at the transport cannon when Noah arrived. Nobody was—the area was deserted. There weren’t any signs of a fight or indication anything had gone wrong. It was just… empty.

Growing concern building in the pit of Noah’s stomach, he walked up and down the streets of Arbitage in search of someone who might know what was going on. He considered going to the office but dismissed that thought right out the gate.

If he’d known where Silvertide lived, Noah would have set off to find him. Unfortunately, he had absolutely no idea where to find the elderly soldier. He returned to the transport cannon several times, the tension building within him over the course of the next few hours.

Why don’t I have a damn way to track Moxie and the others? Shit! I should have made them take my gourd with them. Then I could have just killed myself and found them instantly. Wait, that wouldn’t work. I’d show up without magic and wouldn’t be able to do anything.

Damn it. Even that would have been better than wandering around and wondering what the hell happened to everyone. Maybe I should find Isabel and Todd. Where’s Jalen when you need him? Shit, shit, shit. What if Wizen showed up while they were practicing?

Noah’s stressed pacing intensified as he ascended the transport cannon one more time, arriving in a now-unsurprisingly empty room. A flash of anger built in his chest, and he resisted the urge to kick the wall.

“Damn it!” Noah snarled, spinning to head back onto the elevator only to trip over something.

He hit the ground with a crash, rolling to his feet with a slew of curses. Mascot stared at him with wide eyes, then licked his paw.

“You ornery little shit,” Noah snapped, but a moment later, his eyes lit up. “Wait. You can find Moxie, right? Can you take me to her?”

Mascot stared at Noah, then rolled over onto his back and scrunched his body, starting to groom his backend. The man’s eye twitched.

“I know you can hear me,” he said. “Stop licking your asshole and help me find Moxie. I’ll give you some fish, or something—I don’t know. Just find her!”

Mascot paused mid-lick and glanced up at Noah. Then he got back to his duties. Noah ground his teeth and rose to his feet, preparing to reach down and grab the cat by the scruff of its neck. He was pretty sure there was absolutely nothing he could do to Mascot, but that wasn’t going to stop him from shaking the damn furball until it brought him to Moxie and Lee.

Energy buzzed at Noah’s back. He grabbed Mascot reflexively, and the horned cat let out a surprised yowl as he spun toward the source of the energy, taking Mascot with him.

Moxie shimmered to existence at the base of the cannon’s tube, her hair frazzled and expression weary. She blinked as she spotted Noah and Mascot.

“Noah? What are you⁠—”

The rest of Moxie’s sentence was lost in a yelp as Noah ran over to Moxie and scooped her into a tight hug. She let out a muffled grunt into his shoulder, unable to speak through his embrace.

Mascot let out an affronted hiss and batted at the back of Noah’s legs before sending everyone a smug look and stepping through a portal, vanishing.

“Where’s Lee?” the man asked, finally releasing Moxie and taking a step back, though he kept his hands on her shoulders just to make sure she was actually there. “I⁠—”

Another crackle filled the air, and Alexandra materialized at the base of the cannon, followed shortly thereafter by Emily.

“She’s safe,” Moxie said, putting a hand on Noah’s chest. “How did you find out? Did Tim find you?”

“Tim? No, he’s bloody missing,” Noah said, letting out a relieved breath. “I’ve been running all over campus trying to find out where you guys are. Wait—what do you mean by find out?”

“Someone attacked us,” Emily said, lowering her voice and glancing around the transport cannon.

“Who? Where are they?” Noah demanded.

“Dead,” Moxie replied. “Don’t worry. None of us got injured.”

“Wizen?”

“No. It was the same group that attacked you some time back,” Moxie said, giving Noah a pointed look. “The one that has reason to dislike Lee.”

“You’re kidding me,” Noah said, his fists clenching at his sides. “They found us? Where’s Lee?”

“Maybe I should give you the full story,” Moxie said gently. “Lee will be here soon. She entered the transport cannon after us, remember? And Brayden is here as well.”

“Brayden showed up?”

Father did say he’d send Brayden, but that was to deal with the Wizen problem, not for goddamn Inquisitors. What the hell is going on?

“Yeah. Just after everything was done,” Alexandra said. “Moxie is right, Professor Vermil. Lee is safe.”

Noah drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to rein in his anger. Lee and Moxie were more than capable of defending themselves, but that didn’t make him like hearing they’d been attacked any more.

“Maybe filling me in would be for the best,” Noah said. “But, before that, where is Azel? Did he have anything to do with the attack?”

“No,” Moxie said, a frown flickering across her lips. “He didn’t have anything to do with the attack, but he’s probably the reason we survived it. He died protecting Lee.”

“He what?”


Chapter Two



Moxie convinced Noah to wait until Lee showed up for the full explanation of what had happened, keeping the students from sharing too much and only heightening his distress.

He was pacing back and forth in a line like a trapped tiger when Lee appeared with a flash of blue at the base in the transport cannon’s tube a few minutes later—but the Lee appeared wasn’t the one that Noah recognized.

It wasn’t an external change. Sure, Lee’s eyes were slightly sunken, and an aura of exhaustion shrouded her like a heavy cloak, but she still looked like Lee. That was where the resemblance ended.

Noah’s domain prickled as it washed over Lee, swirling around her body but failing to grow close to it. He couldn’t quite put into words what the sensation was, but it almost felt like an air of hunger and desire encircled her entire body.

She reached Rank 4. Did it change her that badly? I remember how worried she was about it. If I need to, I’ll rip the rune right back apart.

“Lee!” Noah exclaimed, taking a step toward her. She flinched back, and he froze in place, his features creasing with concern. “What happened, Lee?”

“Don’t get close to me,” Lee said. “I-I’m different. It’s not as bad as I thought it would be, but it will be.”

“Bah,” Noah said. “We’ll see about that. You aren’t injured, right?”

“Only small cuts,” Lee said with a shake of her head. “But⁠—”

“That’s all that matters,” Noah said, crushing the information his domain was sending him. He didn’t care if Lee didn’t feel the same as she used to. As long as Lee’s mind was intact and she was who she wanted to be, he refused to see her any differently.

And if her runes were going to stand in their way, then they’d find a way to shatter them and reform everything until Lee was safe.

“Maybe I should take the kids and let you talk privately with Lee,” Moxie said. “I think she needs someone who will understand her situation a little more, and an audience is going to make it harder for her to speak.”

“Hold on,” Noah said with a frown. “Are you sure it’s safe considering what just happened? How do we know there aren’t more?”

Moxie considered his question for a moment, then shrugged. “We can’t live in terror permanently, and Brayden said it was only the one. I trust him. Silvertide also said he handled Wizen’s clones, so we should be fine.”

Noah drummed his fingers against his thigh, but Moxie had a point. The threats should have been handled—for the time being, at least. He couldn’t follow everyone around permanently, and Arbitage was still technically a neutral ground.

Lee and I should be the only ones at risk of any attacks from normal people, and Wizen has been sent packing for the time being.

“You’re right. Can you stay at the room after you’re done, though? I know how you felt when Jalen kidnapped me, and I can’t say it’s a particularly enjoyable feeling. I was really damn worried.”

Emily made a gagging noise. “Could you do this somewhere you don’t have company? It’s gross.”

“I was worried about you too,” Noah told her.

She snapped her mouth closed and looked to the side while Alexandra laughed. “Just not as much as about Moxie, huh?”

Noah blinked in surprise, then chuckled. Alexandra wasn’t the type to make jokes often, and he was pleased to see that she was relaxing at least a little, even if it was in the face of nearly getting killed.

“Let’s go,” Moxie said, rolling her eyes. She herded Alexandra and Emily onto the elevator, and it rattled down, leaving Lee and Noah alone at the top floor of the transport cannon. It struck Noah that Tim was still nowhere to be seen.

“Not to delay our conversation, but do you know where Tim is?” he asked.

“He should be fine,” Lee said, chewing her lower lip and staring at her hands. “Brayden said that Tim was the one that found him. He’s probably at the office or something. I don’t smell any blood or fear in the area—none other than yours, at least.”

“Then this should be pretty private, at least for the time being,” Noah said, stepping closer to Lee despite her warning. He put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a soft squeeze. “I won’t force you to say anything, but I’m not going to sit around while you clearly suffer. What happened while you were out, Lee?”

She didn’t respond immediately. For several seconds, she waged an internal battle within herself. It played out on her features in a mix of emotions that finally ended in her shoulders slumping.

“A Rank 5 Inquisitor showed up. He didn’t seem to know which of us was a demon, so he must have been following our group as a whole. The weird scent I smelled while we were at the party was him.”

“Shit. He might have been tracking me or Azel, then,” Noah said.

Lee shrugged. “Maybe. Either way, he wanted to test us. Moxie attacked him, but he had a really strong domain with his blood magic that made it impossible to move while we were in it. He was going to kill Moxie. I was strong enough to reach Rank 4, and it was the only way I’d be able to move inside his domain.”

“Wait, you reached Rank 4 mid-fight?” Noah asked, blinking in disbelief. He could still recall just how much effort and concentration it had taken to advance his runes to Rank 4. Sure, the actual process hadn’t taken that long, but making sure that everything was set up and getting himself into the right place to do it had.

“Azel helped,” Lee said, a flicker of emotion that Noah couldn’t place passing through her eyes. It might have been sadness, or it might have been anger. It was gone so quickly that by the time he registered it, it was gone.

“To save himself? I know he was transferring large portions of himself to you, so I suppose that makes sense.”

Lee shrugged in a way that made Noah suspect she didn’t agree with his guess in the slightest, but she was just too tired to come up with a better answer. He didn’t press and just remained silent, waiting for her to start speaking again.

“I managed to reach Rank 4, and that made me strong enough to move. Azel wanted me to run,” Lee said. “But if I ran, then Moxie would have died. I might have been able to save Alexandra and Emily, but not Moxie. She was in Rafael’s domain. So I attacked him.”

“You attacked a Rank 5? On your own?” Noah asked, unable to contain his surprise. He’d fought higher tiers himself, but Lee didn’t have any of the advantages that he had—and she’d been the one that had gotten attacked rather than the other way around.

“I had the boost from ranking up. It’s stronger in demons than it is in humans because of how closely tied our bodies and souls are,” Lee explained. “But… that wasn’t it. When Azel realized I wasn’t running, he helped me. Filled me with magic that helped me resist the Inquisitor and hurt him.”

I suppose the aid of a Rank 5 demon, even a weakened one, would be enough to let her trade blows with a Rank 5 for a short time. But I still don’t see how she could have killed him—not unless Lee is much, much stronger than I thought she was.

“I was holding him off for a bit, but I started to lose,” Lee said. “So Azel gave me even more of his power. The Inquisitor got scared and used something called a Bloodline Curse on Moxie. I could tell it was really strong, and she couldn’t dodge, so I jumped in front of it. He thought it would kill me, so he used most of his energy.”

“It didn’t, though.”

“It didn’t.” Lee nodded. “And he wasn’t ready for me to attack again, so Azel and I killed him. But… the reason I lived through the Bloodline Curse was because Azel took the hit for me.”

“Shit,” Noah muttered, trying to figure out what had been running through the demon’s head. Azel had saved Lee, and it had killed him. Nothing else would have caused their connection to snap the way it had.

Why would Azel do that for Lee, though? He could have retreated to my body.

“That… isn’t it, though,” Lee said softly. “My Demon Rune was too strong, and it nearly turned me into a real demon. Azel stopped it—temporarily, at least. It was the last thing he did before he died.”

If Noah had been confused before, now he was completely baffled. Whoever Lee was describing didn’t sound like Azel at all.

“Just like that? Why?” Noah asked.

Lee swallowed. “Before he died, he talked to me. I—He said he was my dad, Noah. And I think he was telling the truth.”

And finally, the pieces clicked into place. Azel had known about Lee from the start. He’d always planned to leave Noah’s mind and enter hers.

I never thought Azel was the type to care about his offspring, though. I would have thought Lee would have just been another tool for him. What changed? Or did he play me from the start?

It only took one look at Lee’s face to tell Noah that now wasn’t the time to pry. He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze.

“It sounds like Azel made his choice clear, Lee. He wanted you to live—and it sounds we all owe him a thank you.”

“He’s dead,” Lee said, staring at her feet. “I’ll never get to find out anything that I wanted to. He’s just gone. It doesn’t make sense.”

“He’s not completely gone,” Noah said. “He gave you his runes, Lee. I’ll be honest. I don’t know why he changed, and I didn’t like the person he used to be. But it sounds like he died as someone better than what he was.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lee said bitterly. “What good is it now? He’s dead.”

Noah let out a soft laugh. “Death is just the beginning, Lee. It’ll be millennia before the last traces of Azel are gone. We can still get you those answers.”

Lee blinked. “What? How?”

“I’ve seen the afterlife, and my goal has always been to get strong enough to never fear it again,” Noah said. “I’ll make it, and you will too. All of us will. Then we’ll find Azel and get your answers.”

“But… what about my Demon Rune? It’s going to consume me,” Lee said. “It’s only a matter of time if you don’t Sunder it. Azel said what he did wouldn’t hold forever.”

“Did you forget who I am?” Noah asked. “We’ll find a way to fix it. One way or another, we’ll all make it. You’ll see Azel again, and you aren’t going to lose yourself to your own runes.”

“Promise?” Lee asked.

Noah held her gaze. “Yeah. I promise.”


Chapter Three



“Was there anything else that happened while you and the others were out?” Noah asked after giving Lee enough time to fully process their conversation. “Or was that the extent of the damage?”

“That’s it,” Lee said. She hesitated for a second, then wrung her hands together. “Should we break my runes now? So they can’t hurt anyone?”

“Do you feel like it’s going to overwhelm you?”

“I… don’t think so, but I don’t know. I don’t know how long whatever Azel did will hold, though.”

“Then we’ll take a look at it as soon as we get home with a Mind Meld Potion,” Noah said. “If it really looks like everything is going to fall apart, then I’ll separate it on the spot and we’ll figure out a different way for you to reach Rank 4.”

“What if it looks like it’s going to hold, then breaks later?” Lee asked. “I could hurt someone.”

“Possibly,” Noah admitted. He wasn’t going to deny it on the spot—that would have just been plain stupid, not to mention dismissive of Lee’s feelings. “But even Azel wasn’t strolling around and randomly killing people. I mean, sure, he was stuck in my head, but he feeds on emotions, not murder. And his emotions were definitely more aggressive than yours, right?”

Lee nodded slowly. “I—Yeah. I guess so.”

“For that matter, did you figure out what your emotion was? What is this Rank 4 Demon Rune you made?”

Lee rubbed the back of her neck, her cheeks reddening as she looked to the side. “I don’t know.”

“What? How?” Noah asked. “You can’t make a rune without knowing what it is. Can’t you just… read it?”

“I don’t want to. The more I know about it, the stronger it’ll become.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Noah said. “Your Rank 4 rune should be made up of all the Rank 3s you put together, and you had to put them together with intent. How could you do that without knowing what rune you were making?”

“It doesn’t work the same way for demons as it does for you,” Lee explained, pausing as she searched to find the proper words. “We’re similar, initially. But the stronger we get, the more that changes. Think about it. You don’t have Human Runes, do you? They’re just runes.”

“Yeah,” Noah allowed with a thoughtful frown. “I suppose that’s true. I didn’t really think too much about it, but maybe I should have. You don’t have domains either, right?”

“Not the same way humans do.” Lee nodded. “At Rank 4, our runes and our bodies become much closer. They’re two parts of the same whole. So, while humans keep their runes exactly as they are and combine them without interference, the Rank 3s that I had were more like fuel for the combination, not the only components.”

“Your body played a part as well,” Noah muttered, finally realizing what Lee was getting at. “It was like an eighth rune?”

“Something like that. It took the other runes and changed them into what fit me—but how do you know what that is? How do I know what that is? I don’t know what kind of rune fits me, and my body is just going to choose the one that lets me survive. That means it’s probably some kind of emotion, and obviously not a good one.”

“I could be talking out of my ass here, but that doesn’t seem like the full story,” Noah said after thinking for a few seconds. “Everything I know about rune combinations tells me that they become what we tell them to be. Runes don’t have minds of their own. Are Demon Runes different?”

“No, I don’t think so. But they can affect your mind. It’s the same thing.”

“It isn’t,” Noah said, shaking his head. “You still made that rune, Lee. There is a part of you that desired for it to be the way it is. It might not have turned out exactly how you wanted it to, but it should have still become what you wanted.”

“You mean you think I wanted to become a monster?” Lee’s features crumpled. “Like it’s latent in me, or something?”

“No!” Noah exclaimed. “That’s not what I meant at all. I meant you’re assuming this rune is so bad, but you don’t even know what it is. Understanding something isn’t going to make it stronger. If it’s dangerous, then we’ll find a way to control it. If it’s truly just evil and a threat, then we’ll destroy it. But don’t treat a part of yourself as… reprehensible, or whatever it is you’re picturing. You’re you. I didn’t care that you were a demon before, and I don’t particularly care now. We just have to make sure you can make it to the point where you can control yourself like Azel, right?”

Lee’s brow furrowed in thought. A second later, her eyes went wide. Noah would have laughed if Lee hadn’t looked so stressed. It didn’t look like she’d registered the fact that Azel, despite being a Rank 5, was fully in control of himself.

Sure, he’d been an asshole, but he’d also chosen to sacrifice himself for Lee. If he’d really been completely consumed by his runes to the point where he was just a slave to his desires, it shouldn’t have been possible for him to make any decisions like that.

“You’re right,” Lee muttered. “Maybe I just need to reach Rank 5.”

“Whatever it may be,” Noah said with a shrug. “We’ll figure it out. Worst case, you stay at Rank 3 while we gather runes and fill them up so you can jump all the way up to Rank 5 in a single session.”

Lee nodded, some of her usual energy entering her posture as a small smile pulled across her lips. “Yeah. We can do that. But… if for some reason my rune gets away from me and I do try to hurt someone, will you make sure I can’t?”

“You don’t even have to ask, but I don’t think it’ll come to that,” Noah said. He nodded to the lift in the center of the tower, which had returned shortly after Moxie and the others had left. “Shall we? If you’re concerned about that rune, we should go get a Mind Meld Potion and check it out as soon as possible.”

“Yeah,” Lee said, stepping onto the lift. Noah followed after her. It rattled away, lowering them down to the bottom floor, and they started across the grass in the direction of the market so they could buy a potion.

“By the way,” Noah said. “I was told Brayden showed up. Did he leave already or something?”

“No. He got sent back for a longer period of time. It’ll be a few more hours before he gets back. I think he was expecting a really difficult fight. He kind of showed up after everything was done, though. He didn’t do anything.”

“Well, I suppose it’s the thought that counts,” Noah said. “What about Tim? He’s always in the tower. Moxie said he was the one that ran into Brayden, but do you have any idea where he went? Can you smell him out or something?”

“I probably could,” Lee said. “His scent was really strong back in the tower, but aside from the concern he left behind when the Inquisitor first pushed past him, I can’t smell anything else. I think he’s fine.”

“Huh,” Noah said, chewing the insides of his cheeks. Tim had done his absolute best to save everyone’s lives. He’d been saying that he’d find a way to replace the elderly man’s runes for far too long.

Lee seems confident he’s fine, so I’m going to find Tim tomorrow and just straight up tell him that I’m fixing his runes. Forget hiding my abilities—the old guy is in our corner, and I’m not leaving him hanging any longer.
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Noah and Lee got back to Moxie’s room about an hour later. They’d initially just planned to stop at the markets on the way back to get a Mind Meld Potion, but the literal instant Lee spotted the first food vendor, Noah realized they weren’t going to be leaving without spending at least a gold or two on snacks. At least, he’d only planned to spend a few gold.

All things considered, any amount of gold was a small price to pay to get Lee’s mind off what had happened. She mowed through twelve pies, a dozen hot dogs, some dead rats, and a not-so-dead squirrel that hadn’t been fast enough to avoid her watchful gaze—and that was just on the way over to the alchemist.

Noah’s pockets were relieved of more coins as Lee ate her way through all the vendors on the way back over to Building T. He still had no idea where she put all the weight, but he wasn’t about to ask.

The food seemed to bring Lee at least a little distraction, and he didn’t want to bring her thoughts to anything possibly related to being a demon. They got back to the room, and Lee opened the door for Noah, whose arms were full of meat pies that he’d picked up for Moxie while following the wake of Lee’s tour de force.

A tiny flicker of concern passed through Noah as the door opened, and he didn’t immediately see anyone, but a relieved sigh replaced the worry as he finally spotted Moxie at her desk, balancing on the back two legs of her chair.

She hurried to stand as Noah and Lee entered the room, nearly knocking her chair down. A vine shot out, grabbing the chair at the last second and straightening it before sliding it back over to the desk.

“How are you doing, Lee?” Moxie asked.

“Noah’s gonna look at my rune,” Lee replied, sitting down at the base of the bed. “But I’m alive, and I think I should be fine.”

Moxie nodded, looking over at the man. Her eyes caught on the pies in his arms. “Are those⁠—”

“For you, yes,” Noah said. “It’s probably a stupid question considering you’re just sitting here, but I have to ask—the kids made it back okay?”

“Yeah. They’re both fine. Emily was a bit shaken up, but Alexandra was talking Formations with her on the way back. That girl has been through a lot,” Moxie said with a sigh. “She shouldn’t be so used to near-death situations.”

“Aren’t you only a little older than her?” Lee asked.

“Oh, I already get that from Emily. I don’t need it from you,” Moxie said with a mock glare. “Just because I had to live through shit doesn’t mean I want others to, you know?”

Noah laid the pies out on the table and handed the Mind Meld Potion to Lee. She raised it to her mouth, and he grabbed her wrist. “Make sure to only drink half. No eating the glass.”

“Oh. Right,” Lee said, working the first wax seal off.

Moxie walked up beside Noah and tapped him on the shoulder, a pie in her other hand. He glanced over at her just as she leaned in and pressed her lips to his.

“It was my turn to apologize for almost dying,” Moxie pulled back and gave him a small grin. “Thanks for the pies as well. And don’t worry, Lee. We’ll figure something out with your runes.”

“I know,” Lee said, tipping the potion back and swallowing half of the shimmering liquid. She handed the bottle to Noah, who removed the second seal and sat down beside her.

“Keep watch to make sure no stupid shit happens?” he asked.

“What else would I do?” Moxie replied, rolling her eyes. “Besides, I’ve got a bunch of pies to keep me occupied. I’ll be here. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Noah said, tipping the potion back. “But we won’t need it. Lee’s determination is going to be more than enough.”

A familiar buzz enveloped his mind, and then the world was gone in a swirl of color.


Chapter Four



Lee’s mindspace was different than Noah remembered it. Inky darkness still surrounded him when he took form, strands of jet-black crisscrossing through the air around them. Where there had once been seven runes, there remained only a single Demon Rune. The rune was, as expected, completely unreadable to Noah’s eyes. It looked like a child had been force-fed sugar and let loose with a glowing crayon.

Squiggles and lines twisted around each other, pulsating with faint energy. Even though the rune was Rank 4—the same as Natural Disaster—a faint sense of unease settled on Noah’s shoulders.

But even if Noah could have read the rune, he wouldn’t have been able to see all of it. Thick bands of gray energy wrapped around it, faint motes of dull orange ember rising off them.

Noah went to take a step and nearly tripped over his own feet. The ground felt softer and more pliable than he recalled, and he could feel his feet sinking ever so slightly into it. It took a little more effort than he’d expected to raise a foot, and tiny strands of black snapped away from it.

It’s like putty. Odd.

Lee barely even seemed to notice Noah’s arrival. She stood beside him, staring up at the Demon Rune with wide eyes. The faint orange-red light washing off the rune illuminated her face in a ruddy hue.

“You okay?” Noah asked, squelching over to Lee.

“Yeah,” Lee said after a moment, not even looking in Noah’s direction. She reached up to her head, massaging her temple with a pained grimace. “There it is.”

“So I can tell,” Noah said. He craned his neck back, squinting into the darkness in search of the Broken Enveloping Dark Master Rune. He couldn’t seem to spot it, but that wasn’t that much of a surprise. Lee’s mindspace was pitch black, and the pressure coming off the rune wasn’t enough to give Noah much hesitation. His own Master Runes were considerably stronger, and it being broken probably wasn’t doing anything to help its power.

Maybe that’s for the best. I want to figure out what I can do with a Broken Master Rune and maybe fix it at some point, but Lee doesn’t need more things to deal with right now. Having it weakened should go a pretty long way toward reducing its power and any potential problems—but damn, it shouldn’t be this hard to find. It was a bloody Master Rune.

“Lee?” Noah asked.

“Yeah?” Lee still didn’t pull her eyes away from the glowing rune.

“Where’s your Master Rune?”

Lee finally tore her eyes away and looked up. The frown on her lips deepened, and she blinked, her features furrowing in confusion. After a second, she shook her head. “I-I have no idea. It vanished!”

She sounded as if she were half-drunk. As Lee turned back to look at her rune again, Noah caught her by the shoulders and gently turned her so that her back was to it.

“Look at me,” Noah said, tightening his grip slightly to keep Lee’s attention. “You’re stronger than the rune, Lee. It’s part of you, not all of you. Take a deep breath and let it out slowly, then focus on me.”

Lee gave him a weak nod and did as he said. Her eyes sharpened faintly, and she repeated the breath, shaking her head.

“Okay. I’m here. Sorry. The rune is just so… beautiful. I want to touch it—but I don’t want to touch it either. I don’t know what will happen if I do, but I get the feeling it might get stronger and break Azel’s bonds.”

“Perhaps let’s hold off on that until we figure out what’s going on,” Noah said. “Remember, we’ve only got around thirty minutes to deal with this, so let’s go as quickly as possible. What’s the name of your rune?”

“I’m not sure,” Lee admitted reluctantly. Her head twitched, but she caught herself before she could look back at the glowing energy. “I was so certain it was Gluttony. It would have made sense. I like eating.”

“So you do.”

“But it isn’t Gluttony,” Lee said. “I know the rune for Gluttony, and that isn’t it. I don’t recognize whatever that rune is.”

“I didn’t realize that was possible. I thought you could read Demon Runes.”

“I thought I could too,” Lee muttered. “I don’t know why I can’t read it. I should be able to. It’s literally meant to represent me. How am I supposed to be represented by a rune I can’t even understand?”

Noah squinted at the rune over Lee’s shoulder. It really didn’t look all that different from any other Monster Runes that he’d seen. If it hadn’t been for Azel’s magic binding it together, he would have assumed it was just a random powerful rune.

Is it possible that Azel’s magic is actually hiding the identity of the rune from Lee to keep her from understanding it?

“That’s fine,” Noah said. “Don’t stress over it. It would have been nice to figure out what the rune does, but it’s not mandatory by any means. We already know it’s powerful, so what’s more important is figuring out if it’s actively hurting you and if there’s anything we have to do to make sure it doesn’t break free.”

“Right,” Lee said, but she didn’t sound particularly convinced.

“Just stay here for a second,” Noah said. “I’m going to take a closer look at your rune. Don’t turn around, okay? Not until I’m back, at least.”

“Okay,” Lee said. “I can do that.”

Noah stepped past her and approached the rune. Energy prickled at his skin, and pressure built the closer he got, but his own runes were still more powerful than Lee’s. Compared to Sunder and the Fragment of Renewal, this Demon Rune was nothing.

Noah drew to a stop just before it, studying the energy enshrouding it. Whatever Azel had done looked pretty sturdy. He didn’t want to mess with it at risk of possibly damaging the demon’s work, but the restraints around the rune didn’t show any signs of giving in.

Energy crackled faintly along where Azel’s bindings met the rune, but he couldn’t feel the energy from either the rune or its constraints weakening in any way. At least as far as he could tell, the restraints would hold for quite some time.

His primary purpose accomplished, Noah took a few minutes to just study the rune itself. It was definitely more complex than the other Demon Runes that he’d seen in the past nestled within Lee’s mindspace, but that wasn’t really a surprise.

The other runes Noah had seen had been Rank 3s, while this was a Rank 4. But even in comparison to his own Rank 3 and 4 runes, the complexity of this rune felt like it was a little higher than it should have been.

I wish I could read the damn thing. Normally, this is where I’d ask Azel what the hell I was looking at, but I guess I won’t be doing that anymore.

Noah was surprised to find that he felt a faint sense of regret at that, and not even because of what Lee had revealed. He’d always known that things were likely to end in a fight between him and Azel, but he’d actually started relying on the demon.

Unfortunately, regret wasn’t going to change anything. Azel wasn’t around to help, which meant Noah had to figure something out on his own. He couldn’t read a Demon Rune, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to decipher it.

Noah walked around the rune, chewing the insides of his cheeks as he thought. Every rune had a pattern. That was a fundamental of nature, and the core of what his studies had revealed to him. There was no reason that demons would be an exception, so there had to be a pattern in this one as well. It wasn’t easy to find, but it had to be there.

And as Noah studied the rune, he occasionally found lines and swirls that felt like they were part of a pattern—but the thread of logic vanished into squiggles the moment he began to follow it.

The pattern just didn’t make any sense. Noah’s frustration grew as minutes ticked away. Lee had claimed that demons and humans were different, but he refused to believe that there was such a chasm between their races.

Magic is magic. It might be different magic, just like music and rune circles are different ways to use Formations, but I refuse to believe that demons are just random worthless squiggles while humans have nice patterns in their runes. There’s more to it.

Noah completed another loop around the rune, then came to a stop before it again. He wasn’t even sure how much time had passed now, but he still hadn’t come any closer to understanding how the rune worked.

Lee had been patiently waiting for him all this time, and he didn’t want to come back to her with nothing more than a shrug and an empty promise that things would turn out all right. If he wanted to be able to tell her anything, he needed to understand.

Come on. There’s a pattern in there. I know there is. I see the traces of one, but none of them go anywhere. It’s almost as if⁠—

Noah’s thoughts ground to a halt, and his eyes went wide. He walked back to the other side of the rune, staring at it for a few seconds before making his way back over to the first side. He walked a few more circles around it, excitement building in his chest.

“I figured it out!” Noah exclaimed.

“You did?” Lee asked. “What is it? What did you find? You can read the Demon Rune?”

“No, not that,” Noah said, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. “Possibly something more important, though. I know why you can’t read your rune.”

“You do?” Lee’s hands twitched at her sides as she fought to keep herself from turning around to face Noah. He took pity on her and walked back over so Lee could see him again.

“Yeah,” Noah said. “I thought it was weird that I couldn’t find the pattern in it, you know? I mean, sure, Demon Runes aren’t the same as normal ones, but there still has to be some form of pattern in them. That’s how magic works!”

Lee squinted at Noah. “Please just tell me what’s wrong with my rune.”

“Oh, right. Sorry. There’s nothing wrong with your rune, Lee. At least, I’m almost certain there isn’t. The reason you can’t figure out what the heck is going on with it is because you aren’t looking at a Demon Rune at all.”

“What?” Lee asked, frowning. “How is that possible?”

“It’s the reason your Master Rune is missing,” Noah said, shaking his head in disbelief. “When I was studying your rune, I realized that the reason I couldn’t find a pattern was because there were two patterns overlaid on top of each other. You somehow merged your Demon Rune with the Master Rune, and I’ve got no idea what it left you with.”


Chapter Five



“My Demon Rune… ate my Master Rune?” Lee asked. She glanced over her shoulder in surprise and locked in place. Noah carefully turned Lee so she wasn’t looking at the rune anymore, and she shook herself off like a wet dog. “I really hate that. I can’t get hypnotized every single time I look at it.”

“We’ll find a way to deal with it soon enough,” Noah promised. “For now, I’m almost certain that’s what happened. The two patterns are overlaid.”

“What does that mean, though? I didn’t think Master Runes and Demon Runes were the same kind of rune.”

“I didn’t either,” Noah admitted. “I don’t actually know what this means. I suspect it probably has something to do with the fact that your Master Rune was broken. If it were whole, I don’t think there would have been any way it could get absorbed, though I could obviously be wrong.”

“Why would being broken make anything different?”

“It’s just a guess right now, but generally, things want to be whole,” Noah theorized. He didn’t remember all that much of his high school science classes about atoms, but he did remember that the little dots around the ones in the center tended to try to fill the layers and would then become harder to separate or change. “It’s possible that the Broken Master Rune was basically an energy magnet. It was waiting for something to attach to in an attempt to fix itself, and your Demon Rune ended up filling that slot.”

“Why wouldn’t it have tried to do something earlier, then?” Lee asked with a frown.

“No idea,” Noah admitted. “Maybe because it was looking for a specific wavelength or amount of energy? Probably the former, because if it was just looking for energy, I’d assume it would have sucked up your normal runes.”

“Huh,” Lee said. They were silent for several seconds. Lee scratched the side of her head. “Can you fix it?”

“Probably,” Noah said. “But I’m not sure if we want to yet.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a Master Rune, even if it’s broken,” Noah said. “I don’t know what happens if we use Sunder on that. I mean, it can’t be viewed as a whole because it’s got Broken in the name. So, if it gets chopped up, what state does it revert to? It can’t be whole either—that would be making something from nothing.”

“I—Oh shit,” Lee muttered under her breath. “I could lose it?”

“Or it could do something to your other runes. I don’t know, but I suspect the best way to go about dealing with something like this would be to preemptively get energy that the Master Rune can absorb again the moment it gets split apart.”

Lee nearly looked over her shoulder again, but she caught herself before she could turn all the way around. She shook her head and let out a huff. “So, what about dealing with the problem? It could be dangerous, right?”

“Could be,” Noah allowed. “But more to you than to anyone else, I think. Remember how we had that talk about how demons tend to keep their magic within their bodies and aren’t as good at projecting it externally unless they’re really strong?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I figure this isn’t all that different. I don’t think your rune will hurt anyone at the moment, and Azel’s bindings on it look pretty damn strong. As long as those are holding, I doubt this will be too dangerous. You just need to be careful yourself and avoid pulling too deeply on it until we find a way to get around to fixing everything.”

“So you think I should just keep it for now,” Lee concluded.

“So long as you’re fine with it, yes. I don’t see anything about the rune itself that makes me concerned for anyone’s immediate health,” Noah admitted. “I think we should try to salvage the Master Rune and see what we can do in preparing to get you the Rank 4 rune that you really want—but only so long as you don’t mind keeping this one for now.”

Lee thought in silence for nearly a minute before finally giving Noah a nod. “Okay. If you think it’ll be fine, then I’ll trust you. Maybe you can study it and learn more about Master Runes. I don’t know much about ‘em, but I’ve never heard of anything like this happening before.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely not going to pass up on the opportunity if you keep the rune,” Noah said. “You’re sure you’re fine with keeping it, then?”

“Yeah,” Lee said, speaking more confidently now. “I don’t have a logical reason to think it’s going to be a problem right now. Not as long as Azel’s bindings are holding, like you said. But if they start breaking, I think we should remove the rune.”

“I can do that. Just keep me updated, and I’ll get some more Mind Meld Potions so we can keep an eye on things as well as try to figure out what’s going on,” Noah said. “Does the whole hypnotization thing only happen when you’re in your mindspace? I didn’t see you acting odd outside.”

“Yeah. Only when I see the rune, though I haven’t tried using it since the fight. I didn’t feel very hypnotized during the fight, for what it matters.”

“Noted,” Noah said. “Well, I’ll keep a close eye on you, and we’ll let Moxie know as well so that there’s no chance of anything slipping through. Don’t stress too hard, though. We aren’t going to let you lose yourself, Lee.”

“Thanks. Did you want to study the rune a little longer before the potion ends? Just in case we missed something?”

Noah gave her a nod. He wasn’t sure if Lee wanted him to research the rune because it was useful or because she was still worried about what effects it would have on her, but spending some more time trying to figure out how it worked certainly wouldn’t be remiss.

He headed back over to the rune and started studying it closer, trying to completely pull the two patterns apart in his mind. They were both incredibly complex, so it was far from simple work. Even after all the time Noah had spent studying and memorizing runes in the past months, it was still difficult.

It was one thing to just memorize the pattern of something he was looking at. It was a whole different problem when he was trying to pull the patterns apart, even when he recognized that there were two of them.

Whenever he started getting into a flow, he’d mistakenly start down a line that was part of a different pattern and have to start over. Time slipped by, and he was slowly starting to make progress, but he wasn’t quite able to finish before the familiar buzz of the Mind Meld’s potion started to set in.

“Ah, damn it,” Noah muttered. He took one last look at the rune, committing as much of it as possible to memory. He didn’t even have time to turn back to Lee before the effects wore off, and he was yanked away, sent hurtling back to his own body.

Noah’s eyes snapped back open at the base of the bed beside Lee. Moxie had moved to lay on it behind them, a book in the air over her head. She lowered it and rolled over to watch as Noah and Lee shifted.

“Any luck?” Moxie asked.

“Yeah. Things are fine for now,” Noah said, rolling his neck to get some of the stiffness out of it. He’d evidently chosen a bad position to sit in. “It does look like Lee’s Demon Rune somehow absorbed her Master Rune, though.”

Moxie set the book down. “What?”

Noah spent a few minutes describing everything that he’d learned to her. By the end of it, all Moxie could do was shake her head and laugh.

“Ridiculous. But I’m glad you’re fine, Lee.”

“Me too,” the demon girl said, her stomach punctuating her words with a loud rumble. She cleared her throat. “And I am also hungry.”

Noah snorted. “At least that hasn’t changed. We’ll go get some food, then. There are a few errands I want to run while we’re out anyway.”

“What are they?” Moxie asked, arching an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize you did anything other than practice or blow yourself up.”

Ouch. I don’t think this was her intention, but now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve taken Moxie on a proper date since we got together. Wizen might still be something we need to deal with, but I should really do something there at some point before we get so busy that I can’t.

“I want to find Tim,” Noah said. “Maybe not today, but I want to fix his runes. He’s done too much for us to just sit around and do nothing in return.”

Moxie and Lee both nodded.

“I think he’s trustworthy,” Moxie said. “Maybe don’t tell him exactly how you do things, but I know you’ve got more than enough runes in that grimoire of yours to share. I have no idea where Tim went, though. He wasn’t in the cannon.”

“Lee said it smelled like he was safe, so I’m thinking we’ll find him back at work tomorrow,” Noah said. “If not, I’ll have to hunt around. But there’s another thing as well. I want to go find Silvertide.”

“Wizen stuff?” Moxie guessed.

“Yeah. I want to bring him up to speed on everything we know. I probably should have done it earlier, but I’m so used to keeping cards close to my chest that I didn’t. Also, do you still have that dagger we took from Gentil?”

Moxie slipped out of bed and walked across the room to her shelf, taking out a small, cloth-wrapped bundle after a minute of searching. “Yeah. It’s over here. I’ve had it sitting around because it hasn’t really been a priority, but I was researching it a bit ago to see if it might have anything to do with the clones. I couldn’t find any plant-related magic in it.”

“That’s fine. I want to show Silvertide,” Noah said. “I think it’s better to get more eyes on it. Even if he doesn’t know anything, he can show the Enforcers. Wizen might be too big of a threat for us to try to keep information to ourselves.”

“So long as we’re careful with who we share with,” Moxie warned, handing Noah the bundle. “Wizen already has his eye on us. We don’t need even more of that attention. Right now, he’s up against a whole lot more than just our group. No need to bring his focus in.”

“Agreed,” Noah said. He slid the wrapped dagger into his bag and stood up, stretching his arms over his head and shaking his stiff limbs off. “Right. Shall we go get some food, then? After that, I’m drafting Lee’s nose to help me find Silvertide.”


Chapter Six



After lunch, Lee seemed to feel considerably better. Noah wasn’t sure if she was just faking it, for their sakes or not, but food did generally improve her mood. Moxie—who had foolishly offered to pay for their meal—ended up spending nearly fifty gold on Lee’s endless appetite.

They drew a crowd large enough that Noah wished they’d charged a silver just for the show. If they had, he was pretty sure they’d have made their money back and then some. Once they all finished their food and headed off, it didn’t take long for Lee to pick up on Silvertide’s scent and set off, guiding them toward the old soldier.

“I still have no idea how you can do this,” Noah said as they walked. “Aren’t there so many different scents in Arbitage? How can you track down Silvertide’s so easily, especially when we don’t have anything for reference? If your nose is that strong, aren’t you constantly getting overwhelmed by information or something like that?”

“If I’m not careful, I can be,” Lee said, coming to a stop at a junction in the street and sniffing at the air before turning to the left and continuing on. “But it’s not really that bad once you get used to it. Some scents are stronger than others, and you can filter them out pretty easily once you get used to it.”

“Which scents?” Noah asked.

“Stronger ones.”

Noah’s eye twitched before he realized that Lee didn’t just mean scents that smelled more intense—she meant stronger scents.

“Like from people that are more powerful?”

“Yeah. Higher-ranked people have more magic. It’s easier to track, even if they haven’t been using it too much recently. Silvertide is basically a walking stick of magic because of his leg. It’s impossible to miss him.”

“Interesting,” Noah said. “What about Jalen?”

“He smells strong too, but he’s got some way to contain it,” Lee said, pausing for a moment to think. “It’s weird. I know he’s powerful, but his smell is covered by… a blanket, I guess. It’s hard to describe, but he conceals it somehow.”

“Probably something to do with his Rank 6 domain,” Moxie theorized. “When you get that strong, you get really good control over your powers. I’d be surprised if Jalen wasn’t intentionally reining it in so people couldn’t track him down as easily. Lee probably isn’t the only person good at tracking others down.”

Lee came to a stop in front of a small restaurant with an open patio, then pointed at it. “Silvertide is here.”

“Huh. That was closer than I thought,” Noah said. It only took him a moment to follow Lee’s finger over to a table near the edge of the patio, where Silvertide sat drinking from a ceramic cup.

Their arrival hadn’t been unnoticed. The elderly soldier raised the cup in greeting, a wry smile flickering across his lips. He took another sip as they walked up to join him.

“I’d say it’s a coincidence seeing you here, but judging by the way the little one was sniffing the air, something tells me I may have been sought out,” Silvertide said with a chuckle. “Or was it the tea? This restaurant is quite good at it. Never quite figured out what leaves they’re using, and the bastards won’t tell me. I’ve been trying to steal it for years. Give it a shot every time I come to Arbitage, but they always manage to catch me.”

“We’re here for you,” Noah admitted. “It’s about our plant mage problem. I’ve got some more information about him. Is now a good time?”

Silvertide took another sip of his tea, then shrugged. “Tell me, and then I will decide.”

That was enough of an agreement for Noah. He took the wrapped dagger out of his bag and set it on the table before Silvertide, who took yet another sip before finally setting his cup down with a slight frown.

He pulled the wrapping away from the dagger, revealing its black blade. His eyes narrowed faintly as he studied the weapon. Nearly a minute passed in silence. Finally, Silvertide moved—his hand toward the tea pot.

Silvertide poured himself another cup and, ignoring the steam rising from the scalding liquid, took a sip from the cup without even blinking. He set it back down on the table with a soft click.

“Interesting,” Silvertide said, a sage air surrounding him.

“You know what it is?” Moxie asked, leaning forward. “I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I have no clue where to even start. I’ve never seen its like before, but I know it’s got some form of magic in it. There are runes, but they’re well-hidden and either broken or not normal.”

Silvertide gave her a nod. “Yes. There are.”

“So?” Noah asked. “What is it? Is it useful?”

“Oh, I have no idea,” Silvertide said. “Tea just makes me feel very intelligent. I’ve never seen something like this before.”

Noah coughed into his fist, trying to muffle his laugh as Moxie visibly deflated. Lee patted her on the shoulder.

“That being said,” Silvertide continued, a wry smile passing over his features before he abandoned it in pursuit of another sip of tea. “This is useful. As you said, Moxie, it has some strange runework on it. How do you know it’s connected to the plant mage?”

“Because I think I know who it is,” Noah said. “The mage’s name is Wizen, and I’ve come into conflict with him before.”

That got Silvertide’s attention—but not enough to completely pull him away from his drink. He took one last sip before pushing the cup to the side and interlacing his fingers on top of the table. “Go on.”

“When I was traveling in Dawnforge with Moxie and Lee, we ended up stumbling into a criminal underground by accident,” Noah said. “Some idiots came after us, and we traced them back to their base.”

“And you met Wizen there?” Silvertide asked, tilting his head to the side.

“No. We met someone else—his name was Gentil. Real shitstain of a human. He pretended to be benevolent, but he was a psychopath. He wanted to capture Moxie for some reason, and he had Alexandra around as one of his soldiers. Wizen used some form of Mind Rune to force Alexandra to do what Gentil wanted.”

Silvertide’s lips pressed thin, and his eyes narrowed. “Mind magic. Despicable, wretched magic. What happened to Gentil? Can we question him?”

“Only if you can contact the afterlife,” Noah said. “He’s dead. I sent him to kingdom come. There might be a few scraps of his flesh scattered around the remains of his base, but I doubt it. We took that dagger from him, though—and Gentil revealed that Wizen wanted Moxie. We never found out why.”

“I see,” Silvertide said. He drummed his fingers on the table, his displeasure evident. “Wizen has both powerful Plant Runes and Mind Runes, then. And considering the way he was using the former, he’s focusing on magic that lets him control things from afar without getting his own hands dirty. Do you know anything else?”

“Not much,” Noah admitted. “Most of our information came from what we heard from Gentil as well as a talk I had with Father. The only thing I know about his motivation is that he’s after the Torrins for some reason. They must have something he wants, but I don’t know why he’d want Moxie in particular. It’s not like she’s in good standing with the rest of the family.”

“Curious,” Silvertide said. He was silent for several seconds. Then he seemed to remember that he had perfectly good tea in front of him that might risk going from scalding hot to just merely warm if he didn’t drink it, so he rectified the problem. “And Moxie, you can’t think of anything that may have drawn his attention?”

“Nothing,” Moxie said. “I have no idea what the Torrins would have that he’d want so badly, and even if I did, I don’t see how he’d accomplish anything by attacking Arbitage. Why wouldn’t he go for Blancwood?”

“My thoughts as well. The Torrins don’t have a strong presence in Arbitage, so it doesn’t make much sense if it was his end goal.” Silvertide picked up his pot, going to pour more tea, only to find that it was empty. His nose scrunched in disappointment.

“Is there anyone you know that could help with the dagger? Maybe some of the other Enforcers?” Noah asked.

“Yes. Neir may very well be of use here. He’s always enjoyed studying old runes,” Silvertide said. “I didn’t realize your group was so wrapped up with this problem, but I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You seem to have a talent for it.”

“Thanks,” Noah said.

“That was not a compliment,” Silvertide replied. He reached into his pocket in search of something, then paused. A grimace passed over his features for a second, then faded away. He brought his hands back to rest on top of the table and let out a sigh. “If you’d be willing, I’d like you to accompany me to a meeting in three days’ time. You know enough about this that I believe the other Enforcers would benefit from speaking to you all.”

Noah shrugged. “I think I’d be fine with that, especially if it keeps Wizen out of our hair. As much as I want him dead, I’ve also got a class to teach and a life to live. I don’t care to spend it with my skin crawling because Wizen could be lurking in the shadows.”

“Oh, trust me. I know what you mean,” Silvertide said darkly. He pulled the top of the tea pot off and peered into it, reaching in and pulling out a small pinch of leaves to rub between his fingers in thought. “This will be helpful. We haven’t had any good leads before, but the dagger changes things. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. Do you mind if I hold on to it for a short while?”

Noah glanced to Moxie, who shrugged.

“Sure. I don’t want the stupid thing. Just let me know if you figure anything out.”

“I will. Say, have you ever eaten at this restaurant before?” Silvertide asked.

“No, I don’t think so. Why?” Noah asked.

“You really should. Their tea is fantastic. It can be a little expensive, though,” Silvertide said. He brought the pinch of leaves toward his pocket, still nodding.

The door to the restaurant flew open, and an elderly woman skidded out, thrusting an accusatory finger toward Silvertide. “No! Hands off the leaves, thief!”

“I’ll see you in a few days!” Silvertide flew from his chair, vaulting over the patio’s railing and sprinting off, his cane clutched at his side. The old woman didn’t even flinch. She sprinted after Silvertide, hurling curses as she gained on him. The two of them turned a corner down the street, then vanished—though the old woman’s voice marked their position as they faded into the distance.

A polite cough caught Noah’s attention as he turned, still baffled, to find a neatly dressed waiter standing at their table.

“The tab for today’s meal still hasn’t been covered,” he said. “Silvertide said he knew you, and I’m afraid I need someone to pay for the meal.”

Noah’s eye twitched.


Chapter Seven



Fortunately, the bill that Silvertide left them with was only a gold—but still, for tea, that was a pretty ridiculous amount. Moxie had ended up covering the tab, but Noah suspected it was mostly so she’d have an excuse to make him speak with her at some point in the future.

For someone as rich as Silvertide, there’s no way he’d actually need to stiff anyone from a single gold. Old bastard was just screwing with us. Do we not know anyone who doesn’t have a completely screwed-up sense of humor?

“I want some tea,” Lee said.

“Sure, but you can’t eat the kettle,” Noah said absently, only half paying attention.

“Oh. Never mind, then.”

“Well, that was enlightening,” Moxie said with something between a sigh and a laugh. “At least Silvertide will show the dagger to the others. The Enforcers should have access to a lot more information than I do, so hopefully they figure out something useful.”

“It’ll be nice to have someone else do something for once,” Noah agreed.

“To be fair, I’m pretty sure we’ve gotten ourselves into most of the shit we’ve had to deal with,” Moxie pointed out. “Not that I’m arguing. But… what now? Do we just wait around and wait for news on the dagger to come back to us?”

“That is exactly what I plan to do,” Noah said, rising from the table. “Wizen has a whole bunch of people on his ass now, and I’ve got no desire to stick my nose further into his business until the time comes to deal with him. We’ve got a group of students that still need training—not to mention that competition we’re running.”

“And patterns to practice,” Lee added. “I still need to work on mine.”

“Isn’t your pattern basically just eating?” Moxie asked.

“It’s valid. If you chew in the right way, it’s a pattern.”

Huh. I wonder if that pattern would actually have anything to do with Lee’s Demon Rune. If it’s actually Gluttony overlaid with the Broken Master Rune, then mastering the pattern of eating might actually be pretty beneficial. I don’t know if encouraging Lee to eat any more than she already does is a good idea, though. She might end up popping.

“Patterns are patterns. Getting back on track isn’t going to hurt anyone. Just don’t eat too much,” Noah said. “I need to get some practice in myself. I still need to push my Formations further, and I got interrupted the last time I tried to work on them. I imagine the advanced track will start doing things fairly soon as well.”

“Probably,” Moxie agreed with a nod. “Especially since the puppets have been dealt with. I doubt they’re going to want to sit around and waste time when exams are already creeping up around the corner. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the professors were already practicing together.”

“Well, we’ll get around to that whenever it happens. We’ve got our own training to handle,” Noah said. “But that can come tomorrow, after I find Tim and help him fix up his runes. For today, I think the only thing I want to do is relax.”

And figure out what I can do for a date. I can’t take Moxie out to a restaurant—Lee would feel left out, and I’m not sure she’d actually understand the concept of a date if it involved food and didn’t involve her. Are there movies in this world? Or plays, I suppose?

That seems kind of lame.

“Is something wrong?” Moxie asked. “You look kind of troubled. Are you thinking about Wizen?”

“No,” Noah replied honestly. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I’m not concerned about dealing with that crazy bastard—I just have other things I want to do. I can’t afford to worry about all the powerful assholes we’ve somehow managed to piss off, since that number seems to grow every time I turn around.”

“That’s probably because you’re flipping them off as you turn,” Moxie said with a wry smile. “But I certainly wouldn’t say no to a little relaxation before we really get into the swing of the year. A rest day sounds great, especially after… well, you know.”

“Yeah,” Noah muttered. “Same. Let’s go home.”
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“Oh, I’m looking forward to this. Perfect timing, really,” Decras said, a grin pulling across his lips. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“You’re an asshole,” Renewal said. “I want to see them do something cute. Can’t you keep your stupid surprise held off for a little longer? You could at least wait until after Noah takes Moxie on a date. He’s clearly planning on it.”

“Are you kidding? No. It’ll be far more interesting if I speed my surprise up so it shows up during the date. Think of the drama,” Decras said, spreading his arms wide. “I can’t time it that perfectly, unfortunately. My influence is constrained, but this should be more than enough to give us entertainment.”

“I was going to get entertainment already,” Renewal said with a cross frown. “Not everything has to be death and slaughter, you know.”

“Says the woman who was perfectly thrilled to see the surprise just a few short blips in time ago,” Decras pointed out. “You change your mind like the seasons.”

“What’s the point of having a mind if you can’t change it? I forgot how cute it can be to watch mortals play around. They’re so… innocent. Their stakes are so infinitesimally small in the grand scheme of things. So unimportant. And yet, they place such value on those worthless stakes. It gives those moments of peace a lot more meaning than the endless sea of nothing that we’ve got to deal with.”

Decras leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Have you already forgotten that you’re mad at the stupid little thief? He took our runes, and he took your avatar.”

“Maybe he’s going to put them to better use than we would,” Renewal muttered, sinking into her chair. “Don’t you ever get exhausted of this shit, Decras? There has to be more to the universe than what we have.”

“Oh, every single day,” Decras replied. “But I’ve learned that there’s nothing I can do about it. Compared to those little specks running around in the world we’re watching, we’re the peak of power. But… in the grand scheme of things? Nobody would notice if we vanished, Renewal. If you really want to challenge the way things work, then go push your rune further.”

Renewal gagged. “Oh, yeah. Lovely. Spend all the energy I’ve gathered and lose an enormous amount of time for what—a promotion to watch a bigger line of mortal souls? The real freedom only comes with power greater than what my talent will ever let me claim.”

“And yet you won’t abandon your line,” Decras observed, interlacing his fingers and kicking his feet back. “Do you care about your job or not? You could always just leave. Become a rogue god.”

“I’m not nearly strong enough for that,” Renewal said. Her eyes drifted to the shimmering image, where Noah was walking back toward his room with Moxie and Lee. “But things might change. This mortal has been progressing at a ridiculous rate. He may actually discover something that I can use.”

“If he survives,” Decras put in.

Renewal sighed. “Yes. If he survives. But do you really think it likely that he runs into anything that can actually kill him? His companions are the ones at risk. As long as he isn’t captured, he’ll be fine.”

“Does it matter?” Decras asked. “There’s more than one way to die. Because of his little bout of thievery, Noah kept all his memories of the afterlife. He’s not mentally stable. If he loses the others—he’ll snap.”

“Which is why he’ll protect them,” Renewal said. She went to say something else, then paused and sent Decras a look. “Wait. You just used his name.”

“What? No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did,” Renewal said, a grin stretching across her lips. “You’re just as invested as I am, aren’t you?”

“I most certainly am not. That’s why I’m doing my utmost to kill him in an entertaining way,” Decras snapped, crossing his arms in front of his chest and glaring at Renewal. “Unlike you, I’ve never been a fan of this sappy garbage. The only thing that forces mortals to grow is their greatest fear. Death.”

“That’s a miserable outlook on life. I can see why you can’t advance your rune any further.”

“Says the one who can’t advance hers.”

“I’m probably still further along than you are.”

“Do you want to find out?” Decras asked, his eyes narrowing. “I’d be happy to oblige.”

“If you want me to chop your hand off again that badly, you can just ask,” Renewal said, not even looking over at Decras. “Be honest with yourself and admit you’re just jealous of Noah and Moxie. Their relationship is cute.”

“Your brains must have gotten rattled loose over the years,” Decras said, flopping back into his chair and rolling his eyes. “You’re like a child playing with dolls. If you really care that much about them, you really shouldn’t have let me send them that surprise.”

“It’s not going to be that big of a threat, is it?” Renewal asked. He didn’t respond. Renewal glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes. “Decras? You just said it would be a challenge. How big of a challenge is this?”

“Well, one of them might survive.”

“Show me the damn creature you sent their way,” Renewal snapped. “I swear, if you kill Moxie and Lee in such a stupid way, I am going to be pissed. What’s the fun in watching Noah on his own?”

Decras reached out toward the screen, and the image rippled. Noah and the other mortals vanished, replaced by a grassy field. A huge figure strode through it, a wicked double-bladed axe strapped to his back and a dark hood pulled low over his face.

“You sent one of your Apostles?” Renewal said, her voice raising in disbelief. “I thought you said you were going to send a challenge that would give them a good gift if they managed to survive!”

“I did!” Decras said defensively. “If they actually manage to beat him, think of the runes they’ll get!”

“He’s Rank 7!” Renewal exclaimed. “Are you an idiot? They’re going to die! Call him off!”

“I can’t,” Decras said, rubbing the back of his head. “The idiot isn’t talented enough to hear my voice. I can only communicate with most of my Apostles through their heads. The rest of them are a little… tone-deaf—and Garina is ignoring me. Can’t you contact your bald churchgoer?”

“He barely even follows me. He’s too busy flirting with your little temptress,” Renewal snapped. She nearly rose out of her chair before she caught herself. It wasn’t like she could actually interfere herself.

Not without drawing the attention of the other gods—and that was the absolute last thing she wanted to do. But as she watched the screen, a frown crossed her lips.

“Wait. Why is he walking? Shouldn’t he be at Arbitage already?”

“I told him to go slowly so he wouldn’t arrive too early,” Decras said. “It’s not going to change anything. An extra day or two won’t save them.”

“Damn it,” Renewal muttered. She glared at the screen, strongly considering splattering the Apostle—consequences be damned. It had been so long since she’d found something of interest that even the ridicule of the other gods felt like it wasn’t as bad as losing the flower blossoming before her.

The Apostle skidded to a halt in the grass. Renewal let out a relieved sigh.

“You managed to get through to him?”

“No,” Decras said, confusion muddling his words. “I didn’t do anything. I⁠—”

A shadow stretched out across the ground before the Apostle, and a scythe carved up from within it. From within it rose a man with a shit-eating grin plastered across his face.

“Hullo,” the man said, slinging his scythe across his shoulders and draping his arms over it. “Care to direct that murderous stride of yours somewhere else? I’m conducting an experiment in that direction.”

“Who is that, Decras?” Renewal asked. He didn’t respond. He was too busy staring at the screen.

“Revin,” the Apostle said, his voice a mixture of derision and poorly hidden unease. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, come on now.” Revin’s grin widened, revealing his pointed teeth. “That’s no way to greet an old friend, is it?”


Chapter Eight



“We are anything but friends,” the large Apostle spat. “I don’t know why you’re here, Revin, but this is the only warning you’re going to get. Leave.”

“Anything?” Revin arched an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’re already ready for the next step. I’m not sure I can see you as anything more than a friend, though. I’m afraid I’ll have to refuse.”

“Out of my way, Revin.”

“Oh, it’s just my luck that you’re the one that comes bumbling along my way,” Revin said with an exasperated sigh. “Why couldn’t it have been someone interesting? How’s Garina these days, Audren? She was always fun.”

“She never recovered after the damage you did to her,” Audren said. “She had so much potential, and you ruined it by turning her into a nutjob, just like yourself. Step down. I’m on a mission from Master himself, and that means I’m allowed to cut right through you if I need to.”

“You?” Revin exclaimed, taking a step back. “Cut through me? Oh, no. I don’t think that’s very likely. How long has it been since we last saw each other, Audren?”

“Not long enough.”

“I won’t disagree with that answer, but I believe you’ve skirted the question. If I’m being honest, I’ve forgotten myself. I don’t tend to remember people that don’t draw much of my interest, and the only reason you even got a spot in my memory is because of those lovely sounds your body makes when I slam it against walls. You could never beat me, Audren. Not then, and not now.”

“You used to be a real threat,” Audren said, reaching back to the large axe on his back. He hoisted it at his side, baring his teeth in challenge. “But not anymore. You couldn’t handle the power that Master gave us. It broke your weak mind and burned what remained of it away like kindling.”

Revin glanced down at himself, then back up at Audren. “I’m right here, you know. If I burned away, would I really be standing around wasting a perfectly good day by speaking to a walking bag of rocks?”

“You got your warning,” Audren snarled. His body blurred as six streamers of black smoke erupted from him, streaking out through the air. Revin brought his scythe down, carving the smoke apart before it could reach him.

“I really do hope you’ve learned to do more than that in the time since we last had the misfortune of meeting,” Revin drawled, spinning the scythe and driving its butt into the ground. “Because that was disappointing, Audren. I already don’t expect much from you, but it’s been years since I left your group. If I’m being honest, the costumes were a bit too much for me. I mean, come on. Dressing up in dark clothes and meeting in caves? How can you say I’m the one who’s insane when you manage to make the Church of Repose look legitimate?”

Audren wasn’t goaded so easily, but the flurry of axe swings he unleashed on Revin had considerably more anger behind them than they needed. Every single strike whistled harmlessly past Revin as he stepped around, his lips pursed in disappointment.

“The others will thank me when I take your head.” Audren’s axe hummed with power as he lunged, narrowly missing Revin as the other man stepped out of the way again.

“The others will thank you when you take a bath,” Revin replied. “Or perhaps you just forgot to wash your costume. You know, if you want to be all secretive, shouldn’t you meet in really plain clothes in a plain building? Nobody would ever suspect that. Now, a bunch of hooded mushroom-eating idiots? That’s definitely a cult.”

“Why are you here?” Audren screamed. His axe split apart, dozens of afterimages carving through the air with keening howls. The grass all around them was carved to shreds, and the earth collapsed, falling out from under the pressure of Audren’s domain.

“Is that really all you can do?” Revin asked with a wry smile. “Or are you restricted? You can’t use your full force, can you? Worried that Garina will come spank you if she realizes that a Rank 7 is strolling around in her domain?”

“Garina is one of the Apostles,” Audren snapped. “She’s on my side, not yours.”

“If you’re so sure about that, why aren’t you using more power?” Revin asked. “You’ve attacked me with nothing that a Rank 4 couldn’t have done. As a matter of fact, I know a Rank 4 that could probably do it better. Maybe two.”

Audren ground his teeth. His eyes flicked around the clearing, clearly searching for some form of escape, but wherever they landed, Revin seemed to stroll into view a second later. It wasn’t like Revin was omnipotent—he just seemed to know exactly wherever Audren was going to look before he did.

“Are you this dead set on interfering with our duties?” Audren asked. “Even if you can hold me off, do you really believe you could hold off all of the Apostles when they come for you in retaliation for standing in the way of our holy mission?”

“Is that what you’re calling it now? I kind of figured you liked getting bossed around by a mysterious figure. You know, I figure I could probably do that. If I put on a cloak and tell you to get lost, will you do it?”

“You dare disrespect Master?” Audren asked. “I am no fool, Revin. I know your mouth runs like a river to distract your opponents—but are you really stupid enough to believe you can stand against a god?”

Revin heaved a sigh. The grin fell away from his face, and he leaned against his scythe. “Audren, for old times’ sake, I’ll give you one honest answer in the form of another question. Do you really think this Master gives a shit about you? I mean, I don’t blame him. He gets free labor. Who says no to that?”

“He gives us power! You’re nothing without the rune he gave you,” Audren said. “If it wasn’t for his mercy, you’d be a crippled husk by now. I suspect he just enjoys watching your antics, but he specifically ordered that I kill two weaklings—weaklings that I suspect you are stopping me from getting to.”

“Look at that. You can get smarter,” Revin said with an overexaggerated nod. “Good job.”

Audren’s axe carved through the air, whistling harmlessly past Revin once more. Revin stepped past the considerably larger man, rapping him on the back of the head with his scythe.

“Stop with your delay tactics!” Audren demanded. “Fight me or leave. This is ridiculous. We are not children.”

“Funny you say that. If you don’t start taking this fight seriously, you’re going to die,” Revin said. “It’s time to make up your mind. Either commit to your god-given orders and use those powers that you’re hiding—prove that your Master really did order you here. What do you have to lose? Against both you and Garina, I’m sure I’d struggle.”

Audren gritted his teeth, and Revin’s grin grew wider.

“Unless you’re concerned that Garina would turn against you. Or are you more worried that she won’t show up at all?”

“She’ll show up,” Audren said. “She always does. It’s the one damn thing she held onto from before joining us, and not even Master could get her to stop. It’s a waste of time, but she’s obsessed with it.”

“That’s because she’s smarter than you are,” Revin said. “Last chance to turn around and walk away, big man.”

“Eat shit.”

“Ah, well,” Revin said. “Can’t say I didn’t try.”
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“What am I watching?” Renewal asked in disbelief, staring at the fight—if it could be called that—playing out on the rippling image before her and Decras.

“Revin,” Decras replied. It was impossible to tell if the tone of his voice was annoyed, impressed, or a mixture of the two. “He was one of mine—at one point. One of the strongest.”

“Something tells me that isn’t true anymore. He doesn’t seem to think much of you. Maybe he should join up with me.” Renewal snickered.

“He’d rip your church apart from the inside,” Decras said. “And you’re right. Revin is mad. Audren wasn’t wrong about that.”

“He doesn’t seem mad. Just annoying. Driving your enemy up a wall in a fight is a perfectly valid strategy,” Renewal observed. “I wouldn’t say it’s a respectable one, but it’s a strategy nonetheless.”

“Does anything you see right now look even remotely sane to you?” Decras asked.

Renewal turned back to the screen. Audren was stumbling around, swinging his axe, and shouting obscenities at nothing. Revin sat on a rock about a hundred feet away from him, his chin resting in his palm and a bored expression on his face.

He hadn’t moved once from that spot. Not once had Audren actually spoken to his real form, and the answer was the very same one that Revin had been pushing Audren to take. Revin’s domain was out—and in full force.

Invisible energy wove out from him in a huge globe, working into every single thing around him. Revin hadn’t ever pulled his domain back. He was strolling around with it practically pouring out power at such an intense wavelength that a lesser mage wouldn’t have even noticed it—but Garina certainly should have.

“Garina is choosing to ignore him?” Renewal asked, her eyebrows lifting. “She made an exception?”

“It’s not that Garina chose to make an exception,” Decras said. “She didn’t have a choice. Revin has long since twisted himself into something that he should not be. Just like Noah to you, Revin is my own experiment gone awry. One that may bear fruit one day, but for the time being, does nothing but annoy me.”

“All of your Apostles have some of your energy,” Renewal said with a shrug. “That’s not really that much of a surprise.”

“You don’t understand.” Decras shook his head. “Yes, the Apostles have some of my power—but Revin doesn’t. Not anymore.”

Audren’s eyes went wide. He doubled over, coughing violently and clutching at something invisible in his chest.

“Revin got rid of the magic you gave him?” Renewal blinked in surprise. It was rare to find a mortal that would actually throw power away in exchange for freedom, but there was a lot to respect there. “That’s actually quite interesting.”

Audren spun, running in the opposite direction as fast as he could without drawing enough power to pull Garina’s attention.

“Revin didn’t get rid of it,” Decras said, as if the words were bitter in his mouth.

Renewal pulled her eyes away from Audren, frowning. “What are you talking about?”

“The magic. He didn’t get rid of it.”

“What did he do, then?”

“The annoying bastard consumed it.”


Chapter Nine



Revin slung his scythe back over his shoulder and sank into the shadow of the rock he stood beside, disappearing and leaving the grassy plain silent. Renewal struggled to keep a laugh from bursting out from her mouth.

“Decras?”

“What?” Decras asked irritably.

“Your Apostle kind of sucks. That was pathetic.”

“Don’t pretend like anyone from your church would be any better,” Decras said with a grunt. He stole a chocolate from the bowl before Renewal could stop him. “Damn it. I can’t tell if I like watching Revin or get fed up with his constant interference.”

“Don’t you think we should be at least a little bit concerned that our experiments have found each other?” Renewal asked, the smile fading from her face.

“Experiments? Don’t group that little thief in with Revin,” Decras said with a scoff. “He’s not an experiment. He just stole some runes.”

“Right,” Renewal said dryly. “Well, whatever he is, he’s working together with Revin.”

“Doubt it. Revin doesn’t work together with anyone. Not anymore. The thief just managed to catch his attention for a little while. I wouldn’t concern yourself about it because that’s not going to last long.”

“You sound really certain of that,” Renewal observed, waving her hand and dismissing the image as she turned to face Decras. “What if it does?”

“Bah. It’ll be fine. What are you worried about?” Decras asked, leaning forward and bracing his arms against his knees. “Do you think they’re going to form a union or something?”

Renewal blinked. “A union? You think they’ll get married? They’d better not. Noah and Moxie go together too perfectly.”

“What? No.” Decras let out an exasperated sigh. “The mortals of some other planets have unions where they all get together to try and get more rights for themselves against their masters. Forget it. Either way, Revin is just mildly interested. Even if it was more, they’re mortals. We don’t have anything to fear.”

“I’m not sure fear would even be the right word,” Renewal said. “I’m not scared of Noah. Even if he managed to ascend to godhood, I don’t think he’d actually be a threat. More like an ally. His goals will align with ours.”

“Hold on,” Decras said, his eyes widening as he matched Renewal’s posture. “You think that he’s going to make it to godhood? Someone from that shitty little planet? They understand absolutely nothing, and there are millions of people with more potential than average.”

“He has our runes.”

“The Apostles have had my runes for centuries. Fat load of good it’s done for most of them.”

“That’s because you gave it,” Renewal said. “Noah took his, and he’s changed them. He’s changed yours too.”

“Just like Revin,” Decras muttered, his eyes narrowing. “Fine. Perhaps he makes it to godhood. Do you really think the first thing he did wouldn’t be to come after the rest of the power he’s taken? I say we kill him the instant he ascends.”

Renewal tilted her head to the side. “It’s hard to say. He’s certainly power-hungry when the time comes, but his concern is more about his friends than it is about himself. I don’t think he’d go picking fights that they won’t all survive. A new god isn’t going to be able to defeat us.”

“You’re only saying that because you’re attached.”

“If you truly wanted to kill him, you’d have already done it yourself,” Renewal pointed out. She crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow. “You’ve always skirted the rules, Decras. This wouldn’t have been any different. You were secretly happy when Revin showed up, weren’t you? You’re having just as much fun with this as I am, even if you’re too cocky to admit it.”

“Your head is full of delusion and pink fluff.”

“And yours wishes it was. Better to be honest and have fun than to keep being stuffy,” Renewal said. “Why do you think the other gods don’t even so much as say hi to you? They’d be friendlier if you stopped being such a dick.”

“I have no need for worthless people. The majority of the other gods in our area of the universe barely scraped their ways to godhood and care for nothing but telling each other how great they are.”

Renewal cleared her throat. Decras wasn’t exactly wrong. It was hard to believe how much more enjoyable his company was than that of the other gods, especially given how much of a prick he was.

“Okay, I’ll give you that,” Renewal said. “But I still think that you could stay true to yourself without using fighting as your main excuse to see people.”

“Fighting is what makes us grow.”

“So is deep conversation.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” Decras said through a yawn. “Turn the spell back on. Do you think Noah is doing anything interesting?”

Renewal flicked her hand, and the image bloomed, shifting to Moxie’s room. Her eyes widened, and she hurriedly waved it away, banishing the spell before it could even fully take form.

“Maybe we can look at other people for now,” Renewal suggested, coughing into her fist.

“That might be a wise idea,” Decras said. “What about some of his students?”

“His students?” Renewal tilted her head to the side and raised an eyebrow as the embarrassment faded from her cheeks. “That’s the first time you’ve shown even the slightest amount of interest in them. Which one?”

“The crippled one,” Decras said. “She’s taken to the fundamentals of runes better than most. In any normal circumstances, it wouldn’t even matter. She’d have no chance of making it past Rank 3 because of those Body Runes… but Noah changes things.”

“Aha! You used his name again!”

“Make up your mind on what you want me to do,” Decras snapped.

“I—Ah. Well, I suppose that’s a fair request,” Renewal said with a frown. “Fine. Sorry. Let’s take a look at Alexandra, then. She’s got some spirit to her. I’m personally looking forward to how she deals with the members of that little club Noah’s group joined. There are some decent mages in there—for their rank, at least.”

“I hope she kills them.”

“The solution to everything does not have to be killing.”

“I still hope she kills them.”
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Alexandra lowered her sword and opened her eyes, letting the outside world slip back into awareness. The sun had traced through the sky overhead—it had been hours since she’d started practicing for the day.

Not enough. I feel like I’m so close, but I’m still not there. When I was fighting with Gero, I think I had it for a moment. But no matter what I do while training, I just can’t recapture whatever it was that I did there.

Maybe I should go find Isabel and see if she wants to spar.

Alexandra sheathed her sword and headed out of the small dirt circle that had been serving as her training area. It was just a short walk back to her dormitory, where she quickly rinsed off before setting off to Isabel and Todd’s room.

She only made it down a single turn in the corridor before having to jump back, having nearly walked straight into Todd.

“Whoa,” Todd said. “Sorry. Didn’t see you there, Alexandra. I was just going to try and find you.”

“We must have had the same idea. Is Isabel busy? I was hoping to do some sparring with her.”

“She’s out training somewhere, actually,” Todd said. “She just headed out thirty minutes or so ago, so I don’t think she’s going to be back anytime soon.”

“Ah, damn it,” Alexandra said with a frown. “Maybe I should ask Vermil, then. I’ve been stuck on this for too long. I need to advance already.”

“That’s actually why I came looking for you,” Todd said. “You’ve been working on your pattern a lot, right?”

“Yeah,” Alexandra said with a nod. “I was making great progress at first, but it feels like I’ve hit a wall. No matter what I do, I don’t get better. It feels like I understand the pattern perfectly, but I logically know I don’t. I’m missing something, and I don’t know what it is. What about you? Have you been having any luck with your pattern?”

“Some,” Todd said. “I’m honestly not sure if I’m headed down the right path with it. That’s why I was going to look for you. I’d ask the professor, but I don’t want to wait until next class.”

I suppose it can’t hurt. Maybe I’ll find what’s wrong if I have to explain it to someone else.

“I can try,” Alexandra said.

“Awesome! Thank you,” Todd said, turning and heading back down the hall toward his rooms with Alexandra at his side. He pulled a bracelet out of his pocket as they walked, running a thumb along the runes carved into its surface. “I’ve been trying to figure out exactly what my pattern is, you know?”

“Wait, you don’t know?” Alexandra asked, blinking in surprise as they reached the door, and Todd pushed it open. “How can you practice if you don’t know your pattern?”

“Well, that’s the problem.” Todd waved Alexandra over to Isabel’s chair, then sat down in his own and rocked onto its back legs. “Your pattern is like a single thing, right?”

“I’m trying to embody the changing nature of wind.”

“Right. A single thing. I’m trying to improve my imbuing,” Todd said, nodding to the band in his hands. “But that can’t just be ‘embody fire’ or whatever. It needs to be a conceptual understanding. But how do you summarize understanding Imbuements as a whole? I don’t want to just figure out how to make better fire Imbuements or the like. I want to improve my imbuing overall, but I can’t just make my pattern by being better.”

“That is a problem,” Alexandra admitted. “I didn’t really think about trying to expand a pattern to such a large concept. Are you certain it’s even possible?”

“I’m not sure. Vermil said it was promising, and he obviously knows what he’s talking about. The problem is that he doesn’t know imbuing that well. Of the group, I’m the one that knows it the best.”

Todd’s tone made it clear that he wasn’t bragging. He was just being completely honest. It felt a bit odd for a student to claim they were better than their teacher at anything, but everything about Vermil’s class was strange.

“Is it possible you’re too deep?” Alexandra asked after thinking for a few moments.

“Deep? What do you mean?”

“Well, the more you know about a subject, the further you enter it,” Alexandra said. She tapped the sword at her side. “Like swordsmanship, for example. It’s much more than just swinging a blade around. It’s the mindset, the footwork, everything around you.”

“Right, that makes sense. But what does that have to do with patterns or imbuing?”

“Have you ever focused so hard on a problem that you’ve been stuck on for ages, but then someone who knows absolutely nothing about it walks over and gives you the answer almost by accident?”

Todd’s brow furrowed, and he gave her a slow nod. “Yeah. All the time, actually.”

“Maybe it’s that. You could be trying to get so deep into Imbuements that you’re focusing on them instead of the pattern. Have you considered toning it back instead of pushing further?”

Todd tapped his foot on the ground, chewing his lower lip. “Huh. That’s a really good idea, actually. Easier said than done, but it gives me something to work with. Damn. Now I feel stupid.”

“Having an outside perspective can help.”

“True,” Todd agreed. “Is that why you were looking for Isabel? Maybe I can help in her place.”

“I was going to try to spar with her.”

“Ah. Well, I can do that.”

Alexandra gave Todd a doubtful look. “You can use a sword?”

“Barely. I’m worse than she is. But why are you only fighting someone with a sword? Didn’t you say your pattern was wind? That has nothing to do with your sword. You’re just using it as a way to express the wind.”

Alexandra blinked. Then her eye twitched. Todd burst into laughter.

“You did the same shit you just told me about, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Alexandra muttered, but she couldn’t stay distracted for long with the building excitement. Todd was right, and now that she knew, it was so obvious that it was painful. She’d figured out how to embody wind with her sword, but her pattern had to be far more than just swordplay. “In that case, I’ll take you up on your offer. Can we spar hand to hand?”

“With pleasure,” Todd said with a grin. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Ten



Noah headed out of Moxie’s room early in the morning, adjusting his jacket and combing his hair out of the way as he headed down the hall. His grimoire was slung over a shoulder, and the large book thumped against his back with every step.

He’d been slightly waylaid after he’d woken up, but he was determined to find Tim and repair his runes before the day was over. The only question was if Tim would be back in the tower by the time he got there and—if he was—how Noah would be able to justify what he could do.

I wish there was a way I could do this without revealing the existence of Sunder. Actually, what happens if I knock him out while we’re in his soul space? Or, what if I knock him out before the Mind Meld’s potions take effect?

That kind of feels like assault with extra steps, though. Damn. Maybe Tim will give me permission to bludgeon him with a heavy object. That would make it fine.

Noah arrived at the base of the transport cannon a short while later. There was a small line built up at it, which was a good sign as to Tim’s whereabouts. After a few minutes of waiting in line, he found himself standing on the lift as it rattled up to the top floor.

Tim sat at his desk, stroking his beard and reading a book as Noah arrived. He glanced up, the skin around his eyes crinkling as he smiled. “Vermil! What brings you here? I don’t see your students.”

“I’m here to see you, actually,” Noah said. “I heard about what happened yesterday.”

Tim’s smile faded, and he nodded. “Yes. It could have been a horrible thing. I was relieved to hear that they were all safe, but I heard that speaking about it was a bad idea. The person responsible may have had some dangerous ties.”

“Yeah. Don’t worry, that’s not why I’m here,” Noah said. “Not specifically, at least.”

“Oh? Headed somewhere, then?”

“Not that either,” Noah said. He glanced through the window. The majority of the line had already gone through the transport cannon, but there were still a few more people waiting. “Do you think you’ve got a little while? About half an hour or so?”

“I suppose so,” Tim said. “Let me just handle the rest of the crowd, and then I’ll shut down for a little while.”

“Thanks,” Noah said, moving to stand in the corner of the room. The lift rattled back down, and Noah waited as Tim spent the next few minutes sending everyone off to a variety of different areas.

Once he’d finished and the line had dried up, Tim pulled a lever at the corner of his panel and pressed his hand against the desk. A small wave of energy ran throughout it, racing through Imbuements. The lift rattled up, locking in place at the top floor.

“All closed up for the time being,” Tim said, sitting back down. “I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to help, but I’d be glad to hear what I can do for you.”

“It’s more the other way around,” Noah said. “Some time ago, you told me about how you ended up here.”

“Did I?” Tim asked, rubbing the back of his neck. “My memory isn’t what it used to be, but I suppose I must have. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, you mentioned that you landed this job because your runes weren’t good enough to let you advance, right?”

Tim grunted. “Yeah, but I haven’t been beaten up about that for years. You learn to deal with your lot in life as you get older.”

Noah reached into his bag and pulled out a Mind Meld Potion, setting it on the counter. Tim tilted his head to the side, studying the vial with a confused look. “Is this alcohol? It’s quite… shimmery.”

“No,” Noah said with a laugh. “It’s a potion. One that’ll make it easier for us to speak privately.”

“Alcohol does the same thing when you use enough of it,” Tim said with a cackle. He pulled the wax seal off the top of the potion and sniffed at it, then shrugged before draining his half.

Noah took the bottle and removed the other seal, draining the rest of the bottle before returning it to the table.

“Stay sitting,” Noah said. “You might feel a bit dizzy.”

Even as Tim nodded, a buzz enveloped Noah’s mind. He quickly lowered himself to lean against the wall, keeping one hand on his grimoire as the potion yanked him out of his mind and into Tim’s.

When Noah’s eyes opened once again, he found himself standing on a plain, grassy hill. Seven runes floated in the air around him, and Noah wasn’t surprised to find that they were all horrendously bad.

They were all Rank 2, and even though they’d been filled, Noah could tell that not only were their constituents probably horrible, but they’d been combined rather poorly as well. But despite that, the hill was probably one of the most hospitable souls that Noah had been to.

Gentle rays of sunlight warmed his back, and a brilliant blue sky rose overhead. Tim stood at the top of the hill, looking around in surprise.

“Is this a Mind Meld Potion?” Tim asked. “I’ve never used one before, but it appears that we’ve entered my soul.”

“Yeah,” Noah said. “You drank that without realizing what it was? I thought you were joking.”

“I’m afraid not,” Tim said with a laugh. “I’m much too old to care about what gets put in front of me now. I doubt poison is going to kill me much faster than anything else, and I can’t imagine you’d try to poison me anyway. So, what is it that you wanted to talk about?”

“This,” Noah replied, gesturing vaguely around himself. “But first, I’m going to need a promise from you. Everything that I say and do here needs to stay between us. Nobody can ever find out what happened.”

Tim’s smile faded as he took in the intensity in Noah’s voice. “This sounds serious.”

“Incredibly so,” Noah said. “And it’s dangerous enough to get all of us killed if the wrong person finds out.”

“Do you want a Rune Oath?” Tim asked.

Noah almost refused on the spot but paused to think for a moment. He did trust Tim, but as kind as the old man was, the information he was about to share had dire consequences. If anyone stronger than him found out about Sunder, infinite lives would do nothing for him. They’d torture him until he gave them the rune or imprison him for its powers.

Except making an oath here really doesn’t even do that much to solve the actual problem. The only thing it helps is if Tim was going to rat me out intentionally, and I don’t think he’s got any plans to ever do something like that. It’s more likely that someone figures out he knows something and tries to get information from him forcefully. A Rune Oath would do nothing there. Either Tim says nothing or his runes get shattered and he tells them anyway. But therein lies the problem with Rune Oaths. If I made it so strong that it killed Tim if he broke it, he might just get killed and give my information away anyway.

“No,” Noah said. “I don’t want a Rune Oath. They’re flawed tools. I will take a normal promise, though.”

“I can do that. I swear I’ll keep anything you tell me to myself, no matter what happens or who it involves.” Tim paused for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Unless it brings danger to a student. I take my job as a worker at Arbitage very seriously. If you’ve got an issue with any students, it may be best that you do not tell me.”

Noah smiled, even more confident that he’d made the right choice. “I’ve got nothing like that. This is entirely about you, Tim.”

“Now I feel like I’ve done something wrong.” Tim laughed. “Just tell me, would you? What is this about?””

“Your runes.”

A flicker of shame passed over Tim’s features as he looked out at the poorly constructed runes circling them. “Ah, yes. They’re not much to look at, are they?”

“No,” Noah admitted honestly. “But that’s why I’m here. I can help you fix them.”

Tim coughed into a fist, hiding a smile. “That’s very kind of you, Vermil. I’ve had the offer before, but I appreciate it every time. Unfortunately, I can’t accept. No matter how much I would be thrilled to repair some of the damage my younger self did to me, it’s impossible. At my age, the soul damage would tear me apart.”

“I can circumvent that,” Noah said. “I have a way to handle the soul damage, and I have runes as well. Not an infinite supply, but I have a lot of the basic ones. Even though you’ll probably get sent back to Rank 1, I can give you another chance at this.”

Tim lowered his hand, narrowing his eyes in confusion. “I’m sorry? You’ve found a potion that’ll heal soul damage?”

“Err… something like that,” Noah said. “And a way to remove the runes from your soul without being too invasive. It’s safe, so long as you actually want me to do it.”

“This isn’t a joke, is it?” Tim asked.

“Not at all. I’m completely serious. Just say the word. I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle everything at once, but I can do a lot of it.”

“Just like that?” Tim stared at Noah, letting his hands drop by his sides. “How?”

“I think we should probably focus more on if you want it or not,” Noah said. “The exact details are… well, I’d prefer to keep them as close to my chest as possible. It won’t be relevant to its effectiveness, though. I’d be willing to show you with a single rune if you’d feel safer that way.”

“I—No, I don’t doubt you,” Tim said hurriedly, shaking his head. “I just—well, it’s hard to believe. You’re claiming the impossible, Professor Vermil. Nobody can remove runes without soul damage. If you’ve gotten a potion that lets you do that, is it really wise to waste it on me? It would be worth millions. Maybe more. You could retire for the rest of your life and never worry about another thing.”

“Sounds boring,” Noah said. “If I was going to sell it, I would have. It’s up to you. Don’t feel pressured if you aren’t comfortable with it, but the offer is there.”

Tim swallowed. “Show me.”

“What kind of rune did you want?” Noah asked. “I may not have it, so I’d have to go get my hands on it.”

“Er… an Earth Rune, perhaps?” Tim asked hesitantly, still sounding like he couldn’t tell if Noah was playing with him or not.

“Ah. That, I can do,” Noah said. This had been a long time coming, and he was eager to get started. “Ah… could you turn around? The less you see, the better.”

Tim turned to face away from Noah. “Is this fine?”

“Perfect. Just stay there for a minute.” He cracked his knuckles. “Let’s get you fixed up, shall we?”


Chapter Eleven



Noah extended his senses to the grimoire pressed against his hand in the outside world, sending it a mental request for an Earth Rune. He knew he’d gotten a fair number of them from all the monsters he’d killed during vacation with Moxie and Lee, but he wanted to make sure the book hadn’t decided to eat any of them before he started cutting anything of Tim’s up.

Fortunately, the book responded, albeit reluctantly. Energy gathered at Noah’s palm, and he traced his hand through the air, forming a Rank 2 True Earth Rune in the air before him. It only took a few moments for him to create the relatively simple rune.

It was roughly half full, and though Noah couldn’t remember the exact amount the rune had been filled when he’d put it into the book, he was pretty sure it was less than what it had now—though not by much.

The book seemed to like taking the energy from the runes and distributing it among them. As to why, Noah still hadn’t managed to find out. The artifact was clearly far more than just a storage item.

Perhaps it just liked screwing with his runes, or maybe there was some purpose to what it did. For the moment, all that mattered was that he had the rune that Tim needed. Noah turned his attention to Tim’s existing runes.

Tim already had an Earth-based rune that he’d pulled closer for Noah to work on while he’d been drawing the True Earth Rune. The mere sight of Tim’s rune made Noah grimace. There was no word to describe it but horrendous.

Shattered Craggy Earth – Rank 2

Part of Noah was surprised that the rune was even holding itself together. He wasn’t sure he’d seen such a poorly crafted rune before. Not all of Tim’s runes were this awful, though most weren’t much better, but this one seemed like a great spot to start the repairs to Tim’s soul.

After one more glance to make sure that Tim wasn’t watching, Noah called on Sunder. He didn’t want to wait around with an extra rune in Tim’s soul for long. With how weak his runes were, there was a good chance his soul wouldn’t be able to safely contain an extra high-quality Rank 2 rune without a lot of undue stress.

Noah carved his hand downward, and a streak of black light carved down the center of Tim’s pathetic rune. It shattered instantly, a tiny sputter of wispy energy rising up from its remains. Seven Rank 1 runes spread apart.

The ground beneath Noah’s feet bucked, and he stumbled as a thick white crack split through the grass just a short distance from him, pouring glowing light into Tim’s soul. Behind him, Tim let out a wheeze of pain and stumbled, falling to his knees.

Holy shit. His soul is so weak that even Sunder’s much more surgical removal still managed to damage it?

Noah hurriedly released Sunder and summoned the Fragment of Renewal. The crack in the ground was massive—far larger than anything Noah felt was remotely safe to let stick around.

Gentle pink smoke poured out of his palms, infusing itself into the crack. The damage started to knit itself immediately. To Noah’s relief, the weakness of Tim’s soul worked to his advantage instead of his detriment.

Because of how little soul there was to heal, the Fragment of Renewal worked at a remarkable speed. It knitted around the damage, pulling the grassy field back together and sealing over the white light in just a few seconds.

Now that the damage was averted, Noah turned to the seven Rank 1 runes that had come out of the one he’d just destroyed. They were still part of Tim’s soul, but they were going to cause trouble if he left them floating around—Tim didn’t have a large enough soul to store too many extra runes.

Also, it might be wise to avoid letting him know exactly how I took his rune out. If he sees seven Rank 1s, he might be able to realize that I’m not just changing runes, but I’m splitting them apart.

Noah extended his senses to the seven Rank 1 runes. They shuddered at his mental touch. Their connection to him felt weak and feeble. Noah paused, a thought striking his head. The remains of the Fragment of Renewal’s energy were still twisting within Tim’s mind, leaving him room to do a little extra work.

Cutting the original rune with Sunder must destabilize them. I think I can just…

Noah summoned the runes to him, then pressed his hand to the first one. He felt the grimoire warm against his touch in the real world. There was a soft pop, and the rune disappeared. The grimoire had eaten it through Noah.

Tim didn’t seem to be too pained by the theft, so Noah did the same to the rest of the Rank 1s. The grimoire sent Noah a warm, satisfied feeling of approval. Something told him that none of the Rank 1 runes had survived the trip out of Tim’s mind.

Whatever. I need to feed it anyway, and those weren’t particularly important.

Several small cracks formed in the grass from the removal of the already-destabilized runes, but the remaining energy from the Fragment of Renewal handled them before they could go anywhere.

“Tim,” Noah called. “You can turn around.”

Tim spun, his eyes going wide as he saw the Rank 2 rune floating before Noah. His eyes darted around his mindspace, searching for any traces of his original rune, but they were gone.

“I—How?” Tim stammered.

“Worry about drawing this first,” Noah suggested, sending the Rank 2 rune toward Tim. He tried to keep the smug grin from his face, but he wasn’t so sure he’d succeeded. The expression of delighted disbelief on Tim’s face was difficult to ignore.

Tim hurried to comply. He placed a hand on the rune, then started tracing it with his other. It took him a lot longer than it would have taken Noah, but Noah had more experience drawing runes than most people.

Tim managed to get the Rank 2 rune secured in his soul after about two minutes of work. His hand dropped in relief, his eyes sparkling as the new rune drifted back through the air, joining the rotation of the other six.

“I can’t believe it,” Tim muttered, swallowing heavily as he turned to watch the rune’s slow flight through the air. “I never thought…” He trailed off, not even able to finish his sentence. Shaking his head, Tim looked back to Noah. “Thank you. I don’t know why you did this, but I never thought I’d have such a nice rune. I’ll cherish it. With this, I may actually have a chance of pushing to Rank 3.”

“What, with the rest of what you’ve got here?” Noah’s eyes widened as he gestured to the other runes around them. “We still need to get you six more, Tim. One good one isn’t going to do you any good. Even if you managed to cobble this into a Rank 3, it would be terrible.”

“You can fix my other runes?” Tim asked, his mouth hanging agape. “All of them?”

“Well, yes. Why would I just fix one and leave it at that?”

“I just didn’t think…”

“Don’t think,” Noah suggested with a grin. “The less you think about what I’m doing here, the better it will be for the both of us. The best way you can thank me is to completely forget that I’m the one who helped you at all. Just think of this as the universe paying you back for your kindness.”

Tim chewed his lower lip, clearly uncomfortable with all the help Noah was giving him. It wasn’t like he could refuse—Noah wasn’t just offering him power. The stronger runes would expand his lifespan and open up countless opportunities. New runes were quite literally a new lease on life.

Finally, Tim nodded. “I don’t know if I can forget it completely, but I can assure you that not a word of anything that happened here will ever so much as grace my thoughts. It will be banished to the deepest recesses of my memory, and I will die twice before I speak of it.”

“Or live once,” Noah offered. “I’m not doing all this shit so you can get yourself killed.”

Tim let out a laugh. “I think I can do that, Professor Vermil. Are you…”

“Going to do the rest now?” Noah finished. “No. I’d like to, but your soul is really fragile. It wouldn’t be able to handle more modifications today. We’ll have to come back to it tomorrow, or on whatever day you’ve got some time.”

“I’d make time in the middle of the night if that was what it took,” Tim said with a bark of laughter. “Whenever you can slot me in will be perfect. It’s not like I have a very busy schedule. It’s just me and the transport cannon.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Noah said. He’d have to get another Mind Meld Potion, as he was keeping the extra one he’d bought for Lee in case her rune became too problematic and he had to Sunder it for her safety. “We’ve got a little more time before the potion wears off, so you might as well get used to your new rune.”

Tim didn’t need to be told twice. Energy curled around his hands as he called on the True Earth Rune, and Noah couldn’t help but smile as he watched the old man play with the magic like a child that had just gotten a new toy.

It’s strange how much a Rank 2 rune has changed for me. There would have been a time when getting one would have been an enormous change. Now, I can harvest them at will with almost no effort.

I hope Tim’s future combinations are much better once I get him all fixed up. It would be a shame if he ended up having a bad Rank 3 combination. I’ll talk to him a bit about combination theory after I replace all his runes so he can avoid that.

If Noah was honest with himself, Tim’s situation sat poorly with him. The man was clearly hard-working—he basically never left the transport cannon and always kept it running. An attitude like that should have served him well in school.

He was failed. His teachers should have ensured that he had the tools to succeed, but they didn’t because he wasn’t a noble. And because he wasn’t a noble, he wasn’t able to get good runes either. Compound that with no guidance on combinations, and it’s no wonder he got stuck at Rank 2.

How many other people are like this? It’s such an enormous waste. The noble houses are literally crippling everyone by suppressing information and runes just for the sake of keeping their power.

Noah wasn’t sure if there was anything he could do about it. Squaring up against every noble house sounded like a great way to get his students killed. And if Noah was honest with himself, he didn’t properly care about anyone other than the people close to him.

I’m not putting any of their lives at risk for someone I don’t know. It’s just not worth it. But one day, it would be nice to find a way to help everyone who deserves it. Just… not at the cost of anyone’s safety.

Noah sat as Tim tested his new rune, waiting out the rest of the Mind Meld Potion’s time until he felt a buzz building in the back of his head.

“That’s time,” Noah said, rising to his feet. “As more of your runes get repaired, we should be able to fix them faster. I’d say this should only take two or three more sessions.”

“Thank you,” Tim said. “I’ll make time whenever you’re ready, but don’t feel pressured. I’m sure you’re a busy man.”

Noah nodded, and the buzzing intensified. His soul slipped out of Tim’s and into a sea of darkness as it shot back toward its proper body.


Chapter Twelve



Like Noah had requested, Tim didn’t mention a word of what had happened the moment they both awoke in the outside world. Noah rose to his feet and helped Tim up. The old man stared at his hand for a second, then finally nodded to Noah.

That was all he had to say. Noah returned the nod and stepped onto the lift. The floor bucked beneath him, and the chain rattled as the platform lowered. Light flickered in the room above him as Tim reactivated the transport cannon.

Even after everything that happened, it didn’t look like Tim had any plans to take a break. Noah suppressed a laugh. The lift reached the top of the stairwell, and he stepped out, heading for Building T.

It felt like a large weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He’d been telling himself that he’d fix Tim’s runes for nearly as long as he’d been at Arbitage. It wasn’t like he couldn’t have done it before, but the risk had just been too significant.

The wait had likely helped Tim in the long run. Only recently had Noah gotten enough runes in his grimoire to really be able to hand them out. Before, he’d have had to seek out the runes Tim wanted after confirming that Tim wanted help.

That’s not to say I’ve got an infinite number of runes. I still need to get more. A lot more. And not just for other people. I’ve been at Rank 4 for a little bit now. I’m starting to get pretty used to Natural Disaster.

It should be just about time to figure out what I should get for my next Rank 4 rune. Something that synergizes with it—that’s a no-brainer. The problem is what. I still feel like working some Space Magic into whatever I’m doing would be clever. Being able to teleport is insanely useful. Brayden showed me that much.

Noah arrived at the entrance of Building T and paused at the steps. A frown crossed his lips, and he tilted his head to the side.

Huh. Speaking of Brayden, I wonder where he is. Didn’t Lee say that he would be out last night? I guess he had other things to do than come straight to us. It would have been odd if he showed up in the middle of the night.

Noah headed inside. He hadn’t spoken to Brayden in person since he’d revealed that he wasn’t actually his brother. The fact that Brayden hadn’t cut them off forever had been a huge surprise. He hadn’t thought there was all that much he cared about in this world. That hadn’t been true.

Brayden had proven to be a true friend, and losing him would have hurt. But now that he was somewhere in the area, Noah wasn’t sure what to feel. They couldn’t just pick things up the way they were.

I suppose I could try to tell him the rest of the story. I think I can trust him enough for that. This is probably going to be awkward either way. Oh well. Nothing I can do about it but deal with things when the time comes.

Moxie was alone in the room when Noah got back. She was hunched over her desk with a book open in one hand and a quill in the other. It scratched furiously against the paper as she copied something down. Noah closed the door behind him with a soft click to avoid distracting her.

He craned his neck back to check the ceiling for Lee. The rafters were, however, devoid of demon. The open window was a strong indication that she’d yet to return from her nightly adventures.

Noah walked up behind Moxie and waited until the quill stopped, leaning in to wrap his arms around her. She pressed her head against his.

“How’d things go with Tim?” Moxie asked as she set the quill down in its holder.

“Really well. His soul is completely screwed,” Noah said. “I was only able to modify one rune before I had to use the Fragment of Renewal to keep him from splitting apart. That was the worst soul damage I’ve seen from such a little change—not counting Lee, that is.”

“I suppose it makes sense if his runes are really that bad,” Moxie said. “The soul expands if there’s a lot of pressure within it. If there isn’t, then it’s only logical that it shrinks. He’s pretty old, and his runes are awful. That’s not conducive to having a very healthy soul.”

“Yeah. Either way, I think it should start going more smoothly soon. I gave him a True Earth Rune. Next time, we’ll have to figure out exactly what it is he’d like to do in the future. I might have to get specific runes if I don’t have what he needs.”

“By hunting?”

“Maybe. Maybe a class trip,” Noah said. “I need to get more runes either way. I bet the students would all like to start getting more of their own as well.”

“That’s a good idea. They’ve been fighting each other a lot recently. It would be nice to see how far they’ve grown with some hunting. Maybe we can work it in between advanced track meetings—whenever those normally are.”

“I figure Ulya or someone else will roll up soon enough to tell us,” Noah said. “It feels like they’ll probably meet in the evenings or have announced events. I’m sure we’ll get more than enough warning. Nobody is just sitting around and waiting for them to show up.”

“Yeah. I’m more expecting a letter, but I digress.” Moxie picked up the paper she’d been working on and touched the ink to make sure it was dry. She tucked the paper into the pages of the book and closed it.

Noah let go of Moxie and stepped back as she rose to her feet. “I saw Todd and Alexandra sparring early this morning when I was heading back after doing some training with Isabel and Emily.”

“Oh?” Noah asked. “I take it something was out of the ordinary?”

“Well, I don’t know if I’d say it was out of the ordinary. They’re both quite talented. But Alexandra was fighting without her sword, and it looked like Todd was holding his own. It was pretty clear Alexandra was keeping her power limited to his level since she’s a whole rank up on him, but still.”

“Huh,” Noah said. “Was it just hand-to-hand combat?”

“No. I think they were trying to use patterns,” Moxie said. “Alexandra definitely was. Todd was using his bracers. But considering his pattern has to do with imbuing, I suspect that he was doing the same.”

“And?” Noah asked. “How’d it seem like they were doing?”

“You’ll have to see for yourself, but I think it might be time to move them to the next stage of what you’re teaching.” Moxie shook her head and smiled. “Alexandra definitely has it down. I felt like I was watching a butterfly fight. And considering Todd wasn’t completely getting crushed, I think he’s brought himself close to her level.”

“Speaking of patterns, how’s yours doing?” Noah asked. “I haven’t had time to see how you’ve been progressing there recently. Have you been having any luck?”

“A lot,” Moxie said. “I had to adjust my angle a little bit to understand it better. I think some of my sparring sessions with Isabel actually helped.”

“Isabel? Really?” Noah raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Her pattern is basically mounting pressure. I know it’s meant to be a landslide or the like, but it feels like she’s steadily growing more and more aggressive as fights lengthen. It gave me a lot of insight into the plants I was trying to focus on. Instead of just plants, I’ve been focusing on their growth. That seems to have gone a really long way.”

Noah considered her words for a moment. Growth seemed like a pretty solid pattern to focus on. It was definitely versatile. There were a lot of different ways he could see it being applied both in and out of a fight, and it meshed very well with her current runes.

“That seems to suit you really well,” Noah said. “And what of Lee? Do you happen to know if she’s been making progress?”

“If you count eating things as progress, then yes.”

Noah snorted. “I’m assuming she’s probably out terrorizing the local wildlife right now. If that includes eating it, then I assume it would technically count. You know, in some ways, Lee reminds me of James.”

Moxie squinted at Noah. “How? I don’t think I can think of a single similarity between them.”

“Their patterns. James’s pattern is literally doing nothing. Lee’s is stuffing her face. They’re both ridiculously outlandish and really feel like they shouldn’t work. And they do. James has already demonstrated he’s actually quite good at embodying his pattern. Lee… well, I have full faith in her. I don’t think she’s ever failed to do anything she set out to.”

“Okay, I see it now,” Moxie admitted. “To be honest, I think everyone in the class has really gotten a good handle on their abilities in recent days. And especially after the fight at the Windscorned Plateau, I think everyone is eager to get stronger. Do you think the students are ready to move on to the next step?”

“They very well might be. What about Emily? I remember she was having some trouble.”

“That was the next thing I was going to mention,” Moxie said with a wince. A note of disappointment intertwined with her words as she continued. “She is. She’s made great progress, don’t get me wrong, but she’s really fighting to catch up with the others. I wanted to ask if you could privately tutor her sometime today so she doesn’t fall too far behind. I’d do it myself, but… well, I don’t really understand enough to.”

“Are you sure Emily would want that?” Noah asked. “We’re at a point where I think we both understand each other, but I still don’t think Emily likes me much.”

Moxie snorted. “Emily doesn’t like anyone. Not externally, at least. She’s scared to show any feelings because of how the Torrins are. Connections are weakness when you aren’t strong enough to defend them. Trust me; she thinks rather well of you. If she didn’t, she’d be telling me how much she hated you every single time we met.”

“Noted,” Noah said with a laugh. “In that case, I can try to find her today and see what I can do. Maybe you can handle the normal class while I do that?”

“That would work,” Moxie said with a smile. “And speaking of which, we should probably head out to meet the kids. We’re probably late.”

Noah looked out the window and cursed. “Oh, shit. I forgot. I hope they don’t think class is canceled.”

Moxie grabbed the book with the paper that she’d been working on and stuck it under her arm. “Yeah. I know. Let’s go. If I had to guess, Lee is probably distracting them right about now.”

That was a sobering thought. Lee’s distractions were a tossup between mandatory stretching sessions or handing everyone half-eaten squirrels to snack on. They hurried out of the room and set off for the transport cannon to meet the kids before Lee could use the lack of supervision to traumatize anyone too badly.


Chapter Thirteen



Lee was indeed with the students. It seemed that she’d decided to attempt to further their practice of patterns through a demonstration of her own. That had spared them all of a session of stretching, though Noah suspected that the assortment of objects, both living and non-, that Lee had shoved into her mouth were having considerably less fun.

He and Moxie arrived just as Lee swallowed and somehow managed to make something around two or three pounds of food vanish down her gullet and disappear as if it had never been there. Todd gave her a hearty round of applause that drew looks from everyone else.

“What?” Todd asked as he lowered his hands and glanced around at the attention he was getting. “I’d rather she eat other things than decide to see what something more intelligent tastes like.”

That might be one of the smartest things you’ve ever said.

“Good to see everyone’s having fun,” Noah said. Everyone had been so focused on Lee that they hadn’t even noticed him or Moxie. They turned toward him in varying states of surprise, and Lee turned her gaze from a plump bird on the top of a nearby building. If the bird had any sort of guardian angel, Noah suspected that it had been the one hastening his steps.

“Fun’s certainly a word for it,” Emily said as she covered a laugh and turned into make sure Todd couldn’t see the flicker of a grin passing across her lips. “Do you think I could learn that pattern? If I could eat that much and not puff up like a ball of dough, I think I’d swap on the spot.”

“Yeah!” Lee said with a wide grin and a nod. “You definitely could. I’ll teach you.”

“I’m not so sure that particular pattern is going to work for anyone other than you,” Noah said with a laugh. As usual, Lee had covered for his ass. Nobody had so much as noticed that he was late.

Honestly, Lee is the absolute master of completely distracting people to the point where they don’t even realize they’re being distracted.

“No, you can definitely do it,” Lee told Emily with such confidence that Noah almost believed she knew what she was talking about. “You just have to build up to it. It’s like training your muscles. All you have to do is eat until you can’t eat anymore and then have some more after that.”

“That is not how you train your muscles,” Noah said, though Lee’s words did give him quite an insight into why her stretching sessions were the way that they were. “But I digress. We’ve got some work to get to, and, according to what Moxie has told me, you’re all just about ready to move on to the next step.”

Noah didn’t say what the next step was—he didn’t know who was in the area, but speaking in terms that a normal teacher would use was going to make it pretty hard for anyone other than his students to figure out exactly what it was that he meant.

Everyone’s eyes—other than Emily’s, whose eyes flicked to the side and broke contact with Noah’s as her face creased with a flash of concern—lit up. It looked like Moxie’s warning had been right. Emily didn’t feel like she’d progressed her pattern enough to take it any further.

No point making her suffer.

“But before we get around to that, we’ve got some slightly more mundane things that we’ll be working on,” Noah said, starting toward the transport cannon. Everyone fell in line behind him, and he continued to speak. “Moxie and Lee are going to lead some sparring and combat practice.”

A round of grimaces passed over the students’ faces—particularly those of Alexandra, James, and Todd. That was another one of Moxie’s theories proven correct. They were the furthest along in Formations and likely wanted more.

Well, James was probably disappointed because he was going to have to do actual work, but that was just James.

“Whoever shows the most improvement from the last time is going to get points in our competition,” Moxie added, and all of a sudden, there wasn’t a single person who looked even vaguely reluctant.

After a short walk up the transport cannon’s stairs and a ride up its elevator, the group reached the top. Tim’s face creased in a smile, and he raised a hand in greeting.

“Professor Vermil, Moxie. Good to see you and your students again. Have anything fun planned today?”

“Just some boring practice, that’s all,” Noah said with a shrug. Tim wasn’t acting even slightly differently than he normally did. That was what Noah had asked him to do. If anything, Noah was somewhat surprised to find that Tim was this good of a liar.

I guess he probably overhears a lot of stuff while working the transport cannon. It might take a degree of discretion to keep a job where you interact with so many different people.

“Of course, of course,” Tim said. “Well, where can I send you? Just give me the word.”

“Windscorned Plateaus, please,” Moxie said. Noah sent a quick glance over his shoulder at the students. The plateaus were definitely a good training area, but after what had happened just a few days ago, he wasn’t so sure either Emily or Alexandra would be keen on returning.

“It’s fine,” Alexandra said, catching Noah’s look. “We’re students, not children, Professor Vermil. We can handle going back to train in an area where something dangerous happened. It’s not like anyone died.”

The others nodded. It was pretty clear that Alexandra and Emily had let them know what had happened. Noah suppressed a smile and turned back to give the older man a nod. Tim set about adjusting the direction of the transport cannon.

The more the kids share with each other, the better. They’re in this together. It’s a relief to see that Alexandra is meshing better with them than I initially thought she would. The divide between her power and theirs is pretty significant, but I think their worries and goals are close enough that it doesn’t matter.

The transport cannon shuddered as the tube adjusted its angle and set in place. Tim raised his hands from the control panel and gave them an encouraging nod. “Go on, then. We’re all set.”

“Thanks, Tim.” Moxie headed over to the cannon and lay down in it. A moment later, she was gone. Lee followed her, and the rest of the students trailed. Noah was the last to lie down on the cannon’s cold metal surface.

“Have a good trip, Professor Vermil,” Tim said, raising a hand in farewell. Noah only had time to utter a single syllable of thanks before the cannon activated and he was gone in a streak of blue light.

He slammed down in the Windscorned Plateau just a few moments of mind-numbing travel later. The others had all already gathered themselves and were waiting patiently in a semicircle before him.

Noah adjusted his jacket. Despite his words just a few moments earlier, he glanced around the area to make sure there wasn’t anyone lying in wait for them. As far as he could tell, the plateaus were as plain and desolate as they normally were.

“Let’s go ahead and get started, then,” Noah said. “Lee, if you do any stretching, make sure to leave everyone with enough mobility to spar without falling on top of each other like two piles of wet noodles.”

“That’s the point of stretching, though.”

“Well, maybe a little stretching,” Noah said, much to the horror of everyone else. A grin pulled at the corners of his lips, and he held himself back from laughing. It wasn’t like he was going to be the one stretching. Lee would make a great distraction so that nobody was too focused on what he was⁠—

“I’ll make sure you catch up and get an extra stretching session later, since you’ll be missing this one,” Lee said.

Noah’s smile fell away. “Ah, right. Lovely.”

It was everyone else’s turn to grin. Noah just sighed and shook his head. “Emily, you’re up first. Let’s go see what you can do.”

A look of panic flashed across her face, and she sent a discreet glance at Moxie, who gave her a small nod of reassurance. It didn’t seem to do much. Emily swallowed and stepped away from the others. She walked over to join Noah and stood as stiff as a board by his side.

Noah drew his flying sword from its spot at his waist and tossed it to the ground. He got onto it first, and Emily, after a second of delay, stepped on behind him. She put her hands on his shoulders to keep her balance.

“Good luck. Call out if you need me for whatever reason,” Noah said. He nodded up to the plateau above them. “We won’t be far. Just at the top of that.”

“Sounds good,” Moxie replied. She glanced at Lee. The demon was practically vibrating with excitement at her side. Heaving a sigh, Moxie sat down. “Everyone else, find somewhere to sit. I’m going to give Lee a little while to get the stretching out of her system before she pops. I don’t want to hear any complaints. Just be glad I’m having her do this first so that we have an excuse to stop when we need to get to the rest of class.”

Noah activated the flying sword while the students moved to follow Moxie’s directions. Wind hummed through the air around his feet, and it lifted into the air. He waited for a moment to make sure that Emily had a good hold of him before taking the sword up and over to the plateau above.

He landed gently on the grass. A flicker of memory passed through his head at the thought of his old flying sword. As chaotic as it had been, landing it anywhere successfully had made him feel pretty accomplished.

“Magus Vermil, I—” Emily started.

“Magus Vermil?” Noah asked, aghast. “Why the hell are you being so formal? I’d get Professor, and I’m certainly not asking you to call me Teacherman, but Magus? Relax, Emily. Moxie talked to me. I’m not here to make you do something you aren’t comfortable with.”

The tension flooded out of Emily’s shoulders and escaped her lips in a relieved sigh. “Oh.”

“I’m here to help, you know,” Noah said. “I want all of you to succeed. If you’re struggling with something, you can find me after class or something. It’s not like you don’t know where to look.”

Emily shifted from foot to foot. Her gaze moved to land anywhere other than where she could see Noah. “I know. I just… I don’t know. I want to do it myself.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that, but you can’t brute-force everything.” Noah paused for a second and scrunched his nose. The moment the words came out of his lips was the moment that he was reminded that he had quite literally brute-forced everything he knew. “Actually, scratch that. I suppose you can brute-force everything. It’ll take way longer than asking for help, though. Why ignore resources when you have access to them?”

“I—Yeah. I guess you’re right,” Emily admitted reluctantly. “I just don’t like it.”

“That’s fine. For now, it doesn’t matter. Just show me where you are and what you’re having trouble with.”

Emily nodded. “Okay.”

She closed her eyes, and a look of concentration passed over her features. Noah crossed his arms and settled in to watch. He was confident that everyone had the ability to use a pattern. Emily was no exception. She was a bright, if slightly argumentative, student. That meant that the problem was probably something the others would run into at some point as well.

This should be enlightening.


Chapter Fourteen



“Ican attack you, right?” Emily asked, pausing to crack an eye open.

“Feel free,” Noah replied. “Whatever lets you demonstrate your pattern the best.”

Emily closed her eye again and nodded. She took another second to steady herself and drew a deep breath in through her nose. Letting it out through her mouth, her eyes snapped open, and she lunged forward.

Noah shifted to the side, dodging out of the way of her punch as it whistled past his face. She whirled and sent a hook kick flying at his head. It went wide as Noah leaned back. More attacks followed it in rapid fire succession.

Emily had definitely gotten down the chaotic aspects of a snowstorm. Feet, legs, and elbows mixed in a flurry of strikes. None of them connected. Part of that was because of Noah’s own experience—he’d been in too many fights to get caught off guard by Emily, who was considerably less experienced.

The frustration in Emily’s features built as she pushed herself even harder. Attacks came faster. But if anything, that only made the attack less effective. Emily was already avoiding targeted attacks because of her pattern, which seemed to embody the chaotic path of wind and snow in a storm.

Getting mad only made her blows even less accurate and easier to avoid. Noah dipped and stepped around the attacks. He paid careful attention to Emily’s movements and posture. The pattern she was using felt like it had potential. She just wasn’t bringing that potential out fully.

Noah caught Emily’s wrist as it shot for his face, then spun her around. She let out a yelp and stumbled, nearly completely losing her balance in surprise. She frowned as Noah let her go.

“What is it?” Emily asked. “I wasn’t done yet!”

“It’s fine, Emily. You were just going to exhaust yourself, and I think I already got a pretty good understanding of the problem,” Noah said.

Emily blinked. She let her hand drop and crossed her arms in front of her chest, the frustration clear in her features. “What is it? I’ve spent so much time trying to study the snow and ice. I mean, it wasn’t like there was an actual storm to look at, but I made small ones to look at. Why won’t it click for me?”

“I don’t know if I’d say it’s not clicking,” Noah replied. He held a finger up to forestall any more questions. From what he could see, the issue Emily was having had absolutely nothing to do with her understanding of her pattern.

If anything, she seemed to be quite on top of it. Moxie’s fears that Emily was on the wrong track were mercifully wrong. The problem seemed to be that Emily’s pattern was just so chaotic that it was difficult to be effective.

She was wasting an enormous amount of energy, and only a small portion of her attacks even had a chance of ever landing. It was basically a pattern that relied fully on overwhelming her opponent or getting a lucky strike in.

And you can only overwhelm an opponent that you’re evenly matched with or stronger than. Emily doesn’t need an ability that lets her win fights she should be able to win on her own. The pattern should be an edge that pushes her ahead.

“What is it?” Emily asked desperately, unable to contain herself any longer. “Can’t you tell me something? What am I doing wrong?”

“Nothing,” Noah replied. “That’s why this is difficult.”

“Nothing?” Emily stared at him in befuddlement. “Are you just trying to make me feel better or something? I can kind of match up against Isabel, but only just barely. Her pattern is so much better than mine. I have to be screwing something up.”

“I think the issue is with the pattern itself,” Noah said. He caught himself and coughed into a fist. “Sorry, that was poorly worded. It’s not that the pattern is bad or anything. It’s that I think you might be using it wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

Noah sat down on the grass and crossed his legs. After a second, Emily did the same. She stuck her arms out behind her and leaned back as she watched Noah with an expectant look.

“Let’s say you and Isabel were perfectly matched, okay?” Noah asked.

“We aren’t. She wins literally every fight that she tries in. She went easy on me a few times, but that was because she felt bad.”

“It’s a hypothetical.”

Emily shrugged. “Okay.”

“So, let’s say you each have 100 units of power to work with,” Noah said. “The power is perfectly equivalent, since no pattern should be better than another.”

Emily nodded for him to continue.

“When you and Isabel have a serious fight, you both use all your energy. Isabel spends all one hundred on attacks that are all intentionally directed to win the fight. That works for her because her pattern is concentrated into her sword and she’s focused on every individual attack as a portion of her pattern.”

“Yeah. It’s really strong.”

“Exactly,” Noah said. “But right now, your pattern spends energy attacking… well, everywhere. I feel like less than 10 or 20 percent of your strikes are actually something that threatens me. If I was fighting really seriously, I could ignore even more of them. A glancing blow to the shoulder is a worthwhile trade if I pay you back with one to the heart.”

Emily’s brow furrowed, and Noah remained silent to let her think. To Emily’s credit, it only took her a few seconds to realize what he was saying. She leaned forward and picked at some of the grass before her with a frown.

“Shit. You’re saying I can’t beat Isabel because she’s using all her energy to attack me while I’m basically only using a small portion of mine back at her?”

“Yeah. If you were fighting a whole horde of enemies, it would be different. You’d need to be able to attack in every single direction at a rapid pace. Your pattern, as it stands now, would be perfect for that.”

“That’s not really a common scenario, though.” Emily pulled up another blade of grass. She pushed it into a ball in her palm and squeezed her hand shut around it. “So my pattern is functionally useless.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I think it would be more accurate to say it is useless right now.”

Emily burst into laughter. Noah blinked in surprise. That wasn’t the response he’d been expecting to get. Shaking her head, Emily tossed the ball of grass to the side and gathered herself.

“At least you’re honest about it,” Emily said. “I prefer that to just being told everything will be fine if I try hard enough. How do I get past the whole right now part, then? What do I have to do?”

“Not much, actually. The big problem is that your pattern is ill-suited toward hand-to-hand combat,” Noah said. “Fortunately, patterns are only the first step. Just because something doesn’t work now doesn’t mean it’ll be completely useless once you start adding magic.”

“So I’ll catch up to Isabel once I use magic?” Emily asked.

Noah waggled a hand back and forth in the air. “I don’t want to promise that. There’s no guarantee your pattern suddenly becomes useful the instant you start sticking power into it. But I know it can become useful. It’s going to be about how creative you can be with your powers and your pattern. And if you can’t find a way to make them mesh, then you’ll have to find a new pattern and start over.”

Emily chewed her lower lip. She looked back down to the grass. Neither of them spoke for several seconds. There was no reason to press Emily any further. She was a smart girl, and like she’d observed, dancing around the topic was useless.

I’m pretty confident she can find a way to make a pattern like this effective. She just needs to find a way to really optimize it. I don’t know what that way is yet, but I’d be shocked if she couldn’t figure it out.

“How do I put magic into my pattern?” Emily asked. “Is that the next step? Can I do it now?”

Noah chuckled. “I figured those questions were coming. Yes, you can—but slowly. I want to stress something again to you. Using patterns normally is safe. Using them with magic is not. You could die if you did it without me present. Hell, you might even die if I am here. You need to be incredibly careful. Do you understand?”

Emily swallowed and nodded. “Yeah. That’s kind of everything with runes, though, isn’t it? I can’t get stronger if I don’t put myself through risks to get more energy and better runes.”

“That’s hardly true. Noble families routinely make Rank 5s that haven’t seen danger once in their lives.”

“And they’re horrible fighters,” Emily said. She crossed her arms and locked eyes with Noah. “I’m not stupid. I know what goes on. I don’t want to be some pampered brat that can’t defend herself. Moxie won’t always be around to watch over me. I want to be able to defend myself. And to do that, I need to be strong.”

Noah nodded. He rose to his feet and held his hand out. Emily studied it for a second before reaching out and letting him pull her up to her feet.

“Then I’ll do everything I can to help you fulfill that goal,” Noah said. “And I figured you’d want as much, which is why I pulled you aside first. Before we get started adding magic to patterns, I need you to try to think about why.”

“Why what?”

“Why are we adding magic?” Noah said. “What is it that magic will do to your pattern? What do you want it to do? Think about how it will take the pattern and optimize it so that it can capitalize on its differences instead of suffering from them.”

Emily nodded sagely. Then she frowned. “How?”

“If I knew the answer to that, I would have told you already,” Noah said with a laugh. “That answer is entirely up to you. If it were me, I’d probably try to find a way to use less energy on the attacks that didn’t hit. I don’t exactly know how I’d do that, though.”

“I think I see what you’re getting at. If I use less energy, I can afford to miss all those attacks, right? So then I’d be able to keep the current pattern. But… how do you have an attack that doesn’t use energy until you know it’s connected?”

“That’s the hard part. Just keep thinking about that. Now that it’s in your mind, we can get started with the absolute basics. And remember—no practicing this on your own.”

“Or I die. I remember,” Emily said.

“Good,” Noah said with a nod. He paused and pursed his lips. “The remembering part, not the dying one. Now, focus on your pattern again. Whenever you’re ready, start it again. Then let a tiny amount of energy start flowing from your rune and into your motions. It’s going to be really slow, but don’t try to push it at all, even if you feel resistance. Understood?”

“Yeah.”

Emily lowered into a fighting stance, and Noah’s domain shifted around her. He still wasn’t great at controlling it, but he pulled the aura away from Emily gently. He left a very thin layer of it around her to repress any power she used.

She slowed her breathing and closed her eyes to center herself again. Then she burst into motion, trickles of magic tickling Noah’s domain as they entered her movements. It was so subtle that anyone who hadn’t been paying attention would have missed it—but Noah was paying attention.

Tiny motes of crystalline energy swirled off Emily’s fists. It wasn’t doing anything quite yet, but it wasn’t clashing with her. Noah’s lips parted in a grin. This was the first time his theory had been proven.

Emily was channeling magic through her pattern. It might have been a minuscule amount of it, but she’d done it. His student—who had only been practicing for a short time—had transformed her very motions into the beginnings of a Formation.


Chapter Fifteen



The faint magic shimmering around Emily ebbed in and out of existence as it struggled to find any purchase in the outside world in the face of Noah’s domain. Keeping it thin enough to let Emily use her power while also making sure it would snuff anything that might be too dangerous was proving to be considerably more difficult than Noah had expected. He needed to keep the invisible energy at the perfect level, and he just wasn’t quite a master of manipulating it yet.

But even in spite of that, Emily continued pouring energy and effort into her pattern. Her strikes flew through the air, aimed at nothing in particular, the howling gales of a snowstorm embodied within her. The air around Emily dropped just faintly enough in temperature to make Noah’s skin prickle.

He said nothing. Any words might have interrupted her focus, and there was nothing that Noah needed to say. Emily was doing everything exactly how he wanted her to. Even though her magic-infused pattern was still relatively useless, the important part was that she was using it.

Her hands finally dropped at her sides, and she released the pattern, kneeling over to brace her hands against her knees and breathing heavily. After she caught her breath, she looked up at Noah. Pushing the hair out of her face, she straightened.

“Did I do it?” Emily asked.

He released his domain and let it return to its normal form around both of them. “Did you do it? You did fantastic!”

“I did?” Emily blinked. “Seriously?”

“You couldn’t tell?”

“Not really.” A grin spread across Emily’s lips. “I mean, it felt a bit cold, and I could tell I was doing something, but I didn’t know if that something was the thing I was meant to be doing or if I was just floundering around.”

“I would have stopped you if it was wrong. You did great.”

“What exactly did I do?”

Noah coughed into his fist. “Well, nothing. But if we’re speaking strictly technically, you started making a Formation.”

Emily stared at Noah, her grin twitching. It fell away when it became clear that the professor was telling the truth. She looked down at her hands, then back to the man, a befuddled frown on her face. “What? That was a Formation? I used a Formation?”

“The beginning of one,” Noah corrected. “If anything, you can think of that as the first step of laying the guidelines for a Formation.”

“Don’t you need to combine a bunch of runes for a Formation?”

“Yes and no. You need to find a way to balance it. Just like the runes in your own soul. If you’ve got seven identical runes in your soul, it can eventually cause an imbalance in pressure. This is a somewhat similar principle. You need a way to hold in the runes that you use in the Formation. The pattern itself handles a good portion of that—why do you think that is?”

Emily chewed the insides of her cheeks and tapped a foot on the ground as she thought. “Is it something to do with what you were talking about regarding patterns and runes? Like patterns are kind of runes… or something like that?”

“Exactly,” Noah said. “At least, that’s my running theory. Runes are just patterns that hold power. The patterns in a Formation can have a similar effect to having other runes in opposition to balance out the pressure.”

“So I can make a Formation with just one rune?”

“You could make the housing with one rune. There wouldn’t be much reason for making a whole Formation with just one rune because the whole point of a Formation is to amplify the rune’s power or combine them with other runes. I’ve frequently made Formations that are focused on maximizing the power of a single rune, but other runes go into the rest of the Formation in order to help its pattern contain the power running through it.”

Emily nodded her understanding. “Okay. So I’m basically halfway to making the first half of a Formation.”

“Precisely.”

“Can I try again?”

“Nope.”

“What?” Emily blinked. “Why not?”

“Given how long you kept that up, I know you’ve already used most of your magical energy. This isn’t something you should be practicing when you’re even a nudge worse than peak condition. That’s how things go wrong.”

That’s how you blow yourself up.

“Can I try again once I’ve got my energy back, then?”

“No,” Noah said. “I’m all too aware of how tempting it is, but this isn’t something you can practice on your own—or with anyone other than me, for that matter. I’ll let you know once you get to the level where you can safely use Formations without me present, but until you reach that point, it’s too dangerous. You’re liable to kill yourself.”

“How does you being present stop me from messing up, though? I mean, you can warn me I’m screwing up, but it’ll likely be too late to stop anything from happening. The only way you'd be able to stop something preemptively is—” Her words trailed off as the confused furrow in her brow faded. Emily’s eyes widened with realization. “You’re Rank 4. You have a domain.”

Well, that cat came out of the bag earlier than I’d planned it to. I can’t say I’m surprised, but I was hoping to get a bit more of a dramatic reveal to the whole class. I suppose this isn’t too objectionable, and Emily has already gotten far enough into her practice that it won’t affect her for today.

“You got me,” Noah admitted. “It’s the only reason I decided it would be safe to teach all of you how to use Formations. It would be way too dangerous otherwise.”

“But… when did you reach Rank 4? You were Rank 1 just a little while ago!” Emily exclaimed. Her eyes widened even further as another thought struck her. “Wait. Is Moxie also⁠—”

“No, Moxie is still Rank 3,” Noah said. “But she’s not far from reaching the next rank. The incident at Blancwood delayed her. She would have gotten Rank 4 by now if it hadn’t been for that. I trust I can count on you to keep all of this between us, though?”

“Why?” Emily asked. “What’s the point of hiding this?”

“Part of it is purely ego,” Noah admitted with a sheepish laugh. His grin fell away as a serious expression replaced it. “But the real reason is that I don’t want you all relying on it, consciously or subconsciously. You need to believe that your own actions are the ones keeping you alive while working with Formations, not mine. I could screw up or fail to catch something in time.”

“Is it really that dangerous?” Emily asked.

“More than you believe. But there’s a lot of power that comes with it as well. Just don’t practice on your own and you’ll be fine,” Noah promised. He put a hand on Emily’s shoulder and shook it slightly. “Don’t get caught up in danger or potential. Just focus on doing what you’re comfortable with and continuously improving. You’ll eventually get there.”

Emily drew in a slow breath and let it out, shaking her head. “Okay. When are you going to tell everyone else?”

“Probably pretty soon. I don’t know if we’ll have time to get through everyone today, so I’ll probably do Alexandra next since it would be cruel to do it to just one of Isabel and Todd—and I don’t think James cares either way.”

“You’re probably right about that,” Emily said with a snort of laughter. “He’s such a lazy idiot.”

Lazy, yes. Idiot, I’m not so sure. Then again, I don’t think Emily actually thinks that way either. The way she talks about James isn’t the way you’d speak about someone you don’t like. You aren’t fooling anyone, kid.

Noah stepped onto his flying sword and nodded to Emily. “Let’s head back down there and swap you out for someone else, shall we? And remember, don’t tell anyone about what we covered. Not yet. I don’t want someone getting overexcited and blowing themselves up by accident.”

“The way you say that makes me think you’ve got firsthand experience with it,” Emily said as she got on behind him and held onto his shoulders. Noah activated the flying sword, and it lifted into the air.

“I do.”

The sword zipped into motion, taking them over the edge of the plateau before Emily could say anything else. Wind streaked past them in swirls that nipped at their eyes and hair. They flew in, touching down on the ground a short distance from the others. Isabel and James were both in a sparring match against Lee, and it didn’t look like they’d yet to land a single blow on her.

Isabel’s sword streaked through the air. Nothing but wind from its passing came close to Lee. James faded in and out of sight, using flashes of light in an attempt to blind Lee, but she wasn’t even fighting with her eyes open. The only thing she needed to know where they were was her sense of smell.

Emily headed over to join the others, and Noah approached Alexandra. He tapped her on the shoulder, then jerked his head toward the flying sword, not wanting to make noise that would distract anyone sparring.

Alexandra didn’t need to be told twice. She followed Noah back to the sword, and, after he waved to Moxie, they took off and flew back up to the plateau that he and Emily had just been on.

“Well then,” Noah said as he stepped off the sword and turned to Alexandra. “As I’m sure you’ve come to realize, you’re probably the furthest along in patterns from everyone in the class. You’ve taken to them really well.”

“Thank you,” Alexandra said simply. “Practicing with the others has helped me a lot as well. Todd gave me some particularly insightful comments recently, and I’ve been working on incorporating them. I don’t think I’ve mastered my pattern just yet.”

“I haven’t mastered my own pattern yet,” Noah said with a laugh. “I’d be seriously concerned if you thought you’d mastered anything already. You’re still leagues ahead of the others, which is not something I say to disparage them, but to acknowledge all the effort you’ve put in yourself.”

Alexandra glanced over her shoulder and down the plateau at the class below. Her hand shifted to the hilt of her sword, and she drummed her fingers against it. “I am only ahead because I have no choice. I have a rank up on them, and yet I can feel them closing in. My Body Runes can only take me so far. I need to work harder. But no matter how hard I work, I’ll eventually fall behind. I just want to delay that for as long as possible.”

I don’t think now is the right time to tell her I can modify her runes. I trust Alexandra enough to repair the damage she did to herself at some point, but if she knows there’s a way out, it might distract her from patterns. The last thing I want right now is any sources of distraction.

Perhaps this is a bit scummy, but having all the extra motivation from thinking this is her only good option to get stronger can’t hurt either. It’s a very powerful driving force. Sorry, Alexandra. I won’t be adjusting your thoughts there quite yet.

“Which is what we’re doing here,” Noah said. “I believe you’re ready for the next step so long as you’re comfortable taking your patterns further.”

Alexandra nodded. “I’m ready. But… I have a question I’d like to ask about the next step.”

“Feel free. What is it?”

“Is it inserting magical energy into your pattern?”

“Yeah.” Noah nodded. “Good guess. Why do you ask?”

“Because I’ve been doing some thinking,” Alexandra said, shifting from foot to foot and frowning uncomfortably. “And I think I may have already done that by accident.”


Chapter Sixteen



“You used magic in your pattern by accident?” Noah repeated. “Are you certain?”

“It wasn’t intentional,” Alexandra said hurriedly. “It happened while I was fighting Gero.”

“Tell me more,” Noah said with an encouraging gesture. It wasn’t like stressing about things now would change anything. Alexandra wasn’t dead, so either she’d successfully added the magic to her pattern or she’d misunderstood what happened.

“Gero had some form of magic that made it impossible to hit him with physical attacks,” Alexandra said. “My sword was going right through him, and I thought I was going to lose. He had me inside his domain, so I couldn’t even use what little magic I do have. I tried to push myself harder, but it was clear he wanted me to try and make space to attack from range.”

“Which you can’t do,” Noah said with a nod. “You’re fully focused into close combat.”

“Yeah. All I could do was try to hit him faster and hope that he couldn’t actually ignore every single physical attack. While I was trying to push myself to do more, I felt magic slip out of my runes, and I think it went into my pattern. I’m not completely certain. Gero ended the fight almost immediately afterward.”

“Interesting.”

It wouldn’t have been too much of a surprise for Alexandra to be correct. She was the furthest along with her pattern out of everyone, and Noah had lost track of the number of times that frustration and impatience had pushed him to try something he probably shouldn’t have.

The entire purpose of a pattern was to contain and use magic. If Alexandra had been drawing power without any intention, it was possible that it could have slipped into the pattern and empowered it.

“Is that bad?” Alexandra asked and swallowed nervously. “I haven’t done more damage to my body or anything, have I?”

“No, nothing like that. If something went wrong, you’d definitely know,” Noah promised. “That’s not to say it wasn’t dangerous. What you did was the first step to casting a Formation. If it had gone wrong and you’d screwed up your pattern, you could have seriously injured or killed yourself.”

“I cast a Formation?” Alexandra asked, completely glossing over the second half of Noah’s words as her eyes went wide.

He did his best to resist the urge to laugh. This was the time to be serious, and even so much as chuckling would take the weight out of his words. The attempt was only partially successful, and he couldn’t keep a grin from tugging up one corner of his lips.

“You cast the beginnings of one,” Noah said. “Much like Emily did. The difference is that I wasn’t there to oversee it. If you want to keep all your limbs where they currently are, I suggest you avoid doing that in the future. Only use Formations when I’m present until I tell you that you’re ready for it.”

“I understand. I’ll do my best.”

That wasn’t a promise. Fair enough. She knows the risks, and she’s been through some shit. I can respect that she’s not committing to something she doesn’t plan to do. I’m her teacher, not her father. I just hope it doesn’t get her killed.

“Good. Then we’ll focus on trying to see just what it was you did in a more controlled environment.” Noah extended his senses to his domain and peeled it back in the area around Alexandra, leaving only a thin layer of his mental presence behind. “Whenever you’re ready, go ahead and demonstrate your pattern. Let a tiny amount of magical energy seep into it—as little as you can. The magic is going to flow slower than normal, but make sure to increase the amount you use very gradually.”

Alexandra drew her sword and lowered into a fighting stance. In stark contrast to Emily, it only took her an instant to slip into her pattern, the blade of her sword flitting out and spinning around her like the path of a distracted insect.

It flicked and danced and spun around Alexandra in a mesmerizing dance. Noah couldn’t help but marvel at the pattern. The tip of her sword seemed to have a life of its own. It changed speeds and accelerated seemingly at random.

If I were fighting against her and had the same rank as she did, Alexandra would be a terrifying opponent. I wouldn’t be able to let her get close to me, or I’d definitely lose. I can barely track that sword. What a menace.

Alexandra wasn’t done. Noah’s skull prickled as she began to draw on her magic. Energy rose off her as she pushed it into the pattern. Once again, there was very little hesitation in her moves.

While Emily had started from almost nothing and gradually brought her energy up to a visible level, Alexandra ramped up her power almost immediately. Wisps of white wind gathered around the edge of her blade, just barely rising off the weapon. They raced down her body and traced her movements.

Alexandra accelerated. Her blows zipped through the air with audible hums. Noah couldn’t even see the tip of her blade anymore, just the streak it left in the air behind it. He kept a careful watch with his domain in case Alexandra drew too much power. It was tempting to turn his full attention to her movements, but he still had a responsibility to keep her as safe as he could.

The energy pouring into Alexandra’s pattern intensified. Noah’s eyes narrowed as the power contained in her movements started to grow. She’d gone beyond the bare minimum that he’d suggested.

She’s using my presence as a way to test more of what she can do in what she believes to be a controlled environment. If I stop her here, she’s probably going to just try to practice it on her own. But I think Alexandra is still taking this a bit too lightly.

Noah would have stopped her on the spot if her pattern hadn’t been so flawless. But since it was, he decided a different lesson was more in order. He gave her a few more seconds to use the more intensified magic, then knelt and picked up a small pebble from the ground beside him.

He tossed it at Alexandra, boosting its flight with a small swirl of wind from Natural Disaster. The pebble streaked through the air and smacked into her shoulder. Alexandra stumbled in surprise.

Her sword missed a movement. She tried to resume the pattern as it had been before, but it was too late. The magic she’d gathered rebelled. Noah’s domain clamped down on her, and the power sputtered. It resisted him, trying to fulfill its purpose, but Noah gave it no quarter, and it slipped away harmlessly. Alexandra let her blade lower, breathing heavily and staring at Noah in surprise.

“What was that?”

“You’re dead,” Noah said. “Or at least, you could have been. The instant your pattern goes down, if you don’t adapt and change your pattern, it’s gone. Best-case scenario, it does nothing. More likely, you go boom.”

“I wasn’t expecting you to throw a rock at me!” Alexandra rubbed her shoulder. “I had it under control.”

“I’ll make sure to let the insect buzzing by your ear the next time you train know that,” Noah said dryly. He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “You can’t control every single circumstance, Alexandra. If you’d been using less power, there was a chance you might have been able to abandon the pattern or otherwise escape. You didn’t do what I said to, though. That was a lot more power than you needed.”

Alexandra’s shoulders stiffened, and she averted her gaze. “I wanted to see how far I could go. I could have handled it.”

“I know,” Noah said. Alexandra looked up at him in surprise.

“If you do, then why did you⁠—”

“Because it’s not about if you can handle your pattern in a normal situation,” Noah said. “It’s about if you can handle it when things go wrong. I understand how you feel. You don’t want to fall behind. You’re worried about getting passed up by the others, so you try to force more out of yourself. But tell me something—are you going to be able to catch up with them if you’re dead or so badly crippled that you need a ten thousand gold healing potion to fix all the damage?”

Alexandra cringed back as Noah’s words bit into her. Her jaw clenched, and after a few moments, she shook her head, not willing to speak any further.

Noah sighed and walked up to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not going to fall behind, Alexandra.”

“How can you say that when⁠—”

“Alexandra.”

“What?”

“You specifically asked for me as a teacher. Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” Alexandra said.

“Then trust me. You aren’t going to fall behind. Not unless you do something stupid to yourself. Train with all the intensity you can muster. But… not this. If you’re willing to throw your body away, you eventually will.”

“This is the only option I have!” Alexandra protested. “Formations and patterns are the only way I can progress in the future. If I don’t master them⁠—”

“Are you a liar?”

Alexandra blinked. “What?”

“Answer the question.”

“No,” Alexandra said. “I don’t think I am.”

“Then do what you just said you would and trust me,” Noah said simply. “You will not fall behind. I swear. The world is bigger than you think it is.”

Alexandra turned to meet his gaze, and he held it. Several seconds passed before she pulled her eyes away and nodded. “I—Okay. Fine. I’m sorry for pushing so hard. I just don’t want to become obsolete.”

“Just trust me. You’ll be fine.” Noah took his hand off Alexandra’s shoulder and gave her a nudge. “Now stop looking so put-out. If we ignore the part where I interfered, you were doing absolutely fantastic. Your understanding of your pattern is incredible, and you’re using it perfectly.”

A small grin pulled across the woman’s lips. “Thanks. I had an epiphany after training with Todd. He pointed out that the pattern has to be my whole body, not just my sword. You don’t fight with just your sword, after all.”

“Well, that makes me want to see just how far Todd’s pattern has come,” Noah said with a wry grin. “But for now, we’ll stay focused on you. I wouldn’t be surprised if you did use your pattern while fighting Gero. I won’t order you around, but be careful with doing that again. You saw how easily things can go awry.”

Alexandra nodded. “Understood.”

“Good. Your next task is going to be working on performing your pattern—without magic—while people try to interrupt you. I’m sure the other students will be more than willing to help, and you’ll get a chance to get your revenge when it becomes their turn.”

“Understood. When can I⁠—”

“When I’m there and tell you that you can,” Noah said firmly. “Unless you’re literally about to die and have no other choice.”

Alexandra sighed. “Okay.”

“If you can’t help yourself, then come find me after class. I can help you practice then.”

That lightened her expression. She gave him another nod. “Okay. Thank you.”

“No problem,” Noah said. He turned to his flying sword and stepped onto it. “I think that’s all I had specifically planned for today, so let’s head back to the others and see how they’re doing.”

“Hold on,” Alexandra said, her tone shifting.

Noah glanced over his shoulder at her. “What?”

“You stopped my magic,” Alexandra said, her eyes going wide as she thrust an accusatory finger at Noah. “You’re a Rank 4!”

Noah snorted. “Bit of a delayed reaction, wasn’t it?”

“I was focused!” Alexandra exclaimed, her cheeks reddening. “But when—how? Are you getting fed runes or something?”

“Or something. You’ll see soon enough,” Noah said.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were the favorite child of the Linwick family,” Alexandra muttered as she walked over to get onto the flying sword.

“How do you know I’m not?”

I didn’t think Alexandra knew all that much about my relationship with the Linwicks. Assuming they’re funding me wouldn’t be that much of a stretch.

“I spoke to a few people when I came to Arbitage,” Alexandra reminded Noah. “They were pretty clear as to where you stood. Your reputation really sucks, Professor.”

Noah sighed.

“Right. Forgot about that.”


Chapter Seventeen



Noah returned Alexandra to the group and swapped her out for Todd before flying back up to what was becoming a familiar-looking plateau.

“You’re pulling us up here to put magic into our patterns, right?” Todd asked as soon as they landed.

“Yep. I guess the next step was kind of obvious, wasn’t it?” Noah asked with a laugh. “Either way, I’m curious to see what you’ve got considering your unique choice of pattern. Did you manage to figure anything out? I haven’t seen much of it since the first Imbuement you showed me.”

“Kind of,” Todd said. He took a metal bracelet off his wrist and held it out to Noah. “I’ve been working on something ever since I had a talk with Alexandra. It’s not too far along yet, but I think it’s got promise.”

Noah took the bracelet from Todd and studied it. Thin, nearly invisible lines had been carved throughout it in a borderline-unreadable swirl. Noah squinted. There was definitely intention to the lines, but it was hidden so well that he could barely make it out. It took him nearly five minutes just to find a single pattern within it.

“Really complex,” Noah observed. He turned it over in his hands and shook his head, handing it back to Todd. “Well, damn. I can’t read this, Todd. I’m sorry. You’re beyond me in Imbuements.”

“I thought I might be,” Todd said with a laugh. There was a smug note in his tone, but Noah didn’t blame him for it. He’d worked hard to get to the level that he had been, and Noah had barely studied Imbuements beyond the basics so he could imbue himself. “That’s fine. The main threat of a Formation is that you get distracted and the energy breaks free in an unexpected pattern, right?”

“Yeah. It holds true for putting magic into patterns, since that’s functionally creating a Formation’s earliest steps.”

“The housing for the magic.” Todd nodded.

Noah didn’t even bother to hide his surprise. Todd either really knew a lot about Formations or had managed to talk to Emily about what he’d covered with her already. Noticing the expression on Noah’s face, Todd grinned.

“I got a book on Formations and started studying it. I already knew a bit from my dad, so it was mostly just touching up,” Todd explained. “It’s nothing compared to what you’ve been talking about, but there’s still some interesting information in it. Most Formations were pretty targeted at Imbuers since their standard medium is in rune circles.”

“That makes sense,” Noah said. “But it leads us to an important question. I can’t help you the same way that I can anyone else. Your pattern is something you’re working into your Imbuements, not any active abilities. I could be present whenever you activate items you’ve imbued, but…”

“Yeah. It’s a bit pointless. I’ve been imbuing things for longer than you have, so you won’t be able to figure out if it’s going wrong or not—and your domain isn’t going to be able to do anything against an imbued item. The magic is already in it, and I doubt you’re at a rank high enough to start overwhelming imbued objects.”

Noah made to nod, but froze. His eyes narrowed. “Wait. How did you know I had a domain? Did someone go around telling others what I’m doing up here? It was meant to be a surprise so you wouldn’t overthink what you’d be doing.”

“Nah, it was just kind of easy to guess.” Todd shrugged. “I mean, why else would you insist that we not put any magic into our patterns unless you were with us? The only logical answer would be that you’d already reached Rank 4 and had a way to stop the magic should something go wrong.”

“Well, damn,” Noah said with a huff. “Does Isabel know too?”

“Not yet.” Todd flashed him a grin. “I thought it would be funnier if she figured it out herself. And since you didn’t tell anybody, I get the feeling you had the same idea. I didn’t want to spoil the fun.”

“Good man.” Noah clapped Todd on the shoulder. “I’ll be honest—I wish I could offer you more with regard to this. Is there anything you think I’d be able to help with? You’re in a unique spot from the other students in that I’m not really sure how much help I can give you. Your time might honestly be better spent sparring with Moxie or Lee.”

“What about you?” Todd asked.

Noah tilted his head to the side. “You want to spar me?”

“Yeah. Lee is really fast, and Moxie can control the environment, but you’ve got the most destructive power. If I ignore your… unique qualities, you’re probably the one that lines up the most with other mages. Also—well, it’s not like I have to worry about hurting you.”

“Just because I can die doesn’t mean I like it,” Noah said, but Todd’s request had a lot of logic behind it. He’d been planning on sparring the students to give them more training against higher-ranked opponents anyway, but he’d wanted to do that after they figured out their patterns. “I think that’s a fair ask, though. I can do that. Just don’t expect me to go too easy.”

“I don’t,” Todd said with a grin. “My spar with Alexandra reminded me just how much faster you grow when you’re fighting someone stronger than you. Also, I need someone who can survive stronger magic. I don’t want to risk using it against the others.”

Just how dangerous are your Imbuements? If it was someone else talking, I’d assume they were just boasting or something. Something tells me Todd isn’t doing that.

“I’ll look forward to it then. Just be careful when you’re making those Imbuements,” Noah warned. “All the threats that come with patterns still apply. They could even be worse, considering you’re containing the magic instead of letting it escape. Triple-check everything. I’d do it myself, but…”

“Yeah. I got you. Don’t worry.” Todd’s expression turned dead serious, and he rubbed at the side of his neck. “I know what happens when I’m not ready for a fight.”

The look in the young man’s eyes told Noah everything he needed to know. Todd wasn’t going to take any risks. That was all he could ask, and, unfortunately, he couldn’t give any more. Not yet, at least.

“Good,” Noah said. “Then let’s get you back to the others. I don’t think there’s anything else we can do here, and I need to make sure Isabel and James both get a chance to test out putting magic into their patterns, so we probably don’t have time to spar this time around. It looks like I should be able to get both of them before the class ends.”

“When will we have a chance? I need to prepare a few things first,” Todd asked as he and Noah walked back over to the flying sword. They’d only been on the plateau for a few minutes, but there was no point wasting time.

“Feel free to seek me out at any point after class. Otherwise, I’ll make time during the next one.”

“That works. I’ll aim for the next class and use the time before that to prepare,” Todd said.

“I’ll look forward to it.”

The flying sword hummed to life beneath their feet, and they took off. They got some surprised glances at the early return.

“What happened?” Moxie asked as Todd stepped onto the grass and headed over to the other students. “Did something go wrong?”

“No. Todd just already had a lot of what he had to do handled,” Noah replied with a shake of his head. “His pattern is a bit different from everyone else’s, so there wasn’t as much I could provide. He’s on the right path, though.”

“Can I go next, then?” Isabel asked. She stood across from James—the two of them looked to have been sparring before Noah and Todd had returned.

“Don’t you want to finish your match?” Noah asked.

In response, James sat down and lay back on the grass with a loud yawn. “I’d really rather not. You have good timing." Emily flicked him in the forehead. James didn’t even seem to notice. He just yawned again and closed his eyes. “The sun is too nice. I don’t know how anyone can do anything when it’s this comfortable outside.”

“It’s a miracle you survived Revin,” Emily informed James.

One of his eyes cracked open. “You have no idea.”

Isabel shrugged and sheathed her sword. “I’ll get that match with James later. It’s not like he’ll run away. I think that would be more effort than just fighting.”

“Very true,” James agreed sleepily. “The path of least resistance is always the best one.”

I can’t wait to see what his pattern does when it’s got magic in it. Will he just put himself to sleep? James is such an enigma. I don’t understand how Revin’s student would end up like this. They’re basically total opposites.

“Well, let’s get you handled so you can get back to sparring,” Noah said to Isabel. “I’ll be back for you soon, James.”

James murmured something that could have either been an acknowledgment or a curse. It was impossible to tell with him. Isabel shook her head, hiding a smile, and walked over to join him on the flying sword.

It lifted into the air. For the fourth time that day, Noah flew over to and landed at the top of the plateau. The tiny trips were starting to feel a bit ridiculous at this point. It felt like getting into a car to drive one house down the street.

“How’s your pattern coming? I heard from Emily that it was pretty impressive,” Noah said as he stepped off the sword.

“I’ve been practicing a lot,” Isabel said. She wasn’t really one to brag about any of her accomplishments, but Noah could still hear the pride in her voice. “Alexandra is better than I am, though.”

“We’ve all got our own unique problems and talents.” Noah shrugged. “Don’t worry about comparing yourself to Alexandra. Don’t forget she’s also a Rank 3 and has a lot more experience fighting than you do. Besides, I’ve seen you give her a pretty good run for her money with that pattern of yours.”

A small grin crossed over Isabel’s lips. “She’s been a lot of help. But I want more from it. We’re going to be putting magic into the pattern, right?”

“Yep. Feeling ready for it?”

“Do you even have to ask?”

“Figured I would, just in case,” Noah said with a chuckle. “Just a few ground rules. Put the magic in very slowly. Slower than you think you have to. You’ll have some resistance while you’re letting it flow, but don’t overcorrect.”

“I can do that.”

“Also, no trying this without me around,” Noah said firmly. “I know I’ve said this before, but patterns are just as dangerous as they are powerful. I’m no stranger to how badly you want to grow strong. But you aren’t going anywhere if you kill or cripple yourself with this.”

“I understand,” Isabel said, giving Noah a firm nod. “I learned my lesson back in the Linwick Estate, Professor.”

Noah gave her a smile. “Good. Then let’s do this. Begin your pattern—and stay concentrated. I can’t completely remove the risk from this. All I do is lower it.”

“That’s fine,” Isabel said, drawing her sword and holding it out before her. “I’m used to a little risk.”


Chapter Eighteen



Isabel’s sword crashed through the air. She shifted from blow to blow in a series of intensifying strikes. Magic trickled into her blade and swam in her movements, constrained just as Noah had requested.

Every slash Isabel made came faster and stronger than the previous. Even though she was restraining the amount of power she was using, Noah’s domain tingled as her body started to pull more magic.

He didn’t stop her. She was using a small enough amount that interfering here would have been pointless, and something told Noah that her pattern wasn’t going to physically allow her to keep using the same amount of power the entire way through.

Its entire purpose was to encapsulate a ramping avalanche. It started light and grew stronger with every attack until it overwhelmed her opponent—or she ran out of energy to fight with.

I can’t let her get that deep into it, obviously, but she’s still within the acceptable range of runic power where the risk is minimal as long as she maintains concentration.

Noah shifted out of the way of the sword as it passed by his face. Her blows were starting to accelerate even more now. Aside from using Wind Magic to fling himself around, he didn’t have any way to accelerate his reaction speed, and Isabel’s attacks were getting close enough to the point where he couldn’t just mess around anymore.

The magic prickling Noah’s domain grew stronger still. Isabel was starting to approach the upper limits of what was safe. Her sword rose and fell again and again, a relentless march of ramping-up power and speed.

If he hadn’t spent so much time in other fights, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to keep letting Isabel swing at him without some form of retaliation to slow her. But even with the pattern empowering her attacks, Noah still had far more experience with close calls.

The sword whistled past his nose, passing a hair’s width from it. Isabel’s jaw clenched in concentration, but she didn’t get time for another attack. Noah released his hold on his domain and let it swirl out in full force.

Oppressive magic around Isabel’s body and crushed her pattern. Her eyes widened in surprise, but instead of getting caught off guard or stumbling, she finished her blow to avoid shattering the pattern.

A grin passed over Noah’s features. That was the level of concentration he’d been speaking of. Even though the magic had randomly disappeared, Isabel knew her pattern so well that even such a jarring shift didn’t make her drop it.

That’s a really good sign for her mastering and using Formations in the future. Definitely at Alexandra’s level. Maybe even a bit better in a few ways. They both really felt like they understood their patterns perfectly, but Isabel was really one with the pattern.

“What happened?” Isabel asked, pausing to catch her breath as she squinted at her sword. “I was doing it! I could feel the pattern activating. Where’d my magic go? I didn’t run out.”

“I stopped it,” Noah said with a chuckle. “You were definitely doing great. One of the best today, actually.”

“You stopped—” Isabel’s confusion shifted to shock. Then her eyes narrowed. “You’re Rank 4.”

“Surprise.”

“How is it that you went from Rank 1 to Rank 4 so quickly? I know the Linwicks aren’t feeding you runes,” Isabel said as she shook her head in disbelief. “Are you going to teach us that too?”

“If I ever find a way to, yes. For now, just be satisfied with knowing that your professor is badass.”

“And very humble.” Isabel let out a dry laugh and sheathed her sword. “Is that the reason you were having us do this alone?”

Noah coughed into a fist. “It may have been a portion of it. I didn’t want you comparing yourselves to each other or getting distracted by how things went. I wasn’t lying about how important the focus bit was. If you had an audience, things may have been different. A portion of you would be thinking about the others and how things were going.”

“That’s probably true,” Isabel admitted. She brushed a few strands of hair away from her face and threw a glance over the edge of the plateau in the distance before returning her attention to Noah. “So… I did well?”

“I’d say so. Fantastic control of your pattern, especially at the end there.” Noah gave her a thumbs up. “That’s exactly what I was hoping to see. Don’t let that get to your head, mind you. It only takes one tiny mistake to go boom.”

“When you say boom, do you mean that literally?” Isabel asked.

“Very.”

“Have you…”

“Yes. A lot.”

Isabel paled. She and Todd were the only students that were aware of his inability to die, and that made his warnings considerably more threatening. He was pretty sure telling the others would have been great motivation to keep them focused, but the secret was a little too significant to share for such an unimportant reason.

My name and some of Sunder’s powers are already a huge risk, but my immortality is too much to share with anyone who doesn’t absolutely have to know about it.

“Don’t let that dissuade you,” Noah said, pulling his attention back to Isabel before she could start getting too worried about pursuing Formations. “It means that I’ve stumbled into most of the mistakes for you. As long as you don’t go too far on your own, it’ll be relatively safe.”

“Relatively?” Isabel cleared her throat. “Is that relatively on your scale or a normal person’s scale?”

“Somewhere in between. You don’t have to do more if you aren’t comfortable with it. I won’t force you.”

“Oh, no. That wasn’t at all what I meant.” Isabel hurriedly shook her head. “There’s no way in the world I’m giving up. I was just trying to figure out exactly how much risk there was. I want to get stronger. Risk was always going to be a part of that. It has been ever since you started teaching Todd and me.”

“Maybe a bit too much, eh?” Noah thought back to his initial teaching strategies with the Slashers and other monkeys in the Scorched Acres. He wasn’t sure how many moral and ethical rules he’d broken in their training there.

“Hey, it worked. We’re alive. Does anything else matter?”

“Yes,” Noah said. “But that’s a topic for another time. Let’s get on to the more important parts so we don’t run out of time. You had great control over your pattern, and it was really working well together with your magic. It does have one large, glaring weakness. Do you know what it is?”

Isabel’s brow furrowed for a second, and she chewed the insides of her cheeks in thought. “The amount of energy it needs? I wasn’t paying all that much attention to the magic aside from trying to keep myself from pulling too much, but I feel like I used more than I was planning to.”

Noah nodded. “Exactly. To be completely accurate, I’d say the aspect you need to be aware of is that your pattern ramps up the power you use really aggressively. It starts off small, but just by the nature of what it is, it quickly starts pulling more and more. That’s good if you’re trying to overwhelm someone⁠—”

“And bad if I’m trying to not blow myself up in the process,” Isabel finished. She pursed her lips. “Is there anything I can do about it to make training safer?”

“No,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “Not unless you want to change your pattern. Remember that your magic follows it. You can’t have something that embodies a growing landslide if you don’t feed more power into it.”

“Oh, yeah. I suppose that makes sense,” Isabel said. She drummed her fingers on the hilt of her sword and let out a huff. “I know where this is going. I can’t practice at all on my own, can I?”

“Not if you like your body in one piece,” Noah said. “Unless you’ve got someone with a domain that can shut your magic off the instant something goes wrong in your pattern, it’s far too risky.”

“Well, damn.” Isabel sighed, then gave him a nod. “I can’t say it’s that much of a surprise. I’ll hold off on trying anything when we aren’t in class. I should still be fine to continue practicing my pattern, right?”

“Yep. There’s still a good bit to work on there as well, don’t you worry. You aren’t going to be sitting around and twiddling your thumbs as you wait for class. The next thing you should really focus on is what exactly your magic is bringing to the table when you infuse your pattern with it.”

“Kind of like intention when combining runes?”

“Pretty much exactly that. You have to figure out what it is that the magic is actually helping you with. Sticking power into a pattern will make it stronger, but if you don’t have direction, it might not be as useful as it could be.”

Isabel tilted her head to the side, nodding along with Noah’s words. He gave her a few seconds to think before continuing.

“You don’t have to come up with an answer now. I’m still working on my own pattern. I don’t know if it’s something that you ever truly master. We just keep getting better.”

“Can I see yours?” Isabel asked. “Maybe it would give me some inspiration. It’s your violin, right?”

“Music, actually, but the violin is the medium that I use. The pattern is the music itself. And I’ve never been one to turn down a song request.”

The violin materialized in Noah’s hands, and he laid the bow against it. Energetic notes sprang forth as he slipped into a song. As tempting as it was to fully sink into the music, there were still more things he had to handle. Noah didn’t let himself get carried off and only played for a few minutes before bringing it to a close.

“Helpful?” Noah asked.

“Not as much as I’d hoped, but it was really nice to listen to,” Isabel admitted sheepishly. “I think the pattern is so different from mine that it’s hard to draw inspiration. I logically know there’s a pattern in what you were doing, but I just couldn’t see it.”

Noah dismissed the violin and clapped Isabel on the shoulder. “You’ll get there. It’s equal parts practice and not blowing yourself up. One is harder than the other. You might get some more inspiration during our next class when we’re all practicing patterns together, but feel free to talk to the other students before then to get ideas. Just don’t⁠—”

“Do anything,” Isabel finished with a smile. “I know. I won’t.”

“Great,” Noah said. “Good job today, then. Unless you’ve got any more questions, we can head back and let you rejoin the others while I see where James stands.”

“Nothing pressing. I’m good to go,” Isabel said. She hesitated for a second. “I really want to see what James’s pattern does when he’s got magic in it.”

“Me too,” Noah said with a laugh. “But you’re going to have to wait until next class or until he tells you. James and Lee have really interesting patterns. If they come into fruition… well, only time will tell.”

Isabel nodded absently. Noah could tell her mind had already moved on to thinking about how she could improve her own pattern. He recognized the lost, distracted expression on her features from the one that had graced his own so many times.

They got onto the flying sword, and Noah waited for an extra second to make sure Isabel had actually remembered to hold on to him before activating it. They rose into the air and shot back off to rejoin the others.

Only one more student left to test today. Out of everyone, you might be the biggest enigma. Revin’s student… anybody that can survive getting taught by that guy is going to be interesting.

Let’s see just what that laziness of yours can accomplish, James.


Chapter Nineteen



Noah and James stood at the top of the plateau.

“I was kind of hoping you’d forget about me.” James rubbed at the corners of his eyes and yawned. “Would it count for my pattern if I just sat down and fell asleep?”

Somehow, I feel like I should have seen this coming.

“Only if you’ve found a way to control magic while you’re asleep,” Noah said dryly. “And if you have, please let me know how. I feel like that would be a revolutionary new technique.”

“Why would I want to find a way to do more work? The whole point of sleeping is to do less,” James said with a grimace.

Noah crossed his arms and studied James. It was one thing to be lazy, but James was something else. The boy had seemed pretty eager to join his class at first, but the moment Noah had accepted him, he’d gone from lazy to straight up slothful.

But despite doing his best to sleep through just about anything he could, he was keeping up with all the other students. Something about that felt off. It didn’t make sense to really want something, only to stop caring the moment you got it.

There was no way James would be able to keep up with the others if he was actually putting in the amount of effort he was pretending to. There was only so far that natural talent could carry anyone.

Not to mention, I can’t see Revin ever letting natural talent carry anyone anywhere. That doesn’t strike me as his style. If he was training James, he almost certainly had a good reason for it.

“You ever planning to come clean?” Noah asked.

James blinked drowsily and tilted his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

“The whole lazy shtick,” Noah said. “I’m sure you’ve got a reason for it, but I’m not seeing what purpose it’s serving.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just don’t like doing extra work. Existing happily is more than enough for me.”

“Which I have no problem with, but the last time you showed me your pattern, it was almost as developed as Isabel and Alexandra’s—and they’ve been practicing nonstop.”

“It’s just doing something I’m good at.” James waved a hand dismissively. “It’s quite literally nothing in every meaning of the phrase. It’s logical that I’d be good at a pattern I’ve already spent so much time practicing.”

“See, that’s just not true.” Noah shook his head. “Because your pattern isn’t just sitting around and being lazy. It’s doing nothing. There’s a very distinct difference between those two things. One is just slacking off. The other takes intention.”

James’s lips pressed thin. His eyes narrowed, and he let his head roll back to match Noah’s gaze. “You’re not going to let this drop?”

“Don’t you think I have a right to know when you’re the one asking to be in my class? You aren’t an official student, but I’ve let you stick around anyway. I’m not asking you to spill your life secrets with me. But if you’re actively working to keep me from understanding what you’re doing, I don’t think I’ll be able to help you all that much.”

James’s nose scrunched, and he let out an annoyed sigh. “I suppose that’s fair enough. You aren’t wrong. I’m not actually sleeping through class. I’m just a pretty good actor.”

“Then why? What’s the point?”

“People don’t pay attention to someone they don’t think is a threat. You get overlooked.”

“Do you really think the other students see you as a threat? Or are you referring to the competition for the Master Rune?”

James snorted and shook his head. “Nah. The last thing I’d want is a Master Rune like that. I’d be fine with one that was a bit less flashy—but definitely not the one you’re giving out. I’m sure it’s great and all, but it does the exact opposite of what I actually want to accomplish.”

“And that is?”

“I love learning things,” James said simply.

“Your actions in class don’t seem exactly conducive to that…” Noah’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“Not just class things,” James said. “Things about people. Secrets. Locations of stuff I’m not meant to know. I want to know everything about someone before I ever meet them. The best way to hide is to not be visible at all, and the second-best way is by being in plain sight but so worthless that nobody cares.”

“So… you just really like gossip,” Noah concluded.

James snickered. “I guess you could put it that way, sure. Don’t get me wrong, though. After dealing with Revin for so long, being able to actually sit around and do nothing is incredible. I love it.”

“And that’s it? You just want to hear people gossiping and relaxing, so you shape your entire life around it?”

“I want control,” James said. His gaze darkened as he locked eyes with Noah. “Do you know how it feels to be trained by a madman? Nothing is constant. Every single thing in your life can be there one day and vanish the next. The world doesn’t make sense—not until you learn the way it works.”

“So you learned all this specifically so you could try to pick up on what Revin was doing and try to adapt to it?”

“Well, that was the intention.” James’s cheeks reddened, and he cleared his throat, averting his gaze. “It didn’t work that well on him. But I got so good at doing it around other people that I realized I could keep at it here. Also…”

He trailed off. Noah raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t stop when you’re just getting to the most interesting part.”

“No, that’s it.”

“I don’t think it is.”

“It is.”

Noah walked over to the edge of the plateau and looked down at the class below. They were far, but he could just barely make out a flash of silver hair as Emily saw him watching and turned her head away. A small smile flickered across his face.

That long hair makes it pretty easy to tell when you’re trying to stare at something. I guess nobody ever told her that if you get spotted staring, the best thing you can do is either nothing or move very, very slowly.

“I don’t suppose part of the reason you’ve taken to acting lazier is to get extra tutelage?” Noah asked, tilting his head to the side as he turned his head back toward James.

“When have I ever come to you for extra teaching?”

“Not me,” Noah said with a chuckle. He nodded down at the class. “Emily. Is she filling you in on all the stuff you supposedly miss in class?”

James hesitated for a second, which was just about all the confirmation that Noah needed. He let out a laugh.

“I didn’t say anything!” James said defensively. “I don’t have ulterior motives! I’m just practicing blending in!”

“Sure,” Noah said. “Just out of curiosity, if I were to ask Emily how she felt you were doing in class, do you think she’d say she was worried that you weren’t keeping up and that she’d been tutoring you after class?”

“I, uh, think that line of question would probably be best left unspoken,” James said, shifting his stance. “Please.”

Noah laughed again. “I’m not going to spoil your fun, but I feel like there are probably better ways you could go about trying to flirt with Emily. Have you considered just spending time with her normally instead of going back over classwork that you already know?”

“I can’t do that!” James protested. “She’s the heir to the Torrin family! There’s no way she’d be willing to do anything other than work.” He cut himself off, realizing that he’d basically confirmed everything that Noah had just said, then grimaced. “I barely even qualify as a noble.”

“Bah. That didn’t stop me and Moxie. If she didn’t like you at least a little bit, I don’t think she’d be spending that much time even bothering to teach you anything. Stop stressing the poor girl. She’s got enough shit to worry about.”

James looked down at the grass in shame. “I don’t think⁠—”

“Look, the love life of my students really isn’t something I want to press too deeply into, but you morons literally spent an entire summer together. From what I’ve seen, Emily barely tolerates anyone other than Moxie. The fact that she’s still hanging out with you when you’re putting on this front is probably a good thing. I’m not saying you have to change what you like doing, but you’re not an idiot. I’m sure you can figure out a way to spend time together that doesn’t involve wasting her time.”

“I—Yeah. I suppose you’re right,” James said. His cheeks were bright red in embarrassment.

“Now show me your damn pattern and stick some magic into it,” Noah said. “Just not too much. It’s going to be really awkward if we have this whole conversation only for you to pop yourself like a grape. You remember what to do?”

“There isn’t much I don’t remember,” James replied. He crossed his legs and sat down on the grass in front of Noah. “You’re not going to tell her anything, are you?”

“It’s none of my business what you do. Just don’t hold her back. You’re both capable students. I’ll be honest—there’s a non-zero chance she’s already figured out that you’re only faking being an idiot to keep her around. She’s not stupid.”

James paled. “Wait. Really?”

Noah shrugged. “Find out yourself. I don’t know. Now get your head screwed back on. I really don’t want to explain to Emily that you blew yourself up because you were too busy thinking about her.”

James groaned and ran his hands through his hair. “Can we forget this conversation ever happened?”

“Only if you put up a competent showing.”

“Isn’t that blackmail?”

“I’ve done worse and I’ll do it again. Get to it.”

James grimaced. He closed his eyes and adjusted his posture. His chest rose as he drew in a breath, then relaxed as he let it out. Noah’s domain tingled. Shimmers of faint light swirled around the boy as he began to channel magic through himself.

He used less power than any of the other students had, but something about him shifted. It wasn’t that James was any different, but Noah’s eyes were drawn to look right past him. He wasn’t breathing. He wasn’t moving. It almost felt like he wasn’t even there.

Noah blinked. For a sliver of an instant, he’d completely lost track of James—but there the boy was, sitting in front of him once more.

A few more seconds passed, and Noah’s eyes tried to drift of their own volition again. Noah’s eyes and mind were in disagreement. The eyes were convinced that there was nothing before him, while the mind knew there was.

If it hadn’t been for his domain, Noah might have completely lost track of James. He let a few more seconds pass, then let his power snuff James’s magic out. The boy’s eyes opened a second later.

“Well?” he asked. “Good enough?”

“More than that, I’d say,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “That is officially the furthest along anyone is with putting magic into their pattern. What was that, light magic?”

James nodded and rose to his feet. “Yeah.”

“And I note you’re not too surprised about my domain.”

“Already knew you were Rank 4. Todd looked really smug when people were getting pulled up, like he knew something they didn’t. “Also, I figured you had some way to protect us from pattern magic if you were insisting we only used it near you. That meant you either had a weird Shield or a domain—and I’ve never seen you use a Shield.”

“Good deductions.” Noah gave James an approving nod. “You’ve got a lot to be proud of. Seriously, though, you should be the one helping Emily here, not the other way around. Stop being an idiot, okay?”

James bit his inner cheeks and nodded. “Yeah.”

“Good,” Noah said. “Let’s get going, then. I need to announce the results for who gets today’s points for the Master Rune contest.”


Chapter Twenty



Isabel and Lee had just finished a sparring match when Noah and James returned from the plateau. James stepped off the flying sword and went to sit down beside the other students.

“That’s everyone,” Noah said as he picked the flying sword up and returned it to his side. “How did things go down here?”

“Well,” Moxie replied. “Aside from nearly popping my arms out of their sockets while we were stretching. Lee is still a little overzealous about a few things, but she’s getting better.”

“It’s not my fault that your body is so stiff,” Lee said defensively. “You should have considered having joints that actually move the way they’re supposed to.”

“Joints don’t move in every direction, Lee,” Moxie said as she rubbed at her shoulder. “We’ve gone over this. They’ve got specific directions that they’re meant to go in.”

“You should fix that,” Lee suggested. “It sounds sub-optimal.”

Noah shook his head and hid a laugh. If he looked too amused, Lee might take offense and try to apply some of her stretching to him when he wasn’t expecting it. He might have been able to come back from death, but that wasn’t going to do anything if she ripped an arm off by accident.

“It looks like this is a decent spot to stop for a bit, then,” Noah said. “Everyone is now up to date on patterns and has successfully put their magic into them.”

Moxie’s cheeks reddened slightly. She’d yet to actually put any magic into her own pattern yet. Noah made a mental note to make sure they had a private session where she could practice that before continuing.

“You all did a great job. Everyone is advancing really fast—possibly faster than I had thought you would. We’ve only been working on this for a little while, but the results are already starting to show.”

“Can we get to the part where you tell us who the best one was?” Todd asked with a grin. “We’re all dying over here.”

“A little patience wouldn’t kill you, Todd.” That got him a sharp look from Moxie. He coughed into his fist and pointedly ignored it. Hypocrisy was great when he was the one doing it. “Anyway, I was getting there. You’ve all got a lot to be proud of, and I’ll be honest—it was pretty difficult to determine exactly who had come the furthest from where they were last time.”

If it were purely just who had the strongest magic-infused pattern, I think Alexandra or James would win. Probably James. He’s got his pattern mastered perfectly, and his magic already flows through it really well. I’m curious to see what he’ll do once he gets to actual Formations.

But… if I account for how far people have come rather than just their current strength⁠—

“Third place, Emily,” Noah said. Emily’s eyes widened slightly as he continued, “You’ve made huge improvements from last time. There’s still a lot you can work on, but in terms of percent growth, you’ve come really far.”

Emily’s cheeks reddened, and she just nodded, not saying anything else.

“Second place, Alexandra,” Noah said. “You had one of the strongest patterns and a great understanding of how to use it. You need to work a bit on your concentration, though. But given the amount of effort and time you’ve put into things, you’re coming along great.”

Alexandra inclined her head in appreciation. That just left Todd, James, and Isabel as the remaining students. James was probably the strongest of the three in terms of his actual ability, but Noah was pretty sure he’d been restraining himself before. He hadn’t actually grown that much if he’d already mastered everything from the start. And possibly most importantly, Noah could tell James didn’t actually want to win. Even if his laziness did have a few small ulterior motives, he also really did just like sitting around and doing nothing. And if that was what he wanted, there was no reason to stop him.

Todd—well, Noah hadn’t seen all that much of his pattern at all. It was hard for him to give it a real grade until they sparred. He definitely understood the basics of what he was doing and seemed confident, but it did put Noah in an awkward spot.

I don’t want to exclude Todd, but I genuinely just don’t know how to grade him yet. Maybe I should have had that sparring match before we did this. Whoops.

Todd caught Noah’s eye, a small grin tugging at the corner of his lips as he gave his head a small shake that told the teacherman not to worry about it. He took a tiny step back to make sure Noah understood. Noah gave him a small nod of appreciation—avoiding the situation entirely was the best-case scenario.

“In the first place—Isabel. You’ve been improving at an incredible rate, and your understanding of your pattern is very solid. I can honestly say that all of you are neck-and-neck, so this was quite difficult to decide.”

James looked relieved at the results. He’d probably have been peeved if he’d actually won.

Nobody looked too put-out about the results. If anything, Emily still seemed shocked that she’d placed on the ranking at all. Moxie wasn’t even watching—as soon as he had returned, she’d pulled her book back out and was leafing through it once more.

Either way, Noah was satisfied with how the day had gone. He’d accomplished just about everything he’d wanted to with the students, and all of them were doing great.

“After the points Moxie gave out last class, that puts Isabel in first and Alexandra in second for actually getting the rune,” Todd observed. “How many more contests are we going to have?”

Moxie gave out points? She must have done it while I was off, distracted while she covered class for both of us.

“Haven’t figured that out yet,” Noah said with a chuckle. “If you want the Master Rune, I suggest pushing to catch up over the next few days.”

“Noted,” Todd said with a laugh. “I suppose I should have guessed as much.”

“Probably. No point trying to think too far out when we’re all still learning, after all. I’ll bring the contest to a close once you’re all starting to use proper Formations. That should give you a target to work toward,” Noah said. “But moving on. This went a lot faster than I’d initially thought it would, so we’ve got a fair bit of time left before we get pulled back to Arbitage. We’ve got two options. Either spar some more with each other while I pull people aside for some more personal training, or we can go hunt some monsters to keep in practice. It’s definitely been a little while since we’ve done that.”

“Monsters,” Isabel said. “I want to practice against something I can kill.”

After a few seconds of deliberation, the others all nodded their agreement.

“Let’s get to it, then,” Noah said, rubbing his hands together. “One monster hunting session, coming right up.”

[image: ]



Class ended a short while later, after a rather productive hunt. The group wiped out several plateaus worth of monsters, and Noah added a few new Rank 1 Greater Wind Runes to his grimoire in the process. He also broke away from the group for a few minutes to claim a Monster Rune that Lee identified for him as a Thickened Fur Rune. It didn’t sound particularly appealing, but it was still a Monster Rune.

Noah had yet to find the rich noble that had bought the previous Monster Rune from him, but it felt like a good idea to prepare for their next meeting in case there was a pile of gold burning a hole through the man’s pockets.

At this point, all the students were more than capable enough to handle Fluffants without even needing supervision. It was probably just about time to find a new location to start hunting monsters—preferably one with some Rank 2s.

“Noah, do you think—” Moxie started as the lift brought her, Noah, and Lee down while the students waited in the cannon room above them.

“We’ll find some time to work on your pattern together so you can properly get magic into it,” Noah promised before she’d even finished speaking. Moxie raised an eyebrow, then grinned and shifted the large book under her arm.

“Great.”

“By the way, what is it that you’ve been working on?” Noah asked, nodding to the book. “Rune stuff?”

“No. Well, yes. I’ve got a few papers wedged in here,” she replied. “The main thing I’ve been looking at are artifacts. Wizen was after my family in particular. If he’d just wanted runes, he wouldn’t care about me.”

“But he did,” Noah said. The lift reached the bottom of the cannon, and they stepped off. It rattled back up to collect the others. “Did you have any artifacts that he’d care about, though?”

“Not personally, but I was Evergreen’s aide. It’s possible he was going to try to use me to get access to something. I just don’t know what—and I don’t know why Arbitage would have anything to do with the Torrins. We don’t have anything that rare here as far as I can tell—but that’s what I’m checking for.”

“Smart,” Noah said. He thought for a few seconds to see if there was anything that would come to mind with regard to Wizen’s motivations, but he came up blank. Nothing in his fight with Silvertide had revealed his motivations. “Any thoughts, Lee?”

“Not really,” Lee said with a shake of her head. “But don’t a bunch of noble families all have things they donate to the neutral grounds to keep them neutral or whatever? Like the Linwicks gave the Hellreaver.”

“Yeah,” Moxie said. “I was thinking the same thing.”

“No record of what the Torrins gave?” Noah guessed.

“Yep. Guessed it in one shot.” Moxie sighed. “Hence the research I’ve been doing. They had to have given something to the school. It would have had to be pretty important as well. I just don’t know what it would be.”

“I can try to help you look later,” Noah offered.

Moxie sent him a surprised look. “Seriously?”

“What? You don’t have to look so surprised. I know how to read.”

“Yeah, I’ve just barely ever seen you voluntarily choose to go to the library when there was literally any alternative available,” Moxie said with a laugh. “I won’t turn down help, though.”

“I can come too,” Lee offered. She paused for a second, then frowned. “Wait. Can you eat in a library? I think I saw a sign on the door saying I couldn’t.”

“No,” Noah said. “They don’t want you getting the books dirty.”

“Oh, that’s fine. I won’t. I’m very clean when I eat.”

A thought struck Noah, and his eyes narrowed. “You can’t eat the books either.”

“What?” Lee exclaimed, her eyes going wide. “That’s stupid. They’re all just sitting around on shelves like pastries.”

“What part of a book even vaguely resembles a pastry?” Moxie asked through a laugh. “I don’t think they could possibly be more different.”

“They’re flaky.”

“Lee probably has more experience than you do with eating books,” Noah said. “I’m inclined to believe her.”

“Thank you,” Lee said.

“That doesn’t mean you can eat the books, though.”

“Aw. Are you sure?”

“I’ll find some other books for you to eat later. Just settle for actual pastries or something in the meantime.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s a good idea.” Lee grinned and nodded, the topic completely forgotten. Noah snuck a glance back at the book under Moxie’s arm. A small frown crossed his lips. If there was an artifact sitting around Arbitage that was strong enough for Wizen to put this much effort into getting… it didn’t take a genius to tell that it was bad news.

But what does it have to do with any of what he’s done so far? Why all the clones and extra shit? Stealing something feels more like an espionage angle, not this.

What is Wizen playing at?


Chapter Twenty-One



The students stepped out of the transport cannon as the lift dropped them off, and Lee joined them in returning to their lodgings, having gotten stuck in an intense conversation with Todd over what breakfast foods were the best.

Noah was pretty sure Todd was fighting a losing battle, as Lee was insisting that pancakes were crunchy. He’d probably figure out that she was including the texture profiles of the plates and utensils as part of her meal at some point, but until then, it was hard to argue with something that you couldn’t even properly comprehend.

Interesting strategy, actually. If you can’t surprise them with your brilliance, baffle them with your bullshit.

“Is there a reason we’re standing around at the base of the transport cannon instead of heading back?” Moxie asked, breaking Noah’s thoughts.

“Huh? Oh, not really. I was just thinking about Lee’s argument strategies.”

Moxie followed his gaze and snickered. “She’s certainly unique. Todd has no chance.”

“Absolutely none,” Noah agreed. He looked over his shoulder at the transport cannon above him. A small line had formed to use it. Other professors, from the looks of it, were taking their students to practice.

“It’s not all that long before the first of the exams. They’re getting ready,” Moxie said.

“The retrieval exam, right?” Noah asked. “I take it they’re not going to tell us what monster the kids have to hunt down?”

“Probably not. I wouldn’t be surprised if the advanced track makes sure they get assigned a more difficult monster,” Moxie said. “Speaking of, I do wonder when they’ll actually get around to doing anything. Has Ulya shown up to tell us when the next meeting is and I just missed it?”

“Not as far as I’m aware. We can ask Contessa and Karina if she came by my old room,” Noah said. “I’ve got to help Tim out as well. He’s still got a few runes to get around fixing.”

“Did you want to do that now?” Moxie asked. “There’s a bit of a line.”

“Yeah. I’ll probably wait around until it dwindles away and then head up after he’s not swamped by people. I’ve got a Mind Meld Potion on me.” Noah patted his bag, then looked over his shoulder again. “This is unrelated, but have you seen Brayden since he showed up to help you out?”

Moxie tilted her head to the side, brow furrowing in thought. She shook her head after her second. “No, I don’t believe I have. I thought he’d seek you out. Has he not?”

“Nope. Haven’t seen him at all,” Noah said. “You don’t think he’s avoiding me, do you?”

“That doesn’t really sound like him, but I can’t say anything for certain.” Moxie gave him a shrug. “He could also be busy. Father did send him here to help stop Wizen. Maybe he’s researching.”

Moxie didn’t seem too certain of her words. It definitely didn’t feel like Brayden was the kind of man to skirt around addressing his problems, so Noah was inclined to believe her—but he wasn’t sure if that was just his mind tricking him into optimism.

“Well, I’m sure I’ll find him soon enough,” Noah said. “Were you going to head back and keep reading on the artifacts and stuff?”

“Yeah. The most dangerous part of Wizen is that we don’t know what he wants or what motivates him. Nobody knows what his next move is. Once we figure that out, we can deal with him.”

“Agreed. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

Moxie laughed and bumped her shoulder into his. “Sure. I’ll be sure to send you into the library to leaf through books for the rest of the day.”

“Hey. I can read, you know. Just because there was a time when I was more focused on flinging myself from problem to problem without stopping to think about what I was actually doing doesn’t mean that’s my only state.”

“So you do want to hunt through the books in the library for all the records of all the artifacts that the Torrins have had?”

Noah gagged. “Absolutely not. I’d do it if you really needed me to, though.”

“I’ll spare you that fate, I think. I’ve got enough books to sort through already. I think it’s more a question of figuring out which one Wizen would actually want.” Moxie flashed him a grin as he let out a relieved sigh.

“Thank God. Well, don’t work too hard. Don’t forget we’re meeting Silvertide sometime tonight to talk to the Enforcers—and try to leave some space sometime tomorrow morning?”

“I remember the Enforcers, but what’s happening tomorrow morning?” Moxie asked, her nose scrunching in thought. “I don’t remember having anything planned for then.”

“Oh, we don’t. I was thinking we might get breakfast.”

Moxie squinted. “We get breakfast basically every single day.”

“Just the two of us.” Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “You know. A date. I know we’ve been together for a little, but we haven’t had all that much time to just do… normal things, I guess.”

Moxie blinked, and her cheeks reddened. “I—Oh. Yeah, I’ll make time. I can make time for that.”

“Thanks,” Noah said with a grin. “I’ll catch up with you tonight. Come find me if anything interesting happens, though. After Tim, I’m probably just going to go practice some Formations in the garden. The kids are catching up to me, you know.”

“Somehow, I’m not so sure about that. And I want to book a personal session for some pattern work as well. Think you can make time for that after breakfast?”

“I suppose something can be arranged, but we’ll have to see. I’ve got a busy schedule, you know.”

Moxie rolled her eyes and leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you tonight, idiot.”

She strode off, and Noah’s gaze followed her until she turned at a corner of the road and disappeared from sight. He shook his head, realizing a smile was still on his lips, and turned back to the transport cannon to wait for the line to die down a little.
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The flow of professors slowed after an hour and a half. Noah knew—he spent the time counting the seconds, drumming his fingers on the grimoire he’d pulled off his back and leaned against his side.

He waited a second to see if anyone else would suddenly pop up, but when it became clear that everyone who’d been waiting for the transport cannon had finally gotten to use it, he headed up the stairs to the lift himself.

It rattled up, and Noah arrived in the room at the top of the cannon a few seconds later. To his surprise, it was empty. He glanced around, just to see if Tim was hiding somewhere, but the man was nowhere to be found.

Noah walked up to the older man’s desk, spotting a small metal placard sitting on top of it. The placard was facing the wrong way, so he couldn’t see what was written on it. He picked it up and turned it around.

Temporarily out for maintenance.

“Maintenance?” Noah muttered to himself, setting the placard back down with a frown. He looked around the room. This wasn’t the first time Tim had randomly gone missing. It wasn’t like something obligated him to be in the transport cannon literally every second of his life—but he definitely didn’t seem to like leaving it.

I didn’t see Tim actually head out either. That means he’s still in the transport cannon. The door would have to be somewhere up here, since I had view of the elevator and there were people heading up it just a few minutes ago.

It might have been a bit of a breach of privacy, but Noah had never prided himself on being particularly respectable. He walked around the room, kneeling by the corners and running his hands along the floor to see if he could find a trapdoor or some other way to get around the cannon other than the lift in its center.

He made his way around the entirety of the cannon’s top floor—it wasn’t like there was all that much ground to cover—and arrived back at Tim’s desk. There was nothing. It was like Tim had just vanished into thin air.

A thought struck Noah. He paused, then leaned forward to peer over the desk at the only spot in the room he hadn’t touched yet. Noah took care to avoid accidentally touching any of the Imbuements or levers on it. He had absolutely no idea what screwing with the transport cannon would do, and he had no desire to find out.

Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.

Resting on the ground was a large cashmere rug. It was covered with colorful, swirling designs that looked like they were meant to symbolize runes without actually drawing any of them.

“A rug?” Noah asked aloud. “Is there really not a better spot to hide something?”

Then again, it did take me like ten minutes of looking literally everywhere else. Maybe a rug is more than enough.

He hopped over the table and reached down, pulling the corner of the rug back to reveal a trapdoor. Noah repressed the urge to let out a heavy sigh.

Well, I found it. Now what?

A few seconds passed. It was one thing to snoop, but it was another to literally follow Tim down into—well, whatever he was doing. It wasn’t exactly polite. Then again, if Tim had a more private area where they could use the Mind Meld Potion, there was no reason not to use it.

This is for his greater good, not because I’m curious to see what he’s doing.

Noah pulled the trapdoor back. It opened soundlessly to reveal a long, dark slide that ran at a steep angle. He could just barely see rungs running along its top. It didn’t look like climbing in—or out—would be particularly enjoyable.

He held his grimoire out, making sure the huge book actually fit into the confined space, then returned it to his back. Pulling the trapdoor up, he adjusted the rug so that it was draped over the top and stepped down into the hole, hanging from the rungs of the ladder. It was at such an angle that he was nearly upside down.

Noah lowered the trapdoor, and the light in the tunnel vanished. He looked down into the darkness, tempted to just drop and use Wind Magic to slow his fall. Instead, he started to climb down normally. There was far too high of a chance of him slamming ass-first into a turn or corner and having to hobble the rest of the way.

He continued into the darkness, clinging onto the ladder as it twisted and turned. It was impossible to see where he was actually going. The passage went a lot deeper than he’d thought it would. The tunnel eventually righted itself and let him return to climbing the ladder straight down like a normal human being.

Just about fifty feet below him was light, dim and yellow. His angle only let him make out a few muted spots of bronze pipe and purple smoke bathed in the light.

But the luminescence wasn’t all he found—with it came voices. Noah froze in place. He hadn’t expected Tim to have company.

Maybe I should leave. I don’t want to intrude⁠—

“Get out of my way. This is your last warning,” a woman’s voice said.

Noah’s eyes narrowed.

Never mind. Anyone causing Tim trouble should have chosen somewhere to do it where there were witnesses.

He released the rungs of the ladder. Wind swirled past his face as he plummeted through the darkness and rapidly approached the light.


Chapter Twenty-Two



Noah used a swirl of wind to slow his fall a few moments before his feet hit the ground. His jacket fluttered around him as he landed safely, eyes adjusting to the sudden light. The room around him was surprisingly large—far too large to fit anywhere in the transport cannon’s body.

Metal pipes ran along the walls and twisted past each other like the pattern of a woven scarf. They crisscrossed beneath his feet and jutted up, all covered by Imbuements and obscured by inscriptions that ran alongside them.

Shimmers of purple energy swirled at cracks in the pipes and curled up in twists of faint smoke that made the room smell like a mixture of sulfur, brass, and sweat. All the pipes congregated at a single glass pillar in the center of the room. It was so heavily etched with Imbuements that it may as well have been opaque. Something deep within it flickered with muted energy.

Standing before the pillar was, rather than Tim, Brayden. The large man leaned on his sword, streaks of blood running down his arms and his shirt ripped to shreds to reveal seeping wounds beneath.

Across from him was a woman. She wore a flour-stained apron and was a little portly around the waist. The woman spun toward Noah. Her eyes were creased with wrinkle lines from smiling, and her cheeks were plump. Several ragged cuts ran through her clothes, but her body was unharmed.

She looked more like a baker than a warrior. A baker that was somehow winning the fight against Brayden, one of the strongest Rank 4 mages that Noah knew. He called on Natural Disaster instantly, letting its power course through his body like a raging river.

“The hell is going on here?”

“Oh goodness,” the woman said. “I wasn’t expecting company so soon. You wouldn’t happen to⁠—”

A thick bolt of lightning roared as it split the air, ripping out of Noah’s hands and slicing out for her. The air around the woman shimmered, waves of heat rolling off her body as the lightning bolt vanished about ten feet before it could reach her.

Shit. She’s got a domain, and it’s stronger than mine.

“That was rude,” the woman said. “Await your turn, son.”

“Go get help,” Brayden growled. He pulled his sword from the ground and raised it before himself. “She’s a multi-rune Rank 5. One of Wizen’s. Uses fire.”

The air around the woman ignited with a whoomp, and a wave of heat slammed into Noah. He raised his hands defensively, his domain pressing back against her power as he gritted his teeth.

“Don’t go chatting while we’re having a fight,” the woman scolded. Fire rolled out across the floor before her and slammed into Brayden. An instant before it could connect and push through his domain, he flickered and vanished in a flash of purple.

He stumbled as he reappeared beside Noah, his breath coming out in ragged bursts. “Come on. You need to go. Now.”

“Wait. Where’s Tim?”

“The old man is fine. He’s hiding somewhere in the room,” Brayden said through a cough. “They’re not after him. There’s an artifact in the transport cannon. I think⁠—”

Another wall of fire rolled toward them. The woman’s power sputtered and faded as it drew close to Noah and Brayden, unable to push through both of their domains. But even though it didn’t connect, the waves of heat that rolled through the air were enough to singe Noah’s eyebrows.

“I told you to stop talking. Don’t you realize it’s rude?” the woman asked.

“Talk about rude. I don’t even know your name,” Noah said, his eyes darting around the maze of pipes in search of Tim. He didn’t give a shit about who the woman was or what he wanted.

“Barb,” the woman said. She flicked her hand, and a bolt of fire ripped out, streaking toward Noah. He dove to the side, and it screamed past him, slamming into a pipe at his back. A loud hiss escaped it, and a stream of purple smoke began to pour out. “And don’t lecture me on manners when you’re the one that attacked me mid-sentence.”

“I got impatient waiting for an answer,” Noah said as he came to his feet.

“She’s got a healer somewhere here,” Brayden said, grinding his teeth and raising his sword again. “Don’t overextend. He’s got light magic that obscures his location and has something that’s letting him hide from my domain.”

“How strong?” Noah asked.

“Not as strong as the old lady.”

“Old?” Barb demanded, her eyes narrowing. “I’ll have you know I’m barely scratching my golden years.”

She snapped her fingers. Fire coiled around her body with a roar like a dragon. Roiling heat slammed into Noah, and he called on Combustion, trying to snuff out the fire. It did nothing—the Master Rune was completely outclassed, and Barb wasn’t relying on combustion to create her fire. It was coming straight from her runes. He released Combustion and swapped to Natural Disaster, drawing from the moisture around him. There wasn’t much to work with, but he managed to form a rippling barrier an instant before Barb’s flames slammed into it.

The water boiled and evaporated, but it bought their domains enough time to dissipate Barb’s power. She was strong, but she wasn’t powerful enough to completely overwhelm both of them through brute force.

“You seem to be evenly matched against two of us,” Noah said, letting power build in him as he continued to search the room. Even if Barb couldn’t overwhelm them, he didn’t have a way to easily get back at her without using Sunder or a Formation. “What’s your goal here? Why are you attacking Brayden?”

“I don’t care about him. If you both stood out of my way, my quarrel with you would be over.”

“Don’t give her the artifact,” Brayden said. “I know what it is.”

“Then you’re going to have to do a bit more than stand there,” Noah said, lowering his tone and speaking out the corner of his mouth. “Can you hold her off?”

“What does it look like I’ve been doing?”

“Well, do more of it.”

Flame erupted around Barb and washed across the room toward them. Brayden dashed forward and swung his sword. A wave of purple energy followed the weapon’s tip. It cut through the roiling fire, and Brayden dashed through the flames as they faded. He lunged at Barb, who raised her hands to send out another torrent of fire—only for Brayden to vanish.

He reformed beside her, his huge sword already hurtling for Barb’s side. The woman leaned back, vaulting out of the way and narrowly avoiding getting carved in two. She landed on her feet and skidded a foot back, her teeth gritting.

“Bah. Sword users. Can’t you just use magic like a normal mage?” Barb complained, pulling her hands through the air. Flame screamed through the air and ripped through pipes, filling the room with even more purple smoke. Brayden teleported away from the attack and formed before Barb, his sword crashing down once more.

She was forced to retreat once again, but her attention was occupied once again. Noah summoned his violin to his hands and started to play. He hadn’t forgotten Brayden’s warning that Barb had a healer somewhere in the area, so it wasn’t like he could completely forget the rest of the world as he played, but he’d been practicing since the fight against Evergreen.

Notes of magic swirled around Noah and filled his song as he started a Formation. The violin muted the sounds of his music to keep it from being too obvious, but it would only be a matter of time before Barb noticed that he was playing a soundless violin.

Before she could do anything, she’d have to throw Brayden off. He was clearly exhausted and running low on magic, but his attacks were relentless. Over and over again, his sword fell, forcing Barb to retreat before someone a full rank beneath her.

Noah had no delusions of Barb’s strength. He’d felt the heat of her magic. She’d been summoning flame from nothing. That was something only a Rank 5 could do, and it was clear she was no stranger to it.

Fire was only good if it could connect with its target, though. Brayden’s form slipped through the fire in swirls of purple magic. His features were clad in stone and his blade in an advancing wall of metal.

Not for the first time, Noah was grateful that Brayden was on his side. His domain prickled with pulses of magic that washed across it, and Noah let it play into his music. A roaring inferno danced to protect its heart from the wounded hound. The beast’s pursuit was dogged, but while it could nip at the fire, the battle could only end in one way—unless something changed.

The violin grew louder. Energy poured out of Noah’s body as he drained power from Natural Disaster to make the housing of the Formation. Whoever Barb’s backup was had yet to strike, but⁠—

A shimmer bent the air at Noah’s side, right at the edge of his domain, as it destroyed the magic trying to enter it. From within the magic came a short man wearing white robes and bearing a wooden staff.

Noah recognized him. It was Richard—the healer he’d seen the day he’d arrived at Arbitage. Surprise played across the man’s features, but he carried forward, sprinting at Noah and rearing back with his staff.

Not a Rank 4, so he can’t use magic in my domain.

Twisting, Noah dodged out of the way of the strike. His music grew faster as he moved around Richard, deftly avoiding the strikes of the man’s staff.

You can’t use my own trick against me, especially when it looks like you’ve never tried to hit someone without magic in your life.

Barb’s eyes flicked over to Noah as his music approached a crescendo. The moment of distraction cost her a deep wound across her shoulder as a line of purple energy carved out of Brayden’s sword, and she failed to fully avoid it in time.

Flame erupted around her like a blooming flower, detonating with a brilliant explosion. Brayden flew back, his arms crossed and smoking before his face. He slammed into a nest of pipes and dropped down. Purple smoke hissed out around him from the pipes.

Richard turned to run over to Barb. He took one step before Noah hooked his foot forward, still playing, and yanked the healer’s legs out from under him. He poured Sunder into the Formation building in his song.

“Stop him already!” Barb yelled, pain in her voice as she turned toward Noah and gathered fire around herself.

Richard rolled over and tried to jab his staff up at Noah’s throat. Noah leaned back, avoiding the strike, and kicked the healer in the side of his head. He played faster still. Adrenaline and magic intertwined within his veins.

The violin sang with Noah. Elation grew within it as the song drew closer to its conclusion. Richard groaned and lunged from his spot on the ground, only to catch a heel to the nose. His nose shattered with a crunch, and his head slammed back into the ground.

Fire roared toward them from Barb’s hands, the power rippling within the curling sea of red and orange far too great to be held back by the dam of his domain. Heat bit at his face and prickled against his skin. He played one more note.

The violin fell silent.

The Formation came to life.


Chapter Twenty-Three



Acrescent of black tore out from the notes of magic that Noah had laid, streaking out to meet the immense torrent of flame bearing down on it. The wall of fire curled like a wave, as it had been made to crash down on top of Noah, screaming like a scorned god.

Sunder’s arc touched the flames.

The room fell quiet. Barb’s magic was swallowed, sound and flame alike, up by a devouring silence and an endless black. Firelight blinked out. All that remained was Sunder and its advance toward Barb.

Her eyes widened, and she flung herself to the side, three glistening Shields erupting around her body preemptively. Sunder didn’t even register their existence. They were beneath it, so pathetic that they weren’t even worth destroying.

Its black blade continued on, disappearing into the wall without a sound. Barb hit the ground with a pained grunt and rolled to her feet. Fear gripped her face for the first time as she looked back at where Sunder’s power had gone. Her Shields still shimmered around her, waiting in silent anticipation.

“What was⁠—”

Barb’s Shields shattered. Three rings fell from her fingers, their power completely spent, and clinked against the ground. Even as she looked down in shock, a wet squelch split the silence. Her arm hit the ground before her, severed right above the elbow, the blood only just starting to come as it realized that it had been cut.

The pipes behind Barb screeched. Purple smoke hissed out in a deluge, curling around her body as she clutched at the stump of her arm and took a stumbling, terrified step back. Blood poured out of the brutal wound as her vessels finally remembered that they were meant to be bleeding.

Barb gritted her teeth, and fire erupted from her remaining hand. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air as she cauterized the wound. Before Noah could try to draw on his powers again, Barb thrust a palm toward him.

A spark caught in the air, then detonated. Brayden rolled over and sank into the ground with a shimmer of magic, then reformed before Noah, slamming his sword into the ground. Purple energy erupted from his blade and swirled up into a shimmering wall an instant before the room disappeared in a flash.

Fire roared past Noah, and pipes shattered all around them under the force of Barb’s magic. His domain shuddered and desperately tried to hold strong. Even with Brayden by his side, the fire licked hungrily past them. The only patch of the room that wasn’t completely devoured in its hungry grasp was a small cone behind them.

Brayden’s purple magic cracked. His grip tightened around the hilt of his blade, and he snarled in defiance. Noah tried to call the moisture in the room to create water, but there was almost nothing left to work with. Barb had evaporated almost all of it. He quickly gave up and turned his attention to the flame, trying to push it back with Natural Disaster.

It was like trying to fight a brick wall. There was so much magic coiling within the fire that it was completely untouchable. All Noah and Brayden could do was stand there and bear the brunt of the attack, hoping it would end.

After what felt like minutes but was truly only a few seconds at best, the fire sputtered out. Brayden’s grip on his sword slacked, and he pitched forward. He caught himself just before he could fall face-first, bracing a trembling arm against the ground.

There was no sign of Barb. She’d vanished in the flames—but she hadn’t gone alone. The glass cylinder had melted to slag. Any Imbuements that had once been on it had been reduced to nothing but molten trash. And of the artifact that had been hidden within it, there was no sign.

There was something far more important missing than any artifact.

“Tim!” Noah yelled. “Where are you?”

“Over here. I’m fine, Professor.”

The relief struck Noah with such intensity that he nearly dropped on the spot. He turned around as Tim rose from behind a cluster of pipes, his hair badly singed but otherwise unharmed. Tim brushed soot off his arms and walked over to them on shaky legs.

“Thank God,” Noah said, grabbing the older man by his shoulders. “I thought you’d gotten fried.”

“I almost did,” Tim said. “That healer had me by the neck. I was waiting for a good time to fight back, but when you knocked the life out of him, I figured it would be best to hide and avoid drawing any of your attention.”

“Probably for the best.” Noah turned back to scan the room. None of the purple smoke that had been pouring out of the pipes remained. It had been completely burned away by Barb’s magic—along with just about everything else.

The floor and ceiling where Barb had been standing strongly resembled the Scorched Acres. Pipe and bronze had blackened and turned partially to ash. The damage lessened the farther it got from where she’d been, but the room was still thoroughly torched. A grimace passed over Noah’s lips as he spotted Richard. Or, more accurately, as he spotted what remained of Richard.

It looked like he’d tried to run while Noah and Brayden were distracted with Barb, but he’d only made it a few steps away from them and toward Barb before her spell had gone off. His lower half was mostly in one piece, but the entire top of his body was nothing but a pile of soot on the ground.

“You okay, Brayden?” Noah asked. He kept Natural Disaster at his beck and call as he spoke. There wasn’t much area left to hide in the room, but he wasn’t going to take any chances in case she was biding her time somewhere.

“Alive,” Brayden said with a grunt. He grabbed his sword and pulled himself up with a groan. “She’s gone.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. I felt spatial magic a moment before she disappeared. Wizen pulled her back. We figured out what they were after too late. I only just caught on a short while ago and raced over here, thinking I could grab the key and move it elsewhere before Wizen’s people arrived. Evidently, I wasn’t fast enough.”

“That was a Rank 5,” Noah reminded Brayden. He couldn’t lie—he didn’t really give much of a shit about what Wizen wanted. If it wasn’t Moxie and it wasn’t him or anyone he cared about, Arbitage could eat dirt. Their secrets weren’t worth dying for. “You did everything you could. But… what happened here? Was Arbitage seriously keeping some super-weapon just… sitting around in the transport cannon?”

“It wasn’t a super weapon,” Tim said. “And it wasn’t just sitting around. That’s how the transport cannon operated. Magic doesn’t come from nowhere, and Space Runes are incredibly difficult to get to high ranks. For an operation this powerful, normal Imbuement would have been almost impossible.”

“So you drew magic from a spatial artifact to power the whole thing?”

Tim nodded. “Yes. It wasn’t any sort of weapon, though. Not as far as I’m aware. The Torrins donated it some time ago because they couldn’t figure out how to use it, and Arbitage set it up as a transport service. That’s all I know. That woman—Barb—had an Arbitage researcher badge, so I paused operations on the cannon to show it to her. You saw most of the rest.”

“She had an inside agent,” Brayden said. He nodded to the remains of Richard’s body, then grimaced and swayed. He braced himself against his sword again. “This idiot. Probably got paid off. It’s not your fault, old man. Father is going to be furious—or elated. I can never tell. He might actually be more of the latter. The Torrins, on the other hand, will definitely be furious.”

“I’ll be honest with you. If Blancwood was on fire, I wouldn’t piss on it to help,” Noah said. He glanced around the room again, then slowly let Natural Disaster slip from his grip. It didn’t look like Barb was still around. “Most of the Torrins can rot. They get whatever comes to them.”

“I don’t care about them either, but Father gave me orders to interfere with Wizen. He won’t be happy about this.”

“I’ll deal with Father,” Noah said with a wave. “Have you really been running around this entire time trying to find what Wizen was after? You should have worked with Moxie. She was already doing the same thing. If you’d told her, you probably would have found it earlier.”

Brayden coughed into a fist and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Yes. That probably would have been advisable, but I didn’t consider that she’d actually be doing anything. I’ll apologize to her later.”

“You’re not too badly injured, are you?” Noah asked as a flicker of concern passed through him.

“I’m fine.” Brayden let out a dry laugh. “What about the old man?”

“Alive,” Tim said through a sigh. He wiped some of the soot from his face. “And probably in better shape than you. We should go find help immediately. Someone needs to report what happened to Arbitage.”

“I agree,” Brayden said. “Do you think you can go do that? I need to have a talk with Vermil.”

Tim glanced at Noah, who gave him a small nod in response.

“I’ll be back with aid soon,” Tim promised. He hurried over to the ladder. It had been mostly warped and destroyed, but some of the metal had managed to hold its structure. He jumped and grabbed onto the lowest rung that hadn’t been completely destroyed before pulling himself up and into the tunnel.

“So,” Brayden said wearily. “You just cast a Formation with music.”

“So I did,” Noah said.

“You’re Rank 4 now, and with a pretty strong domain. Midway through it, if I had to guess.”

Noah nodded.

“I’ve never seen the rune you were using as its head. That might have been the most oppressive Rank 4 rune I’ve ever seen. Even with a Formation, cutting straight through the domain of a Rank 5 and nearly killing her in a single blow is almost unheard of. I take it there’s a reason I’ve never heard of the magic you were using?”

Noah nodded once more. “Yes. I’d prefer to keep any information on it completely wrapped up.”

“Would I be remiss in guessing this is somehow connected to the way you can’t seem to stay dead?”

Noah gave Brayden a noncommittal shrug. He trusted the large man, but the truth of Sunder and how it worked was something he had no plans to give any more information on than he absolutely had to.

“Fair enough,” Brayden said. “I wouldn’t tell anyone if I were you. I’ll avoid mentioning it to the Enforcers and anyone else that comes to look. I don’t think Tim understood the magnitude of what he saw, but we can play this off as you being a Formation Master. I’ll avoid mentioning just how powerful that final attack was. Acceptable?”

“More than.” Noah gave Brayden an appreciative nod. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Brayden corrected. “Saved my ass. I would have been dead if you didn’t show up.”

“Any time. But… before anyone else gets here, do you have any idea what that artifact actually was?”

Lines of concern creased Brayden’s face, and he drew in a deep breath, letting it out in a sigh. “Yes. I do.”

“And? Is it something we have to be worried about?”

“I don’t know,” Brayden admitted through a grimace. “It was a key that opens a very long-distance portal.”

“To where?”

“The Damned Plains.”


Chapter Twenty-Four



One day ago.

Wizen let out a rattling breath. He leaned back in his stone chair, his hand tightening at his side as the connection to his puppets sputtered and wheezed. Silvertide had done a lot more damage to Evergreen’s runes than he’d initially thought.

The old woman wouldn’t last much longer. He’d already ripped every shred of power that she had to spare from her body. It was only right. She’d cheated him. The key hadn’t been on her.

Perhaps I should have seen that coming. I can only blame myself. Why would the puppet of the Torrin family be carrying around an artifact like that? I should have gone after one of the important ones—but it hardly matters now.

The information flowing from the puppet sputtered to a stop. The last thing Wizen saw through its eyes was the plant matter filling its core, seeping out and souring the Torrin family’s library.

“I knew it,” Wizen breathed. His fingers twitched at his sides, and old wounds burned his back. He ignored the pain and rose to his feet, stepping past the cracked bulbs and striding out of the room.

The darkness pulled away from him, as if in fear of his shadow. He strode down the hall, turning the corner and pushing through an old doorway to enter a kitchen. A middle-aged woman stood at the counter, her hands covered in flour and a ball of dough on the counter beside her.

Several finished pastries lay on the wooden table between them, stuffed full of glistening cherries. The woman’s hair hung around her face in a bob, and her face was slightly rotund. She smiled and brushed her hands off on the apron hanging from her neck.

“Wizen, honey. How have you been doing? You’ve been working really hard lately.”

“I have,” Wizen agreed with a dry laugh. He took one of the pastries from the table and bit into it, a delighted expression pulling across his features as the bright, sugary flavor of the fruit mixed perfectly with the flaky pastry. “And it seems you have as well, Barb. You’ve outdone yourself once more.”

“Oh, you flatter me,” Barb said with a soft laugh. “I’d be honored if it was my cooking that brought you out of your hole, but I suspect that I haven’t gotten that good.”

Wizen polished off the rest of the pastry before responding. “I’m afraid not. Something far more important gives my feet flight.”

Barb’s eyebrows lifted. “You found it, didn’t you?”

“I found it,” Wizen said. His smile stretched even further across his face, and he picked up another pastry. “At no cheap expense, mind you. Hundreds of puppets. An entire set of Rank 6 runes, wasted.”

“Wasted? I’d hardly say that,” Barb said. She stepped around the counter and took one of her pastries, taking a bite from it. After chewing for a moment, her lips pursed, and she shook her head. “Too sweet. I need less sugar.”

“I rather like them sweet,” Wizen said. “And perhaps wasted is the wrong word. They did what I needed them to. I just didn’t expect to lose so much at this stage. Silvertide is stronger than I thought.”

“He’s an old codger. What did you expect?” Barb shook her head and laughed. “It’s unfortunate that he’s going to be in our way. I’ve met Silvertide before. He’s a good man.”

“Most men are,” Wizen said. He finished his second pastry and wiped his mouth off with a napkin. “But good men turn blind to the plight of those they care not for. We have no need for good men.”

“Everyone can be used,” Barb said. “You’re just too black and white, hon. Learn some shades of gray.”

“I’ll leave that to you and the others,” Wizen said. “For now, all I care about is the key. As I suspected, it is within Arbitage.”

“It is? Well, color me a dunce,” Barb said with a sheepish smile. “I was convinced they’d never let something like that out of their sight. What a stupid move.”

“The more you know of the Torrin family, the more sense it makes. They claim to be warriors, but they are rats. They hide their strength and lurk in the shadows, hoping to take their opponents by surprise. It is ironic that the Linwick family somehow has more honest men than they do.”

“That’s saying a lot,” Barb said. “Are you sure about that?”

Wizen snorted. “You speak of Father? He is honest. He does not lie. Words are a weapon which must always be wielded when in his presence, but he does not lie. I respect him.”

“He’s an old codger who should be rotting in a grave. The world would be better off without him. He sent you a black primrose, Wizen. He⁠—”

“Cannot get on my nerves that easily,” Wizen finished. “Father seeks to anger me. It will not work. The only thing that matters is results.”

Barb flashed Wizen a smirk. “Are you sure? I saw you speaking to Silvertide and those brats with him. That didn’t look like pure results.”

“There was a purpose to it.” Wizen coughed into his fist. “And some conversation may have not been remiss. It has been some time since I’ve spoken to people other than those within our circle. Proper ones, that is.”

“Oh, I understand. It can be quite the downer,” Barb said. She walked back to the counter and began to work the dough again. “But I still can’t believe the Torrins sent the key away.”

“It makes sense. The key holds no power for a coward. It may not hold power for a bold fool either. It is nothing but an opportunity,” Wizen said. “But it is the opportunity I have been searching for.”

“So, how are you going to get it? Your puppets are all gone, and I don’t think you’re going to wring any more magic out of Evergreen’s old husk. Silvertide gave you a ringing slap, hon.”

Wizen let out a small laugh. “He removed my puppets from play, but I have far more pieces on the board than just them. Surely you don’t think so lowly of me to only have a single plan, Barb. Even Father knows better. He sent someone to guard the key and stand in my way.”

“Father did? Who? The one that killed Gentil?”

“No. His brother,” Wizen replied. “He arrived at Arbitage some time ago, and I haven’t seen him since. There’s no doubt in my mind that he watches over the key—but he will not be able to stop my agent.”

Barb raised an eyebrow. “Brother… Brayden, was it? Big man. Beautiful muscles. I just want to squeeze his cheeks.”

“Please keep your fantasies to yourself,” Wizen said with a weary sigh. “But yes. The Space Rune user. He likely lies in wait for us to make our next move. Brayden should not be underestimated. He may seem to be a lumbering idiot, but he is intelligent and capable. If he was not, he would not have survived this long in Father’s presence.”

“So I see. And where is this key?” Barb asked. “A vault beneath the academy? Locked deep in their rune research rooms so that only their best mages can gaze upon it and attempt to discern its function?”

“No,” Wizen said with a dry laugh. “That was where I believed it would be as well. It is honestly quite ingenious. I must give the Torrins credit. They know how to hide. That is the only way they could have evaded me for so long. I shared your beliefs, Barb. Come.”

Barb glanced down at her dough, then back up at Wizen as he headed for the door. With a huff, she walked after him. The two returned to the room with the bulbs, where Wizen lowered himself into a chair.

Dirt rippled at his feet, rising up into a chair for Barb across from him. She sat down as the dirt continued to bubble, forming a perfect replica of Arbitage.

“Arbitage is my favorite of the bastions,” Wizen said, a smile drifting across his face. “So many different goals, all of them competing. Their schooling is inadequate. Their teachers are fools. Their researchers are greedy and hoard knowledge instead of sharing it. They steal from even their own families.”

“Wizen, hon, did you forget what favorite means again?”

Wizen let out a huff. No matter how strong he got, Barb never seemed to enjoy wallowing in arrogance for too long. It was good. She kept him grounded.

“The reason Arbitage exists is not for any of the reasons above,” Wizen said. “Arbitage is a storage hold. It exists to give the top noble families a location to put their artifacts—not just the ones they want studied, but also the ones they don’t want near their actual homes. They send their children—the ones that look important but lack true value—as a cover.

In truth, nearly everyone in Arbitage is replaceable. A few rise above the rabble, but the rest are only there to take up space. Arbitage is not a sanctuary or a school. It is an agreement between the top noble families to designate an area where they could store the weapons that proved too great a threat to keep close to the chest. It is an armory.”

“So they all pitch in some garbage to make it seem like a proper school, then stick all the bad news into it somewhere in hopes that the problem becomes someone else’s issue to deal with when it goes wrong?”

Wizen nodded. “Yes. They obviously want some students to be successful as well, but they take no risks in their training. Those who have talent occasionally succeed, but their purpose is merely to keep the attention of other noble families—and even some members of their own families—averted from the Bastion’s true purpose.”

“So… where’s the key?” Barb asked. “A vault?”

“Hidden in plain sight.” Wizen’s smile returned. He waved a hand, and the buildings faded away until only a single one remained—a thin tower with a cannon at its top pointed to the heavens. “What better place to store a spatial artifact than a cannon that uses its powers as a battery?”

“Clever,” Barb said. “You’re sure? That’s… bold. Even for them.”

“The information lines up. I am certain. You will go.”

“I figured as much,” Barb said. “You’ve got things arranged to get me into campus?”

“Of course. Be hasty. Do not let yourself get caught up in a long fight. Arbitage’s students may be largely worthless, but its protectors are not. You will not survive a fight if they all come down on you.”

“I can handle myself, hon. Don’t you worry,” Barb said. “I might need a little help if things go south, though.”

“Already handled. I’ve had an agent in Arbitage for some time now.”

“Is there anywhere you don’t have an agent?”

“No,” Wizen replied with a dry laugh. “Finish your preparations, Barb. The key will be mine by nightfall.”

Barb gave him a sharp nod, then headed out of the room. Wizen watched her leave, then drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Twinges ran down his back, but he ignored them. He was so close. After all these years, everything was finally sliding into place.

“Count the days, old friend,” Wizen breathed. “The City of Gold awaits us.”


Chapter Twenty-Five



Barb dropped through the portal, smoke curling up from her body. She dropped to the floor of the cold cave and let out a heaving cough that racked her entire body, expelling soot from her lungs.

“Barb!” Wizen exclaimed, rushing to her side. His fingers flew to his side and pulled a vial full of glistening green liquid free, popping the wax seal off in the same movement. He brought it to her mouth and tipped it in.

Barb drank greedily, wrapping her lips around the lip of the bottle to keep herself from spilling any of it. Magic worked its way through her body, and she let out a relieved breath. The burns that covered her body quickly started to turn pink and pull back.

“What in the Damned Plains happened?” Wizen demanded. “It was meant to be a fast in-and-out! How did you get so badly injured?”

“Father figured us out,” Barb said through a cough. She wiped her lips with the back of a hand and grimaced. “His kids were there. Both Vermil and Brayden, though it seemed that Vermil was acting of his own volition.”

“Children gave you this much difficulty?” Wizen asked, trying and failing to contain the shock in his voice. “A Rank 4 and—what was Vermil? A Rank 3 at best?”

“Rank 4,” Barb said grimly. The wounds covering her body continued to heal, and she pushed herself upright. A frown crossed her lips, and she looked down at her missing right arm. The burn at its stump was fading, but the arm showed no sign of regrowing. “What kind of potion did you give me, Wizen? Am I not worth better than this drivel?”

“Drivel? That potion was over fifty thousand gold,” Wizen said. His eyes followed Barb’s and his brow creased in disbelief and confusion. “What happened to you? Did they have an Enforcer lying in wait? Brayden is competent, but not that competent. You shouldn’t have had any trouble.”

“It wasn’t Brayden. It was Vermil. He was the stronger of the two, and by an enormous margin.”

“Vermil was? Impossible. He barely beat Gentil.”

“He’s a Formation Master,” Barb said flatly. The last of her wounds faded away. Her missing arm made no moves to return. It was as if the potion had registered her ‘whole’ state as missing an arm. “And he’s got one of the most wicked Formations I’ve ever seen. His domain put him at mid Rank 4, but he cut straight through my own domain and would have killed me if I hadn’t dodged in time.”

“Impossible,” Wizen said. His mind spun as he searched through all the information he’d gathered. Vermil had been an anomaly. Father’s least favorite child and a lecherous pervert. Something had changed in the man some time ago, and he’d started growing in power, but nothing had indicated the rate of growth was this intense.

There was a chance that he’d met with someone strong enough to feed him runes, but as to who, Wizen didn’t know. His closest allies were an exiled servant from the Torrin family, his students with an all-too-common vendetta against the nobles, and an overeager girl with an appetite far too large for her body.

Even if Jalen himself had decided to step in and deliver runes straight to Vermil, this result shouldn’t have been possible. Mastering Formations in mere months, not to mention having such a Formation strong enough to nearly kill someone a whole rank above him… the chances of that happening were astronomically low.

Which means one of two things. Either Vermil has been a plant from the start and has been hiding his power this entire time, or he got his hands on one of the most powerful Master Runes to ever exist. I can’t think of anything else that would let him challenge Barb.

Between the two options, the former was the most likely. Father had always liked sowing his seeds far in advance. This one had just slipped under his nose. Wizen cursed under his breath. He’d been convinced that he’d gotten the upper hand on Father, but the cunning bastard had been a step ahead.

“Damn it all,” Wizen cursed. “I’m sorry, Barb. I was confident⁠—”

“I don’t blame you, hon,” she said with a curt laugh that contained all the anger that her words lacked. “Can’t predict everything. It’s a miracle everything has lined up as well as it has this far. An arm is a small price to pay.”

“It is not. Things will be harder now than they ever were,” Wizen said. “You’re one of my strongest warriors. I can’t afford to waste your power like this. We don’t have anything to spare. Arbitage will doubtlessly have moved the key now. I will have to act myself. It’s the only way to keep anyone else from⁠—”

Wizen’s words died on his lips as Barb opened her remaining hand. Nestled within it was a glistening golden key. Thin purple inscriptions ran along its surface and glistened in anticipation. The power within it was so faint that he could barely feel it, but the key’s appearance was undeniable.

“You got it,” Wizen breathed.

“Barely,” Barb said with a chuckle. “Had to torch the entire room and nearly kill myself in the process. I’m not immune to my own fire when it’s hot enough to rip through my domain. I knew we weren’t getting another shot at this. Not an easy one, at least. There was too much on the line to fail.”

“Have I ever told you how much I love you?” Wizen asked, taking the key from Barb. His throat tightened, the hand of the past wringing it dry. The key was so light. So small. So powerful.

It had been the only thing he’d thought about for years, to the point where he’d begun to wonder if he’d ever actually get his hands on it. The power the artifact represented was immense. It was spatial magic perfected—something that humanity had failed to achieve for years upon years.

His studies had shown him countless ways to turn it into a deadly weapon. It possessed the ability to level entire cities, were it properly connected to a few other choice artifacts and controlled by the proper wielder.

Wizen couldn’t have cared less. There was only one thing he wanted the key for, and it wasn’t any power that could be claimed on this plane of existence.

“Rest, Barb,” Wizen said. He pulled a chain out of his pocket and threaded it through the key. He hung it around his neck and tucked it into his shirt. “You have done well. I will find a way to deal with your arm. The rune that did that somehow completely severed your arm, both body and soul. It is a powerful one, clearly aided by its Formation.”

“Are we going to go after it?”

“Want it for yourself, do you?” Wizen let out a dry laugh. “Perhaps. But not now. We must keep sight of our goal. Father is a deadly opponent, and it seems Vermil is a card that we did not place. We cannot afford any distractions or roadblocks. There is only one thing that matters.”

Barb gave him a sharp nod. “I suppose so. I’ll hold you to that promise about my arm, Wizen. I can’t bake with one arm. Not as well as I could with two, at least.”

“The Damned Plains will possess all that we seek. Even if there is no cure, there will be an acceptable replacement.”

Barb brushed her burnt clothes off and rose to her feet with an unsteady wobble. She adjusted her shirt and let out a sigh. “I’m going to need a new apron as well.”

“It will be arranged for. Go rest.”

“And you?”

“I will do what I always do,” Wizen replied. His hand lifted to the key resting against his chest, and his eyes darkened. “I will prepare. This phase of our work is complete. Now that we have the key, I will gather the rest of the five. We must move quickly. Father will doubtlessly set his own plans into motion when he discovers the key is lost. He must not be allowed to interfere.”

“Something tells me that he will anyway.”

“Most likely,” Wizen said. He spun and started for the exit of the cave. “But he always has, and it has not stopped us yet. This time, the reason for that is you. But from here on out, I will be taking a much more aggressive position. We will not be caught off guard once more. The Damned Plains will open to us, and I will take what is mine.”


Chapter Twenty-Six



It didn’t take the Enforcers long to arrive. Just a minute after Barb had vanished, while he and Brayden were still getting their bearings again, a ripple of energy passed over the transport cannon. They both stiffened, but instead of Barb or another one of Wizen’s men, the one who stepped through was an old man in an Arbitage uniform.

He held a staff in one hand, his eyes scanning over the room before he’d even set foot in it. Behind him came Neir and another man that Noah recognized—Godrick, the head of the advanced track. Tim stepped out after them and walked back over to rejoin Noah and Brayden.

“You again,” Neir said, his eyes locking onto Noah as Tim passed him. “Why is it always you?”

“Professor Vermil,” Godrick said. “What in the Damned Plains happened here? Who is this?”

Noah let out a breath and let his hands lower, releasing his hold on his runes. This wasn’t a threat that flinging magic around was going to solve. He forced himself to bite back a sarcastic laugh. It didn’t seem like Arbitage’s enforcers could ever show up on time.

They were late when he’d killed the Hellreaver, and now they were late to getting their artifact stolen from right beneath their noses. Tim must have had some way to get their attention at the top of the transport cannon.

“Wizen attacked,” Noah said.

“One of his people, more accurately. A Rank 5 woman by the name of Barb,” Brayden corrected. “My name is Brayden.”

The old man didn’t bother exchanging any words. He made a beeline over to the melted glass, stepping over shattered pipes with a distasteful frown on his lips.

Neir massaged his temple with two fingers. “I’m familiar with both people present. They’re from the Linwick family. Brayden is a Rank 4 Space Magic user. Vermil is a Rank 3… well, something. I don’t know what he does other than get his nose stuck into problems.”

“He’s not Rank 3,” the old man said from the far side of the room, turning to look over his shoulder at them. “He has a domain.”

Neir blinked. He did a double take, then squinted. “Wait. I thought that was Brayden’s. How are you Rank 4, Vermil? You were Rank 1 a few months ago.”

“A few months is an exaggeration. I’ve been working hard, and I’ve got connections.”

“His rank is irrelevant to the matter at hand,” Godrick said. His eyes swept over Tim, who had yet to speak but didn’t stop moving. He drummed his fingers on his thighs, irritation evident on his features. “What did Wizen take? The expressions on your faces tell me we didn’t win this particular confrontation.”

“A key to the Damned Plains,” Brayden said. “Wizen’s operative was severely wounded, but she appears to have survived. We have no reason to assume otherwise.”

“A key to the Damned Plains?” Neir repeated. He sent Brayden a baffled look. “Who in their right mind would want that?”

“This may be news to you, but I don’t suspect Wizen is in his right mind,” Godrick grumbled. “How did you know he would be here, Vermil? And why did you not warn anyone else? If the advanced track had known, we could have⁠—”

“I only stumbled into this by accident,” Noah said. He nodded over his shoulder at Tim. “I was looking for him and thought it strange that nobody was manning the transport cannon, so I went looking around. I showed up while Brayden was fighting Barb.”

“And why did you tell nobody? Or did you also stumble into this by accident?” Neir pressed Brayden.

Brayden shrugged. “I don’t work for Arbitage. I work with it. There’s a difference. Father told me he had some suspicions as to what Wizen’s goals were. Barb showed up shortly after I arrived to investigate.”

“There are traces of powerful spatial magic here,” the old man said, walking back over from the melted glass tube to rejoin them. He tapped his staff on the ground as he came to a halt. “Rank 6. Beyond anything these two could create.”

“Ridiculous. I can’t believe a lone Rank 6 managed to steal from us. It doesn’t matter how strong he is. This is unbelievable,” Godrick said.

“You think that’s bad?” Noah asked. “Wizen had an agent in the school.”

“Another clone?” Godrick’s eyes dropped to the burnt body on the ground behind Noah.

“No. As far as I could tell, this one was just a guy. Someone by the name of Richard. A healer. Brayden probably could have held Barb off if it hadn’t been for him.”

“What-ifs are irrelevant,” the old man said. His grip tightened on the staff, and he knelt beside Richard’s body, studying its remains with a growing frown. “Were you able to determine anything about why they wanted the key?”

“No. Barb never mentioned it,” Brayden said. “It seems very likely that this key was their end goal, though. I believe all those clones Wizen has been spreading across Arbitage were likely him digging for information by taking the bodies of people with access to hidden information. That’s why he was targeting a mixture of people with access to archives belonging to the Torrin family and members of the advanced track.”

And it explains why he was after Moxie as well—not that I’ll be telling these jokers any of that. The less involved they are with me or anyone I care about, the better. In a way, I’m glad Wizen got the key. I don’t know what his goals are with it, but now he’s not going to be after Moxie anymore.

“A logical theory,” Godrick allowed. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and frowned. “We’ll have to run damage control. Again. We can’t have word getting out that Arbitage can be easily robbed.”

“Don’t you care about anything other than appearance?” Neir asked. “There’s a madman with a key to the Damned Plains strolling around who knows where. He’s got access to a Rank 6 Space Rune on top of things. Do you even realize how much of a threat that is? Do you know how many Space Runes are made well enough to make it to Rank 5, much less Rank 6?”

Now that he mentions it, I do recall Space Runes being really rare and difficult to rank up. Maybe I should pull Brayden aside at some point and help him with his combinations and advancement to Rank 5. He already knows about some of my secrets, and we’re pretty much in this together at this point.

“Appearance controls the public. It is a powerful weapon, even if you find it distasteful.” Godrick’s wide jaw clenched, and he shook his head. “Am I remiss in assuming the transport cannon won’t function without that artifact? I gather the key was powering everything.”

“It was,” Tim said from behind Noah. “The cannon is a big tower without it. I suppose we could temporarily reactivate it with enough Space Magic, but the costs would be enormous. I don’t know where we’d find Space Magic users that powerful that would be willing to lend themselves to powering a tower for any amount of time.”

“There are some members in the advanced track that can help,” Godrick said. He turned his eyes toward Brayden. “And you—you’re a space mage, yes?”

“I take it this is for the upcoming exams?” Brayden guessed. “If so, I can help. You’re correct. If we have people start going into panic now, Wizen will thrive off the chaos. We need to keep a united front.”

“Figure the logistics out later,” the old man said. He straightened back up and shook his head. “Vermil is correct. Richard was not a puppet. I also failed to sense any magic lingering on him beyond his own runes. He was working of his own volition. Not mind-controlled.”

“Meaning Wizen could have more people here working for him,” Neir finished. “Shit.”

“It only matters if he needs more from Arbitage, and I doubt that to be the case. We will be vigilant, but this may be someone else’s problem. Godrick is correct. Our first priority is making sure nobody loses doubt in the sanctity of Arbitage.”

Noah nearly burst out laughing. The old man had said his own thoughts almost exactly, but he hadn’t expected them from someone who was supposed to have a responsibility to protect the entire school. Maybe he had more in common with the Enforcers than he’d thought.

“That said,” the old man continued, his eyes narrowing. “We must retrieve the key. It is not a weapon, but it is an immense power source. It is too dangerous to be left in the hands of a monster.”

“We’ll have to find him first,” Neir said. “Unless you’re strong enough to rip that portal back open.”

“It would be possible, but it would also be an ill idea,” the old man said with a shake of his head. “Wizen is powerful enough to give me pause. I would not barge into his home ground like a fool. It would not end well for us.”

“Wizen won’t be able to use the key for whatever he’s planning anytime soon,” Godrick said. “It’ll take him time to figure out how to draw power from it. I have to assume it was a difficult artifact to operate, considering how it was being used.”

The old man nodded. “Yes. The inscriptions on the glass were incredibly complex and took months to create. Brayden, Vermil—did Barb get a look at them? A long one?”

“No,” Brayden said. “She never had a chance. She might have gotten a glance during the fight, but not enough of one to memorize anything.”

“Good,” Neir said. “We’ve got time, then. Two months, if we assume he’s faster than we were.”

“Likely,” Godrick said. He ran his hands through his hair and adjusted his uniform, letting out a huff. “I came here ready for a fight, not a political disaster. No matter. I will handle things with the rest of the advanced track. Vermil—I hope you’re ready to field questions. You’ve already had eyes on you. The other professors are going to be even more interested.”

“Are you going to mobilize them to find Wizen?” Neir asked. “We could use the help.”

“No. Their duty is to their students. Unlike the rest of Arbitage, we actually care about teaching our charges. There are more than enough Enforcers to handle searching for Wizen, and I’ll help you with any domestic issues, but finding the madman is your problem. He is not an immediate threat to anyone’s safety.”

Noah caught himself before he could nod in approval. Godrick actually seemed like he was genuinely interested in the well-being of his students. That was ironic, as, according to Silvertide, he quite literally didn’t have a heart.

No need to support him too publicly in front of Neir. I’m surprised he’s not frothing at the mouth. I have to look ridiculously suspicious at this point. If Brayden wasn’t here, I’d be screwed.

“Figures,” Neir muttered. “I’ll need Silvertide. Possibly Vermil as well.”

“Their schedules are theirs, not mine.”

“Great. There was going to be a meeting with the Enforcers tonight, but it’ll have to be postponed to tomorrow morning so we can gather more information. Vermil, you can come report⁠—”

“I’ve got something scheduled, I’m afraid,” Noah said.

Neir blinked. “What? What are you on about? We’ve got more important things to do than whatever it was that you were planning. You were a witness. I need to know everything that happened.”

“Brayden knows more than I do,” Noah said without a flicker of shame. “But we already told you almost everything. I’m more than willing to help figure this whole shitshow out and track Wizen down, but not at the cost of what I’m already doing. It’s like Godrick said. Wizen isn’t a threat to anyone’s safety right now. I have a duty to the advanced track, my fellow professors, and my students.”

I have a date with Moxie. I’m not missing it for this shitshow. Wizen is Arbitage’s problem, not mine. I really don’t care if he decides to screw off to the Damned Plains.

Godrick gave Noah a small nod of respect, and Neir let out a huff of annoyed breath.

“Figures. What about tomorrow night?”

“That’s the advanced track meeting,” Godrick said. “They’re every three days.”

Ah. I finally learn the schedule. Right on time, buddy.

“Day after tomorrow?” Neir tried.

“That will work.”

“Good,” Neir said. “Thank you. I suppose that works better regardless. Gives me time to gather more information—and to vet the Enforcers. We need to make sure Wizen doesn’t have any more spies in our midst, even if all his puppets are gone. Godrick, even if your group is busy, I hope you’ll make sure they aren’t working against us.”

“We already had a re-vetting process recently. Nobody in the advanced track is working with Wizen,” Godrick said. “There’s no reason to sit around here any longer. Julius, will you handle sealing the cannon down and come up with an explanation as to why it’s broken until I can get a replacement running?”

The old man nodded.

“Good,” Godrick said. He heaved a sigh, then shook his head. “More work. Let’s get to it then. With any luck, Wizen has what he wanted and will leave us alone from here on out. We’ve got exams to prepare for.”

Noah couldn’t agree more, but he got the feeling that he wasn’t quite done with Wizen quite yet.

I wonder if Lee could get any use out of that key he took. I don’t think she’s going to want to go back to the Damned Plains, but I should probably let her know what’s going on.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Everyone headed out of the transport cannon. Noah wanted to hang back to speak with Tim, but he didn’t have any way to do it without coming off as suspicious. He’d have to pick the time he chose to repair the rest of the man’s runes carefully. There was a good chance someone from the Enforcers would be watching over him in the near future.

He headed off across the grass alongside Brayden while the others all split off in separate directions and Tim remained behind, presumably to explain that the cannon was temporarily out of commission to anyone who came by to use it.

“So,” Noah said after a few seconds of walking in silence. “Now that Wizen managed to steal what he wanted and you don’t have anything that needs to be guarded, what’s the plan?”

“Help the Enforcers figure out what he’s doing, I suppose,” Brayden said with a shrug. “Father told me to interfere with Wizen’s plans. I would have preferred to cut them off at the head, but I got too cocky. You were right. I should have tried to work with you,” Brayden admitted with an embarrassed sigh. “I thought my runes would let me handle whoever Wizen sent. I just wasn’t expecting them to have backup in the form of a healer.”

I know Space Runes are strong, but I wonder if I’ve been seriously underestimating them. Brayden was able to hold off someone a whole rank above him—and he nearly won the fight. To do that without Sunder or any of the other unfair advantages I have… damn. I think I know the direction my next rune is going to go in. Some form of space-related disaster, perhaps?

“You did better than anyone else in your position probably would have,” Noah said. “Nobody could blame you for that. But does this mean you’re going to stop avoiding me now?”

Brayden let out a snort. “Has anyone ever told you how much of a little shit you are?”

“Moxie tells me all the time.”

“Never thought I’d say this, but that Torrin has a good head on her shoulders,” Brayden said. “And yes, I’ll be around. You lot always seem to have something interesting happening. Wouldn’t mind swinging by some of your classes to see how those kids of yours are doing. Isabel and Todd were pretty interesting. They’ll be good mages one day.”

Noah nodded in agreement. There was a note of awkwardness to both of them that hadn’t been there the last time they’d truly spoken, but if anything, Noah was surprised it wasn’t worse. They hadn’t truly had a chance to interact ever since he’d revealed that he wasn’t actually Vermil and was actually just puppeteering his body around.

I’m really glad Vermil was a burning piece of shit. If I’d taken the place of somebody who was actually a good man, I don’t know if I’d ever have been able to forgive myself.

“You’re more than welcome to swing by a class. The next one will be tomorrow. It might be a bit of an odd one since we normally use the transport cannon to get around. That obviously isn’t going to be happening.”

“Probably not,” Brayden agreed. “I’ll come back tomorrow morning. Until then, there’s still some work I need to handle for Father. I’ll have to let him know what happened as well. What a bother.”

“Good luck with that. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. I have a way with Father.”

“A way with pissing him off, more like.” Brayden snorted and shook his head. “I can handle him myself, I think.”

Fair enough.

“Good luck, then. You know where to find me. Oh—go to Moxie’s room, not mine. I kind of gave mine to Contessa and Karina.”

Brayden started to nod, then froze. Confusion passed over his features as he did a double take and turned to fully face Noah. “You what?”

“Oh, did you know them?” Noah asked.

“Yes,” Brayden said, his voice taut. “I know Karina. Why in the world is she staying in your room? Did Father not let her out of the contract? I’m surprised you’re tolerating her presence.”

“Oh no, he did. I’m not entirely sure why she’s sticking around,” Noah admitted, rubbing the back of his head. He shrugged. “I don’t really care, though. She and Contessa seem to get along well enough. I’m already letting Contessa use the room, so there’s not really a reason to complain if someone else is as well.”

“And who is Contessa?”

“Moxie’s handler and liaison between her and Evergreen. Well, she was. That was before Evergreen met her, ah, untimely end.”

Brayden’s eyes narrowed. “I heard. The news of a Linwick that just happened to be visiting Blancwood being the reason that a coup failed wasn’t as suppressed as they would have liked it to be. What a… beneficial coincidence for you and Moxie.”

Noah just grinned. “She won’t be missed.”

“No, I don’t suppose she will be.” Brayden shook his head and let out a laugh. “Sometimes it baffles me that Father tolerates you when he’s had people ripped limb from limb for doing half as much as you do. Then I remember that you somehow walk out of every situation with the upper hand. The more I learn, the less I think I actually understand.”

“That tends to be how knowledge works anyway.” Noah shrugged. “Generally, I’ve just found that bullshitting through every situation ends pretty well for me. It’s an effective strategy.”

“For you, maybe.” Brayden looked at Noah out of the corners of his eyes. “The rest of us aren’t insane.”

“Well, you should give it a try sometimes. It seems to work pretty well. By the way—unrelated question. Is it really that hard to successfully combine Space Runes?”

Brayden came to a stop, and Noah did the same.

“Why do you ask? Planning on trying to form some yourself?”

“I’m strongly considering it. You’re an absolute menace. I don’t think I’d try to form the exact same ones since they probably wouldn’t fit my current path, but adding space to my abilities would definitely be useful.”

“It’s a very powerful form of magic, but it’s every bit as difficult to combine as people say. Think about it this way—can you think of fire in your head? Can you picture it and what it does? What causes it, and what makes it snuff out?”

“Yeah.”

“Now do that for space. What is space?”

That… huh. I don’t think he just wants me to say something that literally just takes up space. How would one actually describe space, not something that takes up space?

Noah’s brow furrowed as he thought. A few seconds passed as he dug for the words to answer Brayden’s question. It was surprisingly frustrating. He knew what space was. Everyone did. And yet, despite that, he couldn’t actually find words to describe it. The harder he thought, the less he could actually explain.

“Okay,” Noah admitted. “I think I see what you’re getting at. I’ve got no damn idea what space is.”

Brayden chuckled. “And that’s the problem. I could tell you. It wouldn’t change much. Logically knowing something isn’t quite enough. You have to completely understand it. That’s why Space Runes are so difficult to form.”

“So how in the world did you figure it out?”

Brayden’s grin faded. “Practice. A lot of it. Father wanted to see what would happen when someone grew up entirely focused on understanding a rune that few could completely comprehend. I’ve been learning about these runes since I was a child, but even that has only taken me so far. I’m not sure what I’ll do at higher ranks. I’m reaching my natural limit.”

Sunder could help a lot with that. Even if you don’t perfectly understand what you’re doing, you could just put them together and break them over and over.

“Where do you think that limit is? Rank 5?”

“Probably. I suppose I’ll find out when I reach it. I’m not too far from forming my last Rank 4 rune. I’ve been taking it pretty slow to ensure my understanding of everything is as extensive as possible. That said, are you still considering getting into Space Magic?”

“Probably,” Noah said.

“I’d warn you off of it, but somehow I doubt that would do anything. Feel free to ask me if you need help with anything, but I suggest you try to test things out a bit yourself first. Buy a Rank 1 Space Rune and feel it out. If that doesn’t completely turn you away from the idea, then talk to me again.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” Noah said with an appreciative nod.

Brayden clapped him on the shoulder. “I don’t doubt it. Until tomorrow, then.”

“Just not too early. I’ve got a date with Moxie, so I’ll be busy in the morning.”

Brayden snorted. “Rub it in, will you?”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “Wait, are you looking for someone? I never really thought about it, but…”

“Don’t try to set me up.” Brayden’s eyes narrowed. “I am more than capable of handling all aspects of my love life myself.”

“Right,” Noah said. “Well, I won’t push. I don’t think I really know that many single people anyway. You could try your luck with Contessa or Karina, but I’m not so sure⁠—”

Brayden blanched before Noah could even finish the sentence. “I think I’m quite all right. I’d sooner pursue a leprosy-ridden lizard than Karina.”

Ouch. Cold. Not that I blame you, but cold.

“Not Karina, then. Well, maybe Moxie knows someone.”

“I already told you that I don’t need any help in my damn love life. Go back to focusing on those Space Runes, will you? That’ll be a better use of your time. Or, more accurately, you might want to try to start saving up. Space Runes aren’t cheap. I could probably part with one of mine, but⁠—”

“No, it’s fine. You already gave Lee one, and she really needed it. This is just passing fancy for me, so I don’t want to take your hard-earned energy.”

It wouldn’t feel right to constantly use Brayden for free stuff. Besides, I can just wait for that bloke who bought the last Monster Rune from me to reveal himself so I can scam the bugger for another shitload of gold. That’s just as easy, and it gives me time to think about what kind of rune I’d actually be making with space in it.

“If you’re sure.” Brayden shrugged. “Good luck. Feel free to change your mind and let me know. It really isn’t that much of a hassle.”

“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for all the information.”

“No problem. Just don’t waste too much time on this stuff until you’re completely certain it’s right for you. Space Runes aren’t rare for no reason.”

When it comes to Sunder, I don’t think there are a lot of runes that can really cause me trouble. But now that Brayden’s hyped these things up so much, I think I’ve got no choice but to find out. I think Lee actually said that she had some Space Runes she could share with me at some point. I’ll see if I can take her up on that.

Noah nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind. Until tomorrow, then?”

“Tomorrow.” Brayden raised a hand in farewell and headed off toward the center of campus while Noah made for Building T to meet back up with Moxie.

Space Runes were important, but there was a more pressing matter that had to be handled first. He had to find out how to explain to Moxie that he’d somehow managed to get into a fight with one of Wizen’s people just hours after heading off without her.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



“Well,” Noah said as Moxie stared at him over the top of her book, “at least you don’t need to try to figure out what Wizen was after anymore.”

She let out a mixture of a long-suffering sigh and a laugh. Shaking her head, Moxie closed the book and tossed it onto her bed. “How do you do this? Are you cursed? Do you just have a nose for trouble and a burning desire to follow after it?”

“I wanted to see where Tim went.”

“And so your first—‘logical’—thought was to break into restricted Arbitage property.” Moxie burst into laughter. “I suppose that tracks. It sounds like a good thing you did. Nobody was seriously injured other than Barb and the healer that got fried?”

“Yeah. Brayden and Tim are both okay. It didn’t look like Barb was trying to kill Tim, and Brayden had some nasty cuts, but nothing too significant. He basically shrugged all of them off when we walked out of the tower. They weren’t anything a healing potion wouldn’t handle.”

Moxie rose from her chair and ran a hand through her hair. “And the artifact that Wizen was after… a key to the Damned Plains?”

“Yeah. I couldn’t even begin to hazard a guess as to what he wants with it. There’s no way he’s after the same thing that Father was with when he tried to summon Azel and got me instead, right?”

“If he was, this would be the absolute worst way to go about it. There are much easier methods to summon demons,” Moxie said. “Such as the one that Father had Vermil try. Vermil only barely screwed up. If he’d been more competent or actually knew anything about demons, there’s a decent chance he might have pulled it off.”

“I was thinking something along the same lines. It doesn’t really make sense to get a whole ass key straight to the depths of hell just to go knocking on the door of a random demon to ask them to come help out,” Noah said. He hesitated for a moment as a disturbing thought struck him. “Unless Wizen is after a demon that’s too powerful to summon normally?”

“That could be a possibility. I don’t know why he’d even bother with something like that, though. It seems like an enormous amount of overkill. If he needs the key to speak to the demon in the first place, chances are the demon will be stronger than him—and all Wizen will get for his efforts is killed.”

They were both silent for several seconds. Then Noah clapped his hands against his knees and cleared his throat as he rose to his feet.

“Whelp. At least we know one thing.”

“And that is?”

“He probably doesn’t care about you anymore.”

Moxie burst into laughter. “You really do have a one-track mind on certain issues, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you not even slightly concerned about the greater effects of this? If Wizen is completely insane, he could be planning to just release all the demons in the Damned Plains into the mortal realm or something like that. I mean, that seems ridiculous, but who knows? He could want anything.”

“I don’t feel like that’s his goal. I could be wrong—but Wizen strikes me as someone with a plan. I don’t think he’s just trying to destroy things for the sake of it. Barb was… fairly decent, actually.”

Moxie’s brow furrowed, and she tilted her head to the side. “Decent? What’s that mean?”

“She didn’t seem insane. Or evil, for that matter. She was just determined. I mean, she never tried to hurt Tim, even though she could have probably used it against us. The only time she did anything that could have hurt him was when she basically blew the entire room up to buy herself time to get away.”

“You’re saying you don’t think she’d be working with Wizen if he was a madman? You haven’t forgotten the part with the mind control runes, have you?”

“No, of course not,” Noah said and rubbed his chin. “But you remember how Alexandra was, don’t you? She was forced to be there. It was clear she didn’t have a choice. Barb was completely in control. It was voluntary.”

“Interesting,” Moxie said. She rocked back in her chair and drummed her fingers against her knee. “That isn’t really complete proof that Wizen isn’t insane, but I see where you’re going with it. It doesn’t change the fact that Wizen now has an immensely powerful artifact that could do a lot of damage.”

“Oh, definitely not,” Noah agreed. “But it does mean he’s probably not going to bother us in the near future. We’ll probably have to work on getting rid of him once the Enforcers actually find something marginally useful to work with, but at least we won’t be getting jumped by puppets in the middle of the night—or whatever else it is that Wizen would have done to get the information he wanted from you.”

“That’s true.” Moxie let a small smile cross her lips. “All we had to do was let him make off with an important artifact. Though, to be fair, Arbitage were the idiots keeping it sitting around almost completely undefended. What were they thinking?”

“Probably that the best defense was being forgotten, and that being in the middle of campus would be enough to ward off people,” Noah said. “Did you find any information about a key while you were looking through artifacts?”

“No. Granted, I wasn’t looking for anything along those lines, but it certainly wasn’t somewhere easy to find.”

“Brayden only found it shortly before Barb showed up, and I suspect he didn’t do it entirely as legally as he made it sound. It sounds like Arbitage went through a lot of steps to try and make sure it was forgotten,” Noah theorized.

Moxie was nodding before he finished speaking. “I was thinking about that, actually. The more I started digging around, the more scrubbed out information I found. Arbitage has a lot of artifacts. The weird thing was that I think they’re all from different families, and so many are missing from records that it’s impossible to know the extent of their collection.”

“What kind of other stuff do they have?”

“The answer is too broad,” Moxie said. “But the key is useful. A lot of the other stuff I read about was either useless, censored, or too dangerous.”

Noah wet his lips. “Not that I’m saying that was the best way to store something that powerful, but it gives me a slightly different thought. Maybe we’re thinking about things the wrong way. What if it isn’t that Arbitage is keeping its best artifacts just sitting around relatively undefended, but…”

“That wasn’t their best artifact at all,” Moxie agreed. She ran a hand through her hair and blew a puff of air out from her lips. “Not even close.”

“That’s the only thing that comes to mind. The censored stuff… Maybe things that were made before the—what was the event where the super strong Great Monsters showed up and caused the Bastions to be made?”

“The Long Night.”

“Yeah. What if they’ve got a bunch of stuff from before the Long Night stored away in Arbitage?”

“It could be a form of treaty,” Moxie said, her eyes widening slightly with the thought. “It used to be said all the noble families had powerful weapons that were used during the Long Night, but I can’t imagine any of them giving them up for no reason. I didn’t see anything like that in the records, of course, but with the number of censored things… it’s possible.”

“If that’s true, then Arbitage wasn’t originally a school at all. It’s a bloody armory. The kids just got tacked on at some point for some reason. Maybe as a way to keep normal people from realizing what Arbirage is? I mean, it wasn’t that hard for you to do it. Relatively speaking, of course.”

Moxie shook her head, and her cheeks reddened. “It wasn’t easy. I went through a lot of books, and some of them were in areas I wasn’t supposed to be in.”

“You broke into the library?”

“I didn’t break in anywhere. I just… asked Lee to slide in behind a librarian and grab a few things in sections where people aren’t allowed to go.”

Noah let out a burst of laughter. “Okay. That explains a lot. I think the part I’m still stuck on is why there are students here at all. Was a school really the best way to cover up a horde of artifacts?”

It was several seconds before Moxie answered.

“Having noble families send their students here would be a good way to make sure none of them tried to make a move on everything,” Moxie mused, her face losing a shade of color. “The kids aren’t here for training. They’re collateral.”

And just like that, something clicked. The overall incompetence of both the average students and their instructors. Arbitage lack of interest in students and how even the nobles that were here didn’t seem that competent. There was no way a family could stay in power if their members were all complete idiots.

They send the people they don’t care about here.

“How is it that I dislike this place more the more I learn about it?” Noah asked.

“We don’t know for sure that we read it right,” Moxie said, starting to pace around the room. “We could just be making things up. We’re drawing quite a bit from just a single piece of information.”

“I don’t think hunting around to find more would be very wise. It seems like a good way to get on Arbitage’s shit list.”

“Wizen would probably know. If he found out about the key, then I bet he’d know if there was more.”

Noah shot Moxie a sharp look. “You’re spending too much time with me if you’re starting to think we should approach him and ask for advice.”

“I wasn’t thinking that. But when we inevitably do run into him again while trying to take the key back, it can’t hurt to ask. Wasn’t he pretty talkative in the fight against Silvertide?”

“That’s a good point,” Noah allowed, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. “Yeah, he was. And speaking of which, Silvertide might know something as well. He strikes me as someone who has a good grasp of things behind the scenes.”

“You can ask him before the meeting with the enforcers, maybe?”

“It got pushed off until the day after tomorrow, but yeah—I’ll ask him then.”

Moxie’s pacing finally came to a stop beside her bed. She picked up the book she’d tossed onto it and moved it back to her desk.

“That works. Honestly, I don’t even know what I’d do with the information if we had it. I’ve just been starting to wonder what Arbitage actually offers. I’m hoping the advanced track will start providing more value than trying to attack us randomly.”

“I reckon we’ll find out tomorrow night at the next meeting, but I’m in agreement. It feels like the only thing Arbitage has provided is housing and exams that we could do ourselves. It’s not like they’re even giving us resources—though the advanced track has mentioned that’s on the table. We should focus on making sure everyone is ready to handle that first exam coming up so they perform well against the other advanced track students.”

A grin passed over Moxie’s face, and she held back a laugh. “Can you imagine the looks on their faces if our students completely walk all over the kids that have been in the advanced track for a while longer?”

“I’d much prefer to see it in person than imagine,” Noah replied. “We’ll have to scope out what we’re up against tomorrow night—but that’s a problem for tomorrow night.”

“Which implies there’s something more important that we have to deal with first?” Moxie tilted her head to the side. “I don’t really need any more groundbreaking revelations today, but now you’ve got my curiosity. What is it?”

“We have a date tomorrow, and I haven’t figured out where you wanted to eat.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine



As it turned out, Moxie hadn’t really considered where they were going to eat either. The pair of them spent about twenty minutes trying to figure out somewhere to go get food before they both promptly gave up and decided it could be handled the following day.

There would be class tomorrow, so the most important thing to handle for the time was letting all the students know that it would be slightly delayed. There was a brief instant where Noah wondered if he was meant to feel marginally guilty for delaying class purely so he could go on a date with his girlfriend.

He dismissed that notion. There was no point in having power if you didn’t abuse it. That was where all the fun came in. And it wasn’t like the students would be alone. Lee was going to be bored while he and Moxie were out, which meant there were likely some stretching sessions with the students’ names written in blood on them.

Noah and Moxie didn’t have any trouble letting everyone know about the delay. They didn’t mention the reason, but chances were that the kids had figured it out, considering that both of their teachers were both suddenly planning a delay at the exact same time.

After their brief stint around campus, they returned to their room. It was still relatively early in the evening. There were several hours left before night fell, which left them with two options. Either they could sit around and try to brainstorm where they were going to get food tomorrow, or they could do quite literally anything else.

“If we’ve got a few hours with nothing happening, it feels like now might be a pretty good time for me to try and get some help with my pattern,” Moxie said. “It’s kind of hard to encapsulate it with just motions. Do you think we’d be able to use a Mind Meld Potion so I can show you what I’m doing in an area where I can’t accidentally risk blowing anything up?”

“That’s a good idea,” Noah said. He reached into his bag and frowned. “I’ve only got one left right now, though. Do you⁠—”

Moxie pulled a blue vial out of her own bag. “Have one.”

“Nice. Good thinking.”

He set his bag down and sat down on her bed, moving over to the back to make room for Moxie. She did the same, but followed after him and wasted all the space he’d left. Moxie scooted up until her back was pressed to his chest and her hair was tickling his nose.

“Ready?” Moxie asked, popping the seal off the potion.

Noah’s reply was lost in a cough as her hair got into his mouth. She snickered and drank her half of the potion before handing it over her shoulder to him. He craned his neck back to free himself from the prison of red hair for just long enough to remove the second seal and pour the potion down his throat.

He set the vial down and wrapped his arms around Moxie, holding her as a familiar buzzing enveloped his mind. A blanket of darkness rushed up and swallowed him whole, and then he was flying.

A few moments later, Noah found himself standing in the forest of Moxie’s soul. He shook off the last effects of the potion as the vines beneath him twisted up into a chair and pushed themselves into his legs, forcing him to sit.

Moxie stepped out from behind him, a twisting knot of vines in her hands. She held it up, then paused as a thought struck her.

“Wait. We can shape our souls pretty much how we want to as long as we don’t go against anything core to us, but there’s no way the pattern could somehow damage me from within, is there?” Moxie asked.

“I… don’t think so,” Noah said slowly. He wasn’t quite so certain that he’d bet on it. Magic had some odd effects, but he couldn’t recall ever getting soul damage from anything other than death or splitting runes. “You should be fine. If worse comes to worst, I’ll just use the Fragment of Renewal to patch you up. Realistically, any soul damage you take is actually safer than normal damage. I can only heal the former.”

“Good point. In that case, I’m going to start. My pattern is growth, right?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?” Noah asked, trying to keep the teacher from entering his voice and failing miserably. Moxie’s eyes narrowed, and a vine coiled at Noah’s elbow, poking at his side threateningly.

“Don’t make me waste the potion tickling you. Vines are really good at it,” Moxie warned. “And I have enough money to blow on another potion.”

“Okay, okay,” Noah said with a laugh. “Go on, then. Show me.”

Moxie held the ball of twisting plant matter in her palms up. He wasn’t actually sure if the ball was something she could form in the normal world—it was just spinning above her palm like a little planet.

“This is basically what I want to do,” Moxie said, answering Noah’s question before he could even ask it.

She held the ball up, and vines erupted from it. They rushed out like a wave, falling over each other in their haste to erupt into the sky and blanket out the sun. Midway through the explosion, they froze.

Noah squinted up at the vines. It only took him a few moments to see what Moxie was trying to do. There were patterns in the literal growth. Every vine in the deluge had its own purpose and was acting like a line within a rune.

It was… painfully complex. When it was still, there was no problem. The issue was that Moxie’s vines were all moving at once. If she wanted to completely bring this pattern under her control, she’d need to be able to control every single one of them at once.

“This is… a lot,” Noah said slowly.

“Yeah,” Moxie said. “You see my problem?”

“I see why you aren’t trying this in the real world,” Noah said with a nod. He chewed his lower lip. “What have you been doing to practice the pattern without magic?”

“I’ve mostly been doing this,” Moxie admitted. “The problem is that growth in the real world is ridiculously slow. I spent some time accelerating the growth of random plants to see how they grew, but the problem is that I don’t just want growth. I want to make the growth into a Formation itself.”

Noah walked in a circle around the frozen canopy of vines. Moxie was clearly serious about this. Even if it was just in her head, he wasn’t finding any issue in the actual shapes and lines that she’d formed with the vines.

There was definitely a pattern in them. There was no denying that. Noah was somewhat sure that even if Moxie brought this out and tried to do something similar, as long as she did it like this, it would work.

He just didn’t know what would happen if she put magic into it. There was a subtle but significant difference between what she was aiming for and what the others were doing. They were putting magic into a non-magical pattern.

She was using magic to make the pattern and would then be putting magic into it again. It was functionally skipping an entire step. Noah would have preferred to tell Moxie that she needed to find an intermediary, but the issue arose in choosing what that would be.

She’s right. Growth is really slow. She can accelerate it with her magic, but everything about her plants is inherently magical. It’s not like Moxie can just carry around a flower on her shoulder and ask her opponent to wait a month for it to bloom when she’s fighting.

“You haven’t made this easy on yourself,” Noah observed.

“I’ve never been one for easy things, but I’d rather not waste time if you think it’s completely impossible.”

“It’s not impossible,” Noah said. “Just difficult. I suppose I should start by asking where exactly it is you are in terms of the pattern and what you’re most worried about. Then I can give my thoughts after that.”

Moxie waved her hand, and the vines vanished. The ground beneath her feet rose up into a chair, and she sat down. Noah headed over to his own chair, then changed course and headed over to Moxie to pull her to her feet. She sent him a confused look for a second as he took her spot.

“What are you⁠—”

Noah pulled her back down to sit in his lap. “Okay. Now you can talk.”

“You’re so cheesy,” Moxie said as she leaned back into him. She made absolutely no moves to get up. “There are a few problems. The first is that I don’t know what’ll happen if I try to make a pattern with magic plants. Will it have a chance to blow up?”

“It should actually be pretty safe,” Noah said. “Your runes can only do a single thing at once, and you can only use one rune at a time. For once, that’s actually useful. If you’re using your magic to make plants, the pattern will literally only be a pattern.”

“Well, shit,” Moxie said with an embarrassed laugh. “I’m an idiot. I didn’t think about that. Maybe I’m spending too much time around you.”

“If that was true, you would have tried it and ended up blowing yourself up somehow anyway.”

“Oh, yeah. That probably would have been more likely. So I can try to make a pattern with the plants, and it should be fine.”

“Yeah. You might want to be careful with your Master Rune, though. If you end up letting magic slip out of that and into the pattern—you’ve got the same issue. Granted, you don’t have it imbued into your soul, so I don’t think that should be possible, but be aware of it.”

“Okay. That leads me to the second question. Let’s say I manage to get the pattern out of the plants—growth logically means I have to keep getting bigger. Does that mean I’d have to keep an enormous number of vines all in the exact same shape and continue to constantly add more of them if I want to keep the pattern going?”

“Depends on your view of growth, probably,” Noah said after a few seconds of thought. “But that seems possible. Maybe you could try to add a second half to the pattern?”

“A second half?”

“Yeah. Something to temper the growth, like a cycle. Cycles are patterns. A while ago, you told me that you like flowers. Could you try to go for the whole life cycle of the flower as your pattern rather than just the part where it gets bigger?”

“Like from where it sprouts as a seed to where it dies?”

“Exactly. I don’t really know if that fits what you were thinking, but it’s got growth in it. It would let you have a pattern that has some elements of what you wanted without having to worry about it getting out of hand.”

“You think that would work? Just a flower?”

“I mean, simple isn’t bad. Flowers are nice—and I can already think of some pretty nasty combinations you could do with a full life cycle if you can really find a way to boil that down into a pattern and eventually a Formation.”

“Me too,” Moxie said. Her voice drifted away as she lost herself in her thoughts for a second. She twisted so that she was sitting sideways in Noah’s lap. “Well, damn it. I’m going to need to completely change the way I think about this. I think it’ll go a lot faster this time around, though.”

“Well, you’ve got like… twenty-five minutes left in the potion.”

“Yeah, but I’ve got other plans for those now. You should have stayed in your chair.” Moxie flashed Noah a grin.

It didn’t take him long to decide that he most certainly did not regret stealing her chair.


Chapter Thirty



The effects of the Mind Meld Potion soon wore off, returning Noah and Moxie to their room. They were still alone, which was something of a surprise. Lee must have been out doing something—most likely running pest control on the entirety of Arbitage’s ecosystem.

That was something of a disappointment. Noah had hoped to talk to Lee about the key, but he suspected they’d see her before the next class. Nothing was going to happen with Wizen in the next day or two, so he decided to let it lie.

It was late enough in the day that it was justifiable to avoid trying to do anything else so long as nobody thought about it too hard, so he and Moxie remained in bed to wait out the night. They also—very pointedly—did not attempt to figure out what they would be doing tomorrow morning.

That seemed like all too much effort, and it could be handled by their future selves.

The night passed, and the sun rose once more. Rays of light crawled through their window and warmed the plant bed, pulling both of them out of their sleep like a nagging mother. Noah’s nose scrunched, and he blinked as he slipped back into the land of the living.

Moxie lay on top of him, her face against his chest. She sent a glare up at the sun. “It’s morning.”

“We could pretend it isn’t,” Noah offered, but they were both already sitting up.

They both took a short while to prepare for the day. It was a little too early to say much else. Reconvening in the center of the room, Noah and Moxie both turned to look out the window again.

“You know, we probably should have figured out where we were going to get food yesterday,” Moxie said.

“Probably.”

“You might be rubbing off on me.”

“Probably.”

They looked at each other again.

“Want to just get some meat pies?” Noah offered.

Moxie grinned. “Sounds better than sitting around in a restaurant this early in the morning. We’d get so many looks.”

“You know, I always tend to get a lot of looks.”

“That’s because everyone still thinks you’re a pervert. It’s going to take a while for that reputation to fall away,” Moxie said, laughing at the peeved expression on Noah’s face. “It’s fine. The people that matter know. Who cares about the rest?”

“Good point,” Noah said with a nod. “Let’s go get some pies.”
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“Admit it. That was cute,” Renewal said.

Decras eyed the bowl of chocolate on the table between them. His hand snaked out, but Renewal grabbed the bowl and lifted it before he could reach in. His eyes narrowed in annoyance.

“Stop being a brat. Let me at the food.”

“It’s mine. Admit it was cute and you can have some.”

Decras rolled his eyes. “I will admit that it was cute in the same way that watching two small furry animals can be amusing. Satisfied?”

Renewal smirked and lowered the bowl, letting Decras take a piece of chocolate from it. Her expression flickered a second later as she properly registered the words that her fellow god had said.

“Hold on. You think small animals are cute?”

“I am not completely inhumane, Renewal.”

“By definition, you quite literally are.”

“Look at you. A loving goddess of reincarnation, judging by outward appearance.” Decras kicked his feet back on a black stool that formed before him, and he rocked back in his chair, arching an eyebrow at Renewal. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“There’s no outward appearance being taken into account here.” Renewal crossed her arms. “Your body was literally reforged—inside and out—by your Divine Rune. There isn’t a single mortal or humane part of you left. I’m not even so sure you started off as a human in the first place.”

“And you may never find out,” Decras said. He waved a hand at the screen. “They’re just eating now. I don’t find that nearly amusing enough to watch, but they’ve already gotten themselves into quite the situation. Pull someone else up.”

“What am I, a glorified playwright?” Renewal asked, but she sent a command to the glowing image. It rippled. Noah and Moxie faded from it as the colors shifted to a forest. Ferdinand and Garina sat on a blanket in the forest, a wicker basket in front of them. Their shoulders were just barely close enough to touch as they ate and watched the scenery.

“When I said pull someone else up, I was hoping you’d show me the little demon girl or someone who actually has their motivations in order,” Decras said wearily. He gestured vaguely at the screen. “Is this the only thing you care about?”

“Yes,” Renewal said. She paused for a moment, then amended her statement. “Well, I also care about getting my hands on whatever it is Noah knows about my rune that I don’t—but that can come when it comes. I’ve got all the time in the world, and he’ll keep improving upon it in the meantime.”

“You know what?” Decras asked rhetorically. “I think you’re a bit lazy.”

“And I think you’re more than a bit rude.”

“I suspect we may both be correct.”

Renewal let out a snort of laughter before she could stop herself. She clapped a hand over her mouth. Encouraging Decras to be an asshole was probably the absolute worst thing she could have done, but it was too late. He just arched an eyebrow in her direction.

You win this round.

“You can’t tell me that you aren’t at least a little bit jealous,” Renewal said with a nod to the screen.

“Of that? They can barely even look each other in the eye,” Decras said. “Time may have become of marginal worth to me, but Garina is ancient by mortal standards, and your bald priest isn’t all that much younger. How would I be jealous of that?”

“Okay, they might be a little bit stunted in a few social aspects,” Renewal admitted. She rose from her chair and let out a slow sigh. “But that’s not what I meant. They’re doing what they want to. Ferdinand left the church, even if he hasn’t done it officially yet. When they find out, they’re going to try to kill him.”

“They are not strong enough to kill Garina,” Decras said flatly. “Unless your avatar makes a move, he will live. She is fiercely possessive of her belongings.”

“He’s a man, not an object,” Renewal said idly. She walked to the edge of the glistening pink platform they stood on and looked out at the endless void stretching in every direction around them.

“To Garina, there is no difference. She has gone through some surprising growth, but I know her,” Decras said. “The things she cares about belong to her, and she’ll never give them up. Even if I showed up myself to demand Ferdinand’s head, she’d spit in my face.”

“That seems like a respectable feature to me.”

“I never said it wasn’t. I liked her for a reason,” Decras said with a throaty laugh. He dismissed the stool and rose as well, walking to stand beside Renewal. “But I assume you were referring to the fact that they are making a choice that they both know will put them at great risk.”

Renewal nodded. “That’s the fun part about being mortal. Risk. Choice. All the things that I’ve complained about not being able to do for the entire time you’ve been here. I know you’re going to say I can just do what you do—but be honest with me for a moment. Do you really have that much more control? Or are you skirting the rules while still obeying their exact lettering?”

Lips formed into a thin line, Decras shook his head. “I think you know the answer to that. I am still walking around in this portion of the universe. That would not be possible if I was completely breaking the laws we have placed upon us. I am bold, but not stupid. The safest way to achieve what you desire is to slowly gather power and then advance when the order allows it.”

“Right. Millenia upon millennia of nothing, only to inch our way up the grand scale and achieve… what, exactly?”

The lines of souls twinkled beneath them, and Renewal’s eye traced their golden paths. A near-infinite number of mortal souls, all on an endless journey. Most of them would return to the place beyond time over and over again, never to become anything more.

She could see into their past lives—and the ones that had come before that. They were laid bare before her, as clear as glass.

A few would achieve minor success. They’d lived hundreds or thousands of years—only to arrive right back here.

Some had been more. On occasion, Renewal’s eye would fall upon someone where she could only see herself. A section of their memories was like a mirror, the power within them once lost but still enough to prevent her from peering deeper.

Gods. Some stronger than her, some weaker. They, too, rejoined the Line when their time came, though it was rare. Anything that could kill a god generally didn’t leave enough of them behind to let them come back.

That was the fate of those who went against the laws. A return to the beginning if one was lucky—and infinite nothing if they weren’t. Renewal’s fists tightened at her sides. Between that and utter boredom, she couldn’t tell which was worse.

“Are you genuinely considering taking the chance to rejoin that?” Decras asked, nodding to the Line below them. “Fights are one thing. I love them. It gives me something to do to pass the time. I’d be more than happy to entertain in that regard.”

“I don’t see the value in fighting for no reason,” Renewal said, not pulling her gaze away from the Line. “I prefer it to have a purpose. To have a way to actually change something. If a fight ends and nothing is different, was there even a point?”

Decras didn’t respond to that. They both stood in silence. It was hard to tell for exactly how long they did that—the passage of time was a shaky thing at best when it functionally didn’t even exist in the void around them.

Finally, Decras broke the stillness.

“I think you might want to change the image to something else. They’re holding hands. I don’t know why, but it makes me feel like I’m seeing something I shouldn’t.”

Renewal let out a bark of laughter. She snapped her fingers, and the image flickered, swapping over to Lee just as the tail of an unfortunate squirrel vanished between her lips. She slipped into the shadows at the base of the tree she stood in, reappearing down the road before zipping off in the direction of the transport cannon.

“Better?” Renewal asked with a wry smile.

“Somehow, yes,” Decras replied. He paused for a moment before letting out a low chuckle. “Say that girl somehow had our power. What do you think she’d do in this situation? Faced with nigh guaranteed death or boredom, which would she⁠—”

“She’d never have paused for long enough to even consider boredom, I think,” Renewal said.

They both looked back to Lee. She’d found the students waiting in the shadow of the transport cannon and was sneaking through the darkness toward them, a devious grin on her face.

“I suspect you might be correct,” Decras said. “Maybe there is more to learn from mortals than I believed.”

He turned and walked back to his chair, sitting down and crossing his legs. Renewal followed him back and looked up at the screen. Lee wasn’t quite as fun to watch as Noah and Moxie were, but she certainly had her charm.

Lee sprung from the shadows, drawing a round of surprised curses and yelps from the students.

“I’m here!” Lee proclaimed. “And class today is stretches.”

“Uh… That’s it?” Todd asked weakly. “No sparring, or…”

“Nope. All stretches. You can spar once you’re flexible.”

A shudder ran down Renewal’s spine as she pulled an arm across her chest to check just how flexible her own body was—something told her the results wouldn’t have pleased Lee.

A very specific type of charm.


Chapter Thirty-One



It took Noah and Moxie a little while to figure out where Lee had taken the students. After their date—which consisted mostly of sitting and chatting on her bed while eating meat pies—had ended, they’d hurried off to the transport cannon.

There was nobody there. It was odd to see the area completely empty. Ropes had been put up around the base of the cannon to keep anyone from trying to ascend it. The cannon was their normal meetup location, but it obviously wasn’t much use if nobody could actually go anywhere with it.

The two professors had directed their attention to the nearest restaurants, but to their surprise, none had seen Lee or their small class. That had been quite the problem. Arbitage was a huge area, and there were countless different locations that everyone could have gone.

Noah dug through his memories in search of where Lee might have taken the kids, stumbling into a thought nearly by accident. They changed courses and hurried over to the arena. It had been so long since Noah had been there that he’d nearly forgotten about its existence.

The last time he’d come had been just shortly after he’d first met Isabel and Todd, when they were showing him their abilities. It wasn’t really a private training area, but it seemed like it might have fit the bill.

And sure enough, as they stepped out onto the sand and scanned over the sparse groups scattered across it, Noah caught a flash of Emily’s telltale silver hair. Their entire group had taken over a small portion at the far side of the arena and were flopped out in every direction, like drying leather.

“I think Lee might have decided that today was a stretching session,” Noah said as they walked over to join the others.

“When does she not?” Moxie asked with a shudder.

Todd pried his head up from the sand, relief shining in his eyes as he spotted Noah and Moxie approaching. He rolled over with a groan and pushed himself upright.

“We’re free, guys.”

“Free from what?” Lee asked. “Do you know how many muscles there are in the human body?”

“No,” Todd said.

“Neither do I, but I’ve been counting,” Lee said. “And I’m pretty sure you haven’t stretched all of them yet. You don’t want to be lopsided, do you?”

“Just a question. Do you think bones are muscles?” Isabel groaned from beside Todd. “Because they aren’t.”

“Anything is a muscle if you try hard enough.”

“I’m not so sure that’s how it works,” Noah said, tussling Lee’s hair. “Thanks for covering for us, though.”

“No problem. I can finish class today. We just have a few more things to stretch.”

The panic in everyone’s eyes was so intense that Noah couldn’t even bring himself to make a joke about it. “That’s kind of you to offer, but we’ve got some other stuff we need to cover before tonight.”

“Tonight? What’s tonight?” Alexandra asked.

“Another advanced track meeting,” Noah replied, sitting down in the sand and crossing his legs beneath him. “A real one, this time around. I imagine we want to make a good impression.”

He thought back to the first meeting. Lee had certainly made an impression with his body, all right. She’d eaten just about everything on the table, silverware included. He repressed a sigh.

“As good of an impression as we can still salvage.”

“Does our reputation matter? All that matters is outperforming them so we can get the resources,” Alexandra said.

“You’re not wrong, but this is an opportunity to do what we wanted to do the first time around,” Moxie said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “And that is to check out what the students of the other professors are capable of. Take their measure.”

“Invisible dick measuring contest,” Todd concluded.

Moxie rolled her eyes. “That’s one way to put it, sure. Whatever the reason. We want to see if these idiots are actually worth our time and what they’re capable of. Don’t forget that we know very little about them. Just because the rest of Arbitage is a little bit pathetic on average doesn’t mean they will be.”

“Do you really think they’ve got anyone stronger than Alexandra?” James asked. “I mean, she’s a Rank 3. That’s the same as a few professors.”

Now that I think about it, didn’t Revin claim to be a Rank 3? Hm. You know what? I’m not so sure I buy that. Now that I know more about Formations… well, I haven’t seen him since reaching Rank 4. I suppose I’ll find out if we run into each other and I can tell he’s got a domain.

“Don’t overestimate me,” Alexandra said. “I have Body Runes. Even if I win in certain circumstances, I’m at a severe disadvantage against anyone who can keep me at range. I don’t have a way to attack anyone outside the reach of my sword.”

“You could throw it,” James offered.

“And then I would have no sword.”

“Tie a string to it?” Todd added in.

Alexandra took a page out of Moxie’s book and rolled her eyes. “Thank you, guys. I’ll strongly consider tying a string to the hilt of my sword so I can fling it at anyone who isn’t kind enough to come into its range.”

“You’re welcome,” James said without a hint of shame. He yawned, then pushed himself upright. “So, what are we doing in class today? More patterns?”

Noah looked around the arena. It wasn’t exactly a discreet area. There were other students, some alone and some in groups, milling about. Practicing patterns or Formations here was going to be a little too exposed. Even if nobody was too close to them right now, it could end up drawing more attention than he wanted to get.

That was unless they changed what the others could see.

“I don’t want people looking at us while we practice anything even slightly unique,” Noah said. “Isabel, do you think you could…”

She picked up on Noah’s line of thinking before he finished the sentence and rolled to her feet. Isabel pressed her hands to the sand, and a faint tremor ran beneath Noah’s feet. An eight-foot-high wall of stone jutted up behind him, curving overhead. Several more walls rose up in succession, making a barrier that blocked out anyone’s view of the section of the arena they were in.

It was the exact same strategy they’d used in the Windscorned Plateau to make sure they didn’t accidentally draw the scorn of too many Fluffants at the same time. Noah gave her an approving nod.

“Perfect. Thank you, Isabel.”

“Why didn’t we do that before?” Todd asked.

“Because nobody in their right mind is going to get near Lee when they see what she’s doing to us,” Isabel replied. “It was a more effective deterrent than anything I could ever do.”

“Another benefit of stretching,” Lee proclaimed proudly. “It is a multifaceted activity with an ever-growing range of positive aspects.”

Is she trying to pitch it to a company or something? Now that I think about it, Lee would make a great motivational speaker. One of those people that shows up to the schools and tells all the teachers that there’s one quick trick they can do to improve their days. It’s just that her trick is borderline shattering every bone in your body in a stretch that really shouldn’t even be possible.

Somehow, I do always feel better after her stretching sessions, though. Just… not better enough to voluntarily do one.

“Well then,” Noah said, coughing into a fist and shaking his head to draw himself back to the matter at hand. “I should bring you all up to speed on some stuff that happened recently.”

Todd’s eyes flicked from Noah to Moxie. “You mean why you and Moxie were late? We kind of figured that out.”

“No, not that,” Noah said hurriedly. “Yesterday.”

“We really don’t need to know what—” Isabel started, a small grin pulling across her lips.

“Arbitage was attacked,” Noah said before Isabel could finish. “The transport cannon, specifically.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“What? I heard it just broke down,” Emily said. “It was sabotage?”

“Not sabotage. It was housing an artifact. The person that was controlling all those plant puppets was behind it. For anyone not aware, his name is Wizen. He’s probably a Rank 6, if not stronger, and it turns out that the thing he was after this whole time was the artifact powering the transport cannon.”

“This seems like major news. If it isn’t out already, it’s being suppressed,” Alexandra said with a frown. “Are you sure you should be telling us?”

“Yes. Understanding what you’re up against is very important. Wizen is powerful, but I don’t think he’ll have any more interest in us—but that’s not enough for me to make a bet on it. The item he took was a key to the Damned Plains.”

“A key? Why?” Isabel asked.

“We haven’t figured that bit out yet,” Noah replied. “But I want you all to be aware of it. Just make sure you’re more aware of any demonic activity of the malicious kind.”

He watched Lee’s expression as he spoke, but she didn’t seem any more interested or disinterested in the key than any of the others. She had a slightly worried crease in her brow and nothing more.

“Any questions?” Moxie asked.

“What kind of questions are we even supposed to ask?” Emily replied. “Can we do anything about it?”

“Not really,” Noah said. “Not other than working on getting stronger, that is. The Enforcers are already looking into Wizen and what happened. Your job is to just make sure you’re as powerful as possible to make sure that you can protect yourself when the time comes. Oh—and don’t tell anyone else. I wasn’t supposed to share this, but I’ve never really cared much for rules.”

Nobody looked even the slightest bit surprised at that.

“So the rest of today is more sparring, I take it?” Alexandra asked.

“I’d say so, yes. Can’t ever have too much of that, and it’ll also be good practice for the meeting with the advanced track tonight.”

“You think we’ll be fighting?” James asked.

“Who knows, but I tend to find myself fighting more often than not when meeting new people.”

“I think that speaks more to your personality than anything else,” Emily informed him.

“Thank you,” Noah said without missing a beat. “Now, Todd, I believe I promised you we’d have a match. Yesterday got a bit… hectic, so why don’t we start with you? I trust you’ve got your newly imbued stuff on you to show off?”

Todd grinned and held his hand up, letting the sleeve roll down to reveal a metal bracelet on his wrist. “Always.”

“Good. Let’s see what you’ve got, then.”


Chapter Thirty-Two



Noah tossed his bag and gourd to the side, then pulled the grimoire off his back and set it down beside them. He and Todd headed over to the center of the makeshift ring they’d made inside the arena and stood several paces from each other.

“What are the rules?” Todd asked. “Am I just going all out?”

“I would certainly assume so. Should I be worried about that?” Noah asked. Todd had positioned himself at the edges of his domain, likely determining its range by trying to call on his magic until he felt the suppression fade. “If you are, please try to avoid catching anyone else in the crossfire.”

“Nah. I can control myself,” Todd said. He paused for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. I can.”

“That definitely wasn’t convincing,” Noah said. “What exactly are the Imbuements that you’ve got on there?”

“Nothing too crazy. I wanted to keep things pretty light considering I really haven’t used them much yet. Don’t know if it’ll all go up in flames.” Todd thumbed a small red vial hanging from his belt. “Got this just in case, though.”

“I thought you said this wasn’t dangerous,” Isabel said from the sidelines with a frown. “Are you sure everything is ready to test?”

“I’ve done extensive practice,” Todd said. “Alexandra helped.”

“I’m not sure help is the word I’d use. All we did was talk,” Alexandra said, raising her hands before herself. “And then we sparred a bit. He didn’t use any of the new Imbuements.”

“Well, I can’t start using them on other students. Even if you’re a whole rank up on me, Teacherman would have my head.”

“Correct,” Noah said.

“See?” Todd shrugged, then turned back to Noah. “I’m more than capable of handling my own work at this stage. Don’t worry.”

“I trust you. Come at me when you’re ready, and let’s see what you’ve been working on. Just be ready to stop at the drop of a hat if something goes wrong.”

Todd held his hands up. The metal bands on his wrist glistened as he struck them together, and ribbons of orange light ignited within the metal, racing throughout it in a myriad of minuscule patterns.

A dull hum rose up from the bands, and Todd nodded to himself. He clicked his heels together, and a grin flickered across Noah’s face as a second set of hums filled the air.

Far from home, Dorothy?

Noah suspected that his brilliant joke would likely be lost on everyone around him. He opted to keep it to himself. In the time it had taken him to compliment his own brilliance, Todd had formed stone armor around his arms and legs.

The rippling lines that had covered his bands expanded to trace over the stone. Molten lines glistened with power, and he hopped from foot to foot before giving Noah a nod.

“Okay. That was the scary part. Everything is synchronized and running properly. You ready?”

“I generally am.”

Todd didn’t wait for a second confirmation. The stone armor at his feet exploded, and he bounded forward. Flames rippled on the ground where he’d been standing as he crossed the distance between himself and Noah in an instant.

Noah twisted to the side, narrowly avoiding a stone-clad fist as it whistled past his face. He dipped out of the way as Todd twisted into a spinning kick that passed narrowly over his head.

Noah slammed his hand into the ground and drew on Natural Disaster, ripping a wall of stone up to cover himself an instant before the stone encasing Todd’s leg exploded with a loud crack.

He jumped back as Todd’s other fist drove into his wall. Flames roared up as the stone crumbled from the force of his blow, and he sprinted through them, stone already rushing to reform around his limbs. He stood just outside of Noah’s domain until they’d gathered, then charged in again.

Clever. The Imbuements are all running internally, so he can use them while in my domain. He has to form the armor outside my domain, though. But… I could have sworn the actual explosions he generated required intentional activation. How is he using them inside my domain?

Noah slipped out of the way of Todd’s attacks as they ramped in speed. They weren’t quite as fast as some of his other students, but he had a unique advantage in that he didn’t actually need to hit anything. He just had to get close.

Water swirled around him and formed into a shield, catching Todd’s fist as it detonated. Fire and shrapnel bubbled through the water, and it dissipated in a thick cloud of steam. Noah shifted to the side as Todd launched himself through the vapors.

He’s certainly got aggression. Let’s see how he handles things when I start fighting back.

Noah drove his foot into the ground and abruptly stopped backpedaling. He sent a wave of energy out through Natural Disaster right as Todd’s foot hit the ground before him. The tremor made the boy stumble, and Noah lunged forward, driving his palm for Todd’s chest.

Todd clapped his hands together. A brilliant wall of fire erupted from his palms and blocked off any path of attack. Noah skipped back to avoid getting toasted, his eyebrows lifting as the flames curled away.

He’s got quite a bit of energy. I recall him having difficulty using this for too long. Doesn’t it require like three or four different Imbuements running at all times? Interesting.

Noah called on Natural Disaster and ripped a wave of jutting stones up from the ground in Todd’s direction. They ripped through the last of the flames to reveal that there was nothing behind them. Noah’s eyes flicked up.

Todd was in the air. He’d used the fire as a curtain to launch himself upward. He held his hands out behind him and detonated explosions in both of his palms at the same time, launching himself toward Noah like a human missile.

There was no point in even trying to block an attack like that. Noah launched himself out of the way and hit the ground in a roll. Another small explosion rang out as the boy’s feet slammed into the ground, sending up another curl of flame around him.

Noah spun as he rose, extending his senses to the fire that Todd had just generated and ripping it from the air to send back at the student. Todd had already used all four of his explosions and had yet to regenerate the armor for them. It was the younger man’s turn to fling himself to the side to avoid the attack.

His dive took him outside of the domain, and stone formed back around his arms and legs. Noah could have pressed forward to stop it from happening, but he was still trying to figure out just what it was that Todd had modified about his Imbuements.

His fighting style was roughly the same. Sure, it was effective against a domain, but as far as he could tell, nothing Todd was doing was actually something that he couldn’t have done before.

Todd dashed at Noah again. Drawing more moisture from the air, Noah used a shield of water to catch the boy’s next strike. They slipped into a dance of blows. Nothing Todd did could quite actually land on Noah beyond, but he’d still yet to figure out exactly what it was that Todd had figured out in regard to his pattern.

It’s got to have something to do with how he’s been fighting for this long. Did he find a way to optimize his Imbuements? That would be powerful, but I don’t feel like it would be that dangerous either.

Todd was making it sound like he’d figured out something really significant that could be a threat if it went wrong. Maybe it’s just really difficult to optimize Imbuements this well. He really is using a lot more magical energy than he used to be able to.

Noah dodged another series of strikes, and Todd disengaged to reform his armor once more. They’d been fighting for a few minutes now. Even though Todd hadn’t made any progress in getting closer to hitting Noah, there was a satisfied expression on his face. He was pleased with how the test was going.

Which means I’ve missed something entirely. He was never satisfied with mediocrity.

“All right,” Noah said, lowering his hands with a shake of his head. “That’s enough of this for now. I could kick up the heat and start pressing you harder, but there’s no point until I figure out what the hell it is that you’re doing. Why are you so smug, and how do you have so much more energy than you used to?”

Todd let his own hands fall and grinned. “You noticed?”

“It’s hard not to when you could only hold up a fight for a minute at most before. You don’t even look winded or low on energy. Did you find a way to make the Imbuements run a lot more efficiently?”

“No,” Todd said. “Actually, if anything, they’re even less efficient than before.”

Noah squinted at him. “If that’s the case, then how were you fighting for that long?”

The stone sloughed off Todd’s body, and he clinked his bracelets together again. The glowing lines shut off with a dull hum, and he repeated the same motion for his legs. “Because I figured out something far more important than efficiency—sustainability.”

Everyone sent blank stares at him. Todd sighed.

“I found a way to renew energy in an Imbuement—and it’s not from killing things.”

Noah’s eyes widened. “Wait. Like… indefinitely? An infinite Imbuement? Is that even possible?”

“No, not indefinitely. And definitely not infinite,” Todd said with a laugh. He held a wrist up and jangled the bracelet on it. “It’s two things. The first works because of the kind of Imbuement it is. Explosions generate a lot of energy, right? And most of that is wasted.”

“Sure,” Noah said. “So you basically put in a way to absorb some of the energy that gets wasted?”

“Yeah, that’s one part of it. I can recycle a good portion of the wasted magic, and that goes a pretty far way. That bit was easy, though. The hard one was finding a way to link energy generation to non-magical sources.”

“Todd, are you trying to say that you made an Imbuement that generates power from something mundane?” Moxie asked slowly. “Because that…”

“Isn’t possible?” Todd arched an eyebrow and grinned. “Well, it is. Energy is energy. That’s what I realized. Different types of energy, sure. But there’s a way to convert between. So I take all the energy that comes from my movements as well as the physical force of the explosion and channel a portion of that back into the Imbuements on the bands and poof—it renews itself. The conversion rate isn’t perfect, but I really can’t complain. I think I can push it a bit further with some time too.”

“Shit,” Noah said, shaking his head in disbelief. “That is impressive. Can it work for other applications?”

“Eventually, probably. It’s really difficult,” Todd said, rubbing the back of his head. “It took me all this time just to figure out how to convert the energy for this one specific application. It’ll probably be faster for other stuff, but I don’t know if it’ll work for anyone other than me. Not yet, at least.”

“And you used patterns to do it?”

“Yep. I can explain later, but we probably shouldn’t do it in any degree of public setting. This isn’t something I want getting out.” Todd’s features darkened. “I know what happens to people with powerful secrets if anyone finds out about them.”

“Nobody here will be saying anything,” Noah said, not even bothering to give the other student a sharp look—he trusted all of them. Nobody here would be screwing each other over. “I know I can’t help you as much as I can the others, but great job. You’ve pulled off some really impressive work.”

“Thanks,” Todd said with a grin. “Think we’ll hold up against the advanced track students tonight?”

Noah grinned in response. “I look forward to finding out.”


Chapter Thirty-Three



Now that his promise to Todd had been handled for the day, Noah and Moxie broke the other students up into pairs to start sparing, rotating between each other once their matches were over.

“Remember not to use all your energy up,” Noah warned before they got started for real. “We’ve got a meeting with the advanced track later today, and I want all of you to be able to absolutely crush anything that they throw at you, no matter what it takes.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be telling us to play above the board and that it’s more important that we make friends with them… or something like that?” Alexandra asked. “I’m pretty sure that’s what a teacher is meant to support.”

Noah looked down the bridge of his nose at Alexandra. “At what point have I ever said anything like that? Friends are great. You’ve got some all around you. If you can make more, please do. But the advanced track isn’t going to sit around and try to make friends. We pose a threat. Don’t forget it’s a competition.”

“Besides, from what I saw last time, they’re pretty much all a bunch of nobles.” Todd rubbed the side of his neck. “Present company excluded, I don’t have interest in associating with them unless they’re completely different from the rest of their ilk.”

“You never know,” Isabel said, but she didn’t sound even slightly convinced of her own words. “It’s possible that they’ll be better because they’ve actually been the ones working for their power.”

“Probably won’t do anything to lower their elitist attitude,” James said through a yawn. “Trust me. Been there, done that.”

“You have?” Emily asked.

“Revin’s had me do a lot of stuff. Much to my displeasure.” James’s nose scrunched in distaste, and he sighed. “Professor Vermil is right. If someone there wants to make friends with us, then we can deal with it when the time comes. But until then, it’s better to focus on preparing to completely crush anyone in our way. Come on. Let’s get to this already. We’re wasting time.”

“Whoa. You’re suddenly motivated. Haven’t seen that before,” Todd said. He squinted at James. “Did something happen?”

“Do you realize what the advanced track resources are?” James asked. “Runes and power. For free. All we have to do is beat up some other kids that don’t have anywhere near the advantages we do.”

“They’re nobles. They’ll have advantages,” Alexandra pointed out.

James bit back a laugh. “Sure. But we’re us. We have all the advantages we need to handle them, as long as we take things seriously. You’re a Rank 3 with Body Runes, which should put you at the peak of anyone in our age group. We’ve all got patterns, even if we can’t use them with magic during fights yet.”

“I agree, but is there a reason you’re excited for resources all of a sudden?” Isabel asked.

James made a noticeable effort to keep his eyes from moving, but Noah got the feeling that he’d been just moments away from glancing at Emily.

“Yeah. Three reasons. First, the faster I get work over with, the sooner I can go back to doing nothing. Second, power means I can be lazy later. If they’re going to feed me runes and just about anything else, that saves a huge amount of time in the future. I’ll do work now to be lazy in the future.”

“That’s two reasons,” Todd said.

“Is it?” James sent him a blank stare. “I must have lost count.”

Careful there, bud. I think your actual goals are starting to come out. Not that I can complain. It’s going to be interesting to watch James actually trying at something for once. I get the feeling he’s going to be looking to show off a bit for Emily with the advanced track tonight.

I can’t believe I’m thinking this, but I really do hope there are at least a few pricks in there. If every advanced track student is suddenly super welcoming and polite and none try to pick a fight, this is going to be really awkward.

“Right then,” Noah said, clapping his hands together to get everyone’s attention. “We all know what we’re working for. Just remember to keep enough energy to fully regenerate by tonight. Now, get to it.”

Everyone nodded and turned back to their partners to begin preparing to spar. The stone arena that Isabel had made wasn’t exactly huge, but it was enough for them to fight if nobody moved around all too much. It would be a good way to practice fighting in relatively enclosed quarters.

Noah made his way over to Lee while the students got started. She’d taken a seat at the edge of the wall, leaning her chin on her knees. He sat down beside her.

“All good? Are you worried about the key?”

“I don’t know. Not on a personal level,” Lee replied with a shake of her head. “There have always been a lot of ways to get into and out of the Damned Plains. Not easy ones, though. Summoning is the most common, but there are pathways. Places where the energy separating the planes is thinner.”

Noah nodded along. “Right. But you’re still concerned? Or are you just a bit worn out?”

“Maybe some of both,” Lee admitted. “I’ve been thinking about my runes a lot.”

“Nothing’s changed, has it?” A flicker of worry passed through Noah, and he sat straighter, but Lee quickly shook her head before he could say anything else.

“No. I’m fine.” She gave him a wide smile and bumped her shoulder into his. “Thank you. I feel like they’re under control for the time being. I’m just worried about what will happen if we get into a serious fight. The bindings might collapse if I start drawing on the runes a lot.”

“Just stay out of any major fights right now. We’ve got a lot of firepower between me, Brayden, and Moxie. Maybe even Jalen as well, depending on the day. You can be our secret weapon—the one that we’re not going to use until your runes are safe.”

“Yeah. I’ll do my best.” Lee didn’t sound all that convinced, but it was clear she appreciated the effort. “Really, I just don’t understand why Wizen would want a key to the Damned Plains.”

“So you are worried.”

Lee gave him a sheepish look. “A little. Who would want to go there?”

“Someone trying to deal with a demon that’s far too strong to safely summon, maybe?”

“Maybe,” Lee allowed. She’d gone back to sounding completely unconvinced. “But any archdemon that powerful is just going to crush you if you can’t summon them. What’s the point? Wizen is either strong enough to handle them or not. The key doesn’t sound like it changes anything, so I don’t know if he’s just trying to summon something.”

“So you think he’s trying to actually get something else from the Damned Plains?”

Lee shrugged. “I have no idea. I just don’t like the thought of the place at all. I never want to think about it again. That probably isn’t possible, but it would be nice. Even the idea of a passageway back to the Damned Plains stresses me out.”

“After Wizen is dealt with, you won’t have to,” Noah said. “You’re not going back there, Lee.”

“Thanks.” Lee’s smile strengthened. “By the way, you’ve been missing a lot of stretching lessons. Are you keeping up on your own?”

Alarm bells started going off in Noah’s head, and he glanced at Lee out of the corners of his eyes. “Er… enough.”

“How much is enough?”

“I am a very flexible man. Some would say I am the most flexible.”

“Show me,” Lee said.

“We should be watching the students right now,” Noah said quickly. “The role of the teachers is to ensure they pass him, even when it means passing up on time for himself. I am willing to accept the sacrifice of falling behind if it means they advance.”

“You can stretch while they practice,” Lee said. She blurred, and then she was standing behind Noah. She poked at his back. “Lean forward. Touch your toes.”

Ah, fuck.
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Noah wasn’t sure how class went after that. All he knew was that after it finished, Lee had re-stretched all the parts of his body that he’d been slacking off on. She’d decided to catch up on everything he’d missed at once rather than work him back up to it.

He was pretty sure more than a few limbs would never work properly again, but he’d also never felt more limber in his life. For not the first—or the last—time, he mused that her stretches were actually quite effective.

Just… not nearly effective enough to ever do voluntarily.

He held up an arm. Even his bones felt like they’d gotten a thorough stretching. He was pretty sure they weren’t meant to feel droopy.

“Stop looking like that,” Lee said. “Now you can touch your elbows to your toes.”

“I don’t think that’s natural,” Noah informed Lee. “It does feel better, though.”

“Good.” Lee beamed at him, and Noah spotted Todd grinning from the corner of the class. The little brat wasn’t even trying to hide his smug expression. It was probably pretty fun watching Lee stretch anyone other than yourself out like a washrag.

“Hey, I think Todd is looking a little stiff,” Noah said idly.

Todd’s eyes widened. “I’ve got to go. I left the fire in our kitchen on. See you guys tonight for the advanced track.”

He grabbed Isabel by the wrist and darted off, using his Stone Rune to push the wall surrounding them apart like putty. Noah bit back a laugh as the two of them beat a hasty retreat.

“Maybe we should all break so we can get some rest before the meeting,” Moxie said. Noah couldn’t help but notice she was very pointedly avoiding eye contact with Lee. She hadn’t been stretching any more than he had, but someone had needed to supervise the class while they sparred.

“I think that is a splendid idea,” Alexandra said. “I believe I had dinner plans.”

“I don’t know,” James murmured, rubbing his eyes with the back of a hand and yawing. “I⁠—”

“As did we,” Emily said, tugging James to his feet before he could try to start sleeping on the ground. “See you tonight!”

She herded him out of the arena, and Alexandra followed after them, leaving just Noah and Moxie with Lee.

“We can go make sure we’re all stretched out for the meeting,” Lee offered.

“I think I’d rather get food,” Moxie said. “I’ll pay.”

“Okay! That’s a good idea too. You can’t fight if you aren’t on a full stomach.” Lee nodded happily. “Let’s go.”

Diversion strategy. Nice. I should keep that in mind for the future.

Noah walked over to the walls that Isabel had erected, ignoring the twinges that ran through his legs with every movement, and pressed his palm against them. A brief thought sent a flicker of energy from Natural Disaster ripping through them and sending them crumbling back into the sand.

“Food sounds good, and it’ll give us a chance to come up with a plan.”

“A plan?” Lee asked. “For what?”

“The kids aren’t going to be the only ones being evaluated. Ulya mentioned a good portion of the professors in the advanced track think we don’t belong there,” Noah said before grinning. “And I want to see just how much we can scam them for before they realize that we do.”


Chapter Thirty-Four



Noah, Moxie, and Lee got a few looks as they walked out of the arena. The stone training arena had definitely caught some people’s attention, but nobody approached them on their way out and back toward Building T.

There was still quite some time before the advanced track meeting was due to start. That suited Noah quite nicely, as he had more than enough to do in the meantime, including continuing to see if he could get his hands on a Space Rune.

The potential first step of that was walking alongside him, chewing on a strip of jerky she’d slipped from Moxie’s bag and eyeing up the local wildlife. Noah took a moment to make sure nobody was anywhere near them before he spoke.

“Lee, are all the runes you’ve got equally as bonded to your body as the other?” he asked. “Or do you have something similar to us with the extras after the first seven?”

Lee waggled a hand back and forth. “It depends on a few things, but that bit is similar for us and you. The runes we’ve got in our soul bond more closely to our bodies the more we use them. And by being in one of the seven active slots, we’re basically permanently using them. Self-fulfilling prophecy.”

“So any spares… Are they also bonded?”

“Eh. They’re in there more than a random one is for you, but I wouldn’t say they’re bonded. More like they’re jabbed in there. We could take them out with a lot less effort than it would take a human. Why?”

“I was going to ask if you had a spare Space Rune still. I’m thinking of getting into making a Rank 4 based off Space Runes, but they’re painfully expensive, and I don’t want to keep taking things from Brayden.”

“Oh, sure. I’ve got some Rank 1 Space Runes sitting around waiting to give away.” Lee scrunched her nose and scratched the back of her neck. “But there’s a small problem. I don’t have any spare runes.”

“Huh? What do you mean? I thought you just said⁠—”

“I formed a Rank 4 rune,” Lee reminded Noah. “All those extra runes moved into my main slots. I’m not using them, but they’re a little bit stuck in there now. It might actually be a bit annoying when I get more runes. It’s harder for us to swap things between slots. Possible, just a bit harder. I’d need to have something to replace them if I wanted to shift anything out.”

Noah nearly slapped himself on the forehead. He’d somehow forgotten that the spare runes Lee had wouldn’t just be sitting around in the shadows forever. That said, if they weren’t very bonded to Lee’s soul, it wouldn’t be that hard to pull them out with Sunder.

“You mind if I take one of them when we get back?” Noah asked. “I can use the Fragment of Renewal if it ends up hurting more than we expect.”

Lee shrugged in response. “Sure. You can take another look at my rune when you do and let me know if everything looks correct.”

“Perfect,” Noah said. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

They took a brief detour to the apothecary so Noah could buy several more Mind Meld Potions—it seemed like he was spending the majority of his money on those nowadays—and then headed back to Building T.

Once they got to Moxie’s room, they wasted no time in downing one of the potions and sitting down against the bed. It wasn’t long before Noah and Lee were standing within her mind.

The first matter of business was checking Lee’s Rank 4 rune. Noah still had absolutely no idea what it was or what it did. The weird mixture of a Demon Rune and a Master Rune had made it something entirely new to him.

Whatever Azel had done to bind it still held. At least, it did for the time being. Noah spent nearly half their time double-checking the restraints and studying the rune, while Lee pointedly avoided looking at it.

“I think it’s fine,” Noah confirmed as he walked over to rejoin Lee. “No difference from last time. You’re safe.”

Lee breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. I was worried something shifted. The bindings are still holding?”

He glanced over his shoulder. Even though he’d just spent fifteen minutes studying the magic holding the rune down, he took another moment to squint at it before nodding. “Yeah. Completely held down. Azel did a good job.”

“Yeah,” Lee agreed, a pensive look on her features. She shook her head, then held a hand out. The shadows that made up the ground before her twisted as a small purple rune pushed up from beneath them, strands of black clinging onto it like stretching cheese. “Here’s one of the Space Runes.”

“Damn, I thought you said it wouldn’t be too worked into you,” Noah said with a concerned frown. “This looks pretty bound, Lee.”

“It’s not as bad as you’d think. It’s still weak,” Lee replied.

“Sure, but some of the runes I removed from you were just as connected as this one, and those were ones you were using,” Noah said. He waited to see if her soul would release the rune any further, but it kept a firm grip on it. “This is just a spare rune that slid into a slot.”

“I think it’s because I’m stronger now than I was then. My soul is more powerful, so its hold on anything in it is stronger as well. My main runes will probably get so worked into it at Rank 4 or 5 that I’ll barely even be able to pull them up.”

That was mildly concerning. It was easy to forget how different demons were from humans when Noah wasn’t actively thinking about it. Something didn’t quite sit right with him about it.

Lee has been talking about how demons and humans are just different, but it really seems like she’s getting some enormous drawbacks without benefits to make up for them. Demons bond to runes way harder than we do, making them part of their bodies. Sure, they get to be a lot physically stronger and faster because of it, but humans can do body Imbuement to match a lot of that.

Sure, demons also get to feed off emotions rather than food, but that doesn’t seem like a huge boon either. Lee also can’t project her abilities beyond her body very much, which is apparently a common issue among most demons, since their magic is so tied to their bodies.

They might be immensely powerful when they do get strong, but doesn’t this mean that everything is harder for them overall? It almost feels unfair.

There wasn’t going to be an answer he could find here. Telling his concerns to Lee wasn’t going to make her feel any better. And in the end, all that mattered was the end result, not how hard it was to get there. Even if things were more difficult for Lee, he could just keep cutting apart her runes with Sunder and fixing her soul with the Fragment of Renewal.

“Right,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “Sorry about that. Got lost in thought. You ready to get this done? I’m going to cut the rune out. I’m definitely using the Fragment after this. I don’t want to risk hurting you.”

“Okay,” Lee replied. “I’m ready. It won’t be as bad as you’re thinking. My soul might be holding on stronger, but it’s also more powerful, so the relative loss shouldn’t be all that bad.”

She didn’t sound completely convinced of her own words. It wasn’t like they had any way to find out the extent of the damage removing the rune would do beforehand. There was nothing to do now but act.

Noah drew on Sunder, and his veins blackened as power coursed through them. The familiar, icy river of power that was his Master Rune churned through his body and gathered at his fingertips.

He extended his hand and brushed it across the strands holding the Rank 1 Space Rune down. The magic ripped free of his body and poured out through his palm. It sank into Lee’s soul, and a line of black carved through the air.

The shadowy strands severed instantly, and the rune peeled away from Lee’s soul, fluttering in her soul space. Noah pressed his hand to it and closed his eyes, drawing its pattern within his own mind.

It only took a second. The rune, Space or not, was just a Rank 1. Power poured back through his palm and into his body as he absorbed it. Lee had managed to fill the rune a fair amount just by holding onto it, and it seemed like it was just a few decent fights away from being completely full.

Noah didn’t waste time investigating it any further. He spun to Lee, already calling on the Fragment of Renewal. Her face was distressed, lips pressed thin, shoulders hunched. Despite the obvious discomfort, she didn’t look much worse for the wear.

He didn’t take any chances. Gentle pink smoke poured out of his hands and swirled around Lee. It sank into her soul, and she blew out a breath, her shoulders relaxing as she gave him a nod.

“Thank you. That wasn’t too bad. You didn’t have to use the Fragment.”

“I’m not taking the risk, and you shouldn’t have to suffer for me,” Noah replied without missing a beat. “You were doing me a favor. The only other thing I need the Fragment for right now is healing Tim, and he’s got so much attention on him right now that I’ll have to wait a day or two to do that anyway.”

Lee nodded. “Okay. I’m not going to complain. The Fragment of Renewal feels warm and fuzzy. I like it.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” Noah said with a laugh. “Thanks for the rune, Lee. I appreciate it.”

“It was a gift to me, so I can’t even take much credit for it.” Lee scratched the back of her head. “But no problem. Do you know what kind of rune you’re going to try to make with it?”

“Not yet,” Noah admitted. “I have some strong ideas, but I’m going to really need to study just what a Space Rune is. I want to make something disaster-related, but it can’t be so specific that it won’t combine well with Natural Disaster.”

Lee flopped down to the ground, crossing her legs beneath her and planting her chin in a palm. There were still a few minutes before the potion’s effects wore off, so Noah sat beside her.

“What kind of disasters are space-related?” Lee asked.

“Probably something like a black hole or some form of spatial rift?” Noah guessed. “That’s the hard part. Figuring those out enough to fully comprehend them won’t be easy.”

“Can’t you just randomly combine things until you stumble onto the right path?”

“I wouldn’t quite go as far as to say randomly combine, but I can definitely test a lot of different options until one works,” Noah said with a nod. He drummed his fingers on his knee, his brow furrowing. “The thing is, that would be really expensive and time-consuming. I want to keep growing. With the people we’ll eventually be up against, I can’t risk falling behind.”

“Yeah. I get that,” Lee said. Her head twitched as she stopped herself from looking back at the Master-Demon Rune hybrid floating behind them. “Well, I’ll happily take any space-related runes you buy and don’t need.”

Noah let out a snort of laughter. “How generous of you. I’ll make sure to send them your way.”

Lee gave him an unabashed grin. “No problem. Now let’s start brainstorming some Space Runes you could make for Rank 2. What about devouring stomach?”

“That doesn’t seem quite up my alley.”

“No? Well, we’ve got time until the potion ends. I’m sure we can come up with one. How about infinite void?”

“That… seems a bit excessive for a Rank 2.”

“Infinite void in the stomach?”

“I think you’re just hungry.”

“Yeah,” Lee agreed, “I am.”


Chapter Thirty-Five



The Mind Meld Potion wore off right on time. Noah was pulled out of Lee’s mind and back into Moxie’s room, where she sat in wait.

“How’d it go?” Moxie asked.

“Well,” Noah replied. “Got the rune I needed, and everything is fine with Lee’s rune. Nothing to worry about right now. We can focus entirely on dealing with the advanced track meeting tonight.”

And I can kill the time by trying to figure out what rune I’m going to make.

“You can do that,” Lee said as she stood up and stretched her arms over her head with a long yawn. “I’m going to get breakfast.”

“It’s midday,” Moxie said. “This would be lunch.”

“Lunch makes it sound so close to dinner, and that’s the end of the eating for the day,” Lee replied. She scratched at a cheek, then wiped her nose with the back of a hand. “If this is breakfast, then I still have two more meals.”

It was hard to argue with that impeccable logic. All Noah and Moxie could do was nod their understanding of Lee’s sage words as she pulled the window open and slipped out, dropping to the ground and sinking into a shadow before zipping off in pursuit of what was likely her third breakfast of the day.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say her emotion was gluttony,” Moxie said with a shake of her head. “You know, I still wonder what exactly it was that made Lee so different from the other demons.”

“My best thought is her lack of a proper Demon Rune for a long time—or perhaps the lack of advancing it. We haven’t really seen other demons at her rank before. Maybe they’re all… kind of like that.”

A shudder ran down Moxie’s back at the thought. “I love Lee, but I don’t know if I can stand by the idea of entire cities of Lees walking around in the Damned Plains. Forget the big scary demons like Azel—just one city of Lees with absolutely no malicious intent would be enough to completely destroy all four Bastions.”

“It would probably bring about the greatest famine the world has ever seen,” Noah agreed with a nod. He pushed himself upright and took a page out of Lee’s book, stretching his arms out before leaning down and reaching for his toes to work a knot out of his back. “On another topic, how are your runes doing?”

“Well,” Moxie replied. “I’ve been doing a good amount of hunting and meditation to push them to where they need to be. I’ve filled out the rest of my roster as well.”

“You have? Unique runes?”

“No, duplicates. I’m going for a Rank 4 rune that focuses on blooming or flowering plants. I haven’t figured out the exact final composition, but it’ll need a lot of earth and plant-related runes, both of which I have.”

“Sounds good. I can’t help much with the first part, but when it comes time to combine them, let me know if you have any trouble and need to Sunder it back apart.”

“I will. You can count on it. I don’t plan on leaving myself with a sub-par Rank 4 rune when I’ve got access to one of the most unfair runes in existence,” Moxie said with a snicker. “But what about you? Space Runes… not exactly an easy medium to work with. I take it I’d be reaching if I said you’ve got a plan?”

“Reaching pretty far,” Noah agreed. He reached down and snagged his grimoire, lugging it onto Moxie’s bed and flipping it open to leaf through the pages. “I know the general direction I want to go. My first Rank 4 is Natural Disaster, so I want the others to all be different kinds of disasters. Maybe I could do some duplicates, but I still need the initial one.”

“So you’re going for Disaster as your Rank 5, I take it?”

Noah nodded. “It seems like it would fit the current path pretty well. I don’t know how things will change between now and then, though. Who knows what it’ll actually end up being? I can’t plan for that—but I can see that Space Runes are really powerful. I’m also starting to get jealous of everyone teleporting around.”

“Don’t forget that they also consume a huge amount of energy as well,” Moxie reminded Noah. “But yes, Space Runes are powerful for obvious reasons. Maybe ask Jalen about them? He’s clearly got some, and they’re probably fairly high-rank.”

Considering how often Jalen teleported around, he definitely was. Noah wasn’t so sure he wanted to ask Jalen for help with regard to runes. Their relationship was built off the fact that Jalen found him entertaining.

If he started asking the older mage for handouts or advice, there was a chance that he’d get bored. Jalen had made it clear he had absolutely no plans to fight any battles for Noah.

I’d probably have to find something to trade for the runes or information. Maybe I could make him give it up over a game of darts or something? That’s honestly the most likely way I’d get anything from him… but then I’d have to bet something myself, and he’s probably been practicing darts since we last played.

“What are you thinking?” Moxie asked.

“That Jalen has probably been practicing playing darts.”

She blinked, confusion passing over her features. “What? I thought we were talking about asking him for Space Runes.”

“We were.”

Moxie squinted at Noah. She shook her head and shrugged. “Right. Well, I’m not going to poke into that rabbit hole. I can try to help you with the theory portion, but I don’t know all that much about natural or unnatural disasters. They’re both pretty broad concepts. What kind of disasters are there that involve space?”

“Well, I’ve got two ideas right now. You know what a black hole is?”

“An area of collapsing space. I’ve heard of Space Rune users working with them before, but there’s a reason almost everyone who has said runes only uses them for transportation. They end up killing themselves with their magic more often than anyone else.”

“Brayden doesn’t.”

“Brayden is special,” Moxie said. “But he also seems to use his runes mostly for mobility and to create barriers of condensed space. Basically, defensive and utility applications that he uses offensively. That’s different from trying to literally collapse space.”

Noah nodded. “Right. But you have heard of them? That’s what I’m thinking for one rune. Black hole. It might be a bit too powerful for a Rank 4, though. I may have to find a weaker version of it. Either way, something to do with increasing the density of space in a small area until it collapses.”

“Remind me not to be anywhere near you when you start on that,” Moxie said dryly. “Where are you even going to get the runes to do that, though? What do Space Runes combine with to create something that can collapse space?”

“I haven’t figured that bit out yet. Brayden might have some advice, and I think I could wheedle it out of Jalen if I approach things the right way. Then it’ll just be a matter of getting my hands on the runes. Until then, I’ll just split up the Space Rune I got from Lee and make enough copies to fuel the rest of my combinations.”

“Going to feed some to your book?”

“Probably. Why?”

“It looks hungry.”

Noah glanced down at the grimoire. It had raised its own front cover, and the eye on its center was looking straight up at him. He let out a surprised curse and yanked his hand back. The grimoire fluttered, possibly either in amusement or annoyance, then closed itself and returned to plain leather.

“Damn it,” Noah muttered as he shook his hand off. “Why is everything and everyone I know perpetually hungry?”

“I’m not,” Moxie said defensively.

Noah squinted at her, then turned to pick his grimoire up. “You never know. Maybe you’ll start taking lessons from Lee. I don’t know if I can trust anyone.”

Moxie rolled her eyes and poked him in the side of his stomach. He jumped, nearly dropping the grimoire, and spun to glare at her. She gave him an innocent look.

“What?”

“You are a brat,” Noah said, slinging the grimoire over his back and picking up his travel bag. “Want to go try to scope out the advanced track area before the other professors get there? There’s someone I’m keeping an eye out for.”

“Really?” Moxie asked, tilting her head to the side. “Who? Godrick?”

“No. Well, maybe. I don’t actually know the name of the person. I kind of need money, especially if I want to go around buying runes to combine with my Space Rune,” Noah said. He rifled through his bag and pulled out the badge that they’d gotten in the auction some time ago. “I think it’s time to try to find the owner of this thing.”

“Ahh,” Moxie said, her eyes lighting with understanding. “The one who had the Violet Transference Rune. You think they’re in the advanced track?”

Noah shrugged in response. “Maybe? They’re probably either there, an Enforcer, or someone else high up in Arbitage’s ranks. They seemed to imply it wouldn’t be hard for me to find them, but we haven’t seen any traces of them yet.”

“Probably because they assumed we ran in the same circles they did,” Moxie said with a knowing nod. “I bet you’re right. I honestly have no clue what kind of rune Violet Transference would even be. Something with space, maybe?”

“Space Magic is purple, and the name sounds pretty space-y. Could be that,” Noah said with a nod. “We’ll just have to keep an eye out. We’ll get to know the advanced track professors better after today and the Enforcers tomorrow. With any luck, our rich friend will be in one of those two groups.”

“As good a guess as any. We’ll go hunting for him if not. Just don’t get too caught up looking and forget about the kids. We still have to pick them up from the transport cannon before the meeting actually starts.”

“I know. We’ve still got a few hours before then, though. More than enough time to kill snooping around.” Noah turned his head to look back at Moxie as he stepped ahead of her to pull the door open.

She’d been midway through parting her lips to respond when she stopped, a furrow creasing her brow as she looked past Noah’s shoulder. He followed her gaze across the hall. Ulya sat, her head leaned against the hooded figure of one of her puppets, and her eyes fluttering to fight off sleep.

A start jolted Ulya awake, and she jerked her gaze up. She scrambled to her feet, brushing her clothes off hurriedly as they watched on in bemusement.

“I just got here,” Ulya said lamely.

“Is something wrong?” Noah asked.

“No. Why would something be wrong?”

“Considering something has been or gone at least slightly wrong every other time we’ve met, I’d say it’s a fair guess.”

“That’s… okay, it is fair,” Ulya admitted as she rubbed the back of her neck. “But no. Nothing is wrong. I just came to pick you both up for the advanced track meeting. Contessa said you’d be in here. I was going to ask if you were busy, but she looked like she was in a big hurry, so I didn’t bother her long.”

“Why were you just sitting outside, then? You could have knocked,” Moxie said.

“Well, you had a very soft white cat sitting outside the door. I… got a little distracted petting it.”

I think I found what Contessa was in a hurry about.

“How long were you petting it if you were falling asleep?” Moxie asked, squinting at Ulya.

“Not that long. A few minutes.” The woman coughed into her fist. “I just started to drift off because I was a little tired. I’ve been working a lot.”

The bags under her eyes told the same story. She looked better than she had when Wizen’s clones had first become a problem, but not by much.

“I see,” Noah said slowly. “So… you came to get us? This early?”

“Oh, yes. Right. I was going to bring you to a meeting,” Ulya said, a flash of panic running through her features. “I forgot.”

“A meeting?” Noah asked. “I thought the meeting was at night.”

“Not that one.” Ulya shook her head and winced. “There’s another professor in the program that wanted to talk with both of you. He’s been waiting for a bit.”

Noah and Moxie exchanged a glance.

“Might as well,” Noah said with a shrug. This was as good a spot as any to feel out how the advanced track felt about them and their standing. Meeting with someone one-on-one would be much more beneficial than trying to figure anything out in a group setting. “I’m sure he hasn’t been waiting for all that long.”

Judging by the look on Ulya’s face, that probably wasn’t true. That was hardly his fault. Noah didn’t mind waiting as long as he wasn’t the one doing it.

“Lead the way, then,” Noah said. “And did you see where the cat went?”

“No,” Ulya replied. “I think I dozed off and it left.”

Noah let out a thoughtful grunt as they started off down the hall. Mascot going missing was rarely a good sign, but he got the feeling the cat would turn up again sooner rather than later.


Chapter Thirty-Six



“So, who is it that wanted to see us?” Noah asked as they headed down the stairwell that led into the advanced track meeting area. They’d been walking for a few minutes in silence, the only noise out of place being the clicks coming from Ulya’s puppet as it moved.

“Verrud,” Ulya replied. “He’s a water mage and solidly in the middle of the pack as far as the advanced track professors go. His students are as well.”

“Interesting,” Noah said. He took a moment to draw his domain in, trying to contain it as best as possible. He still wasn’t great at controlling it perfectly, but he hoped it was enough to avoid being completely egregious. “Was there a reason he wanted to talk to us? And why are you running his errands?”

“Because I just joined the track,” Ulya said, sending Noah a flat stare over her shoulder. “Though I suppose you, Moxie, and Silvertide have taken that role from me.”

Noah let out a snort of laughter. “If you think I’m going to run around delivering messages for the advanced track, you’re sorely mistaken. They don’t provide anything nearly important enough to get me to waste time doing that.”

“Thanks,” Ulya said dryly. “I appreciate it.”

“Hey, someone has to do it. Your work is definitely useful. I just have no plans to do it myself. Why don’t you just have your puppets do it, though?”

“I used to,” Ulya said, coming to a stop at the doors at the bottom of the stairwell and pausing in a failed attempt to conceal her annoyance. “A pair of certain someones broke them all.”

Ah, right. I took out a few, and then Silvertide used the rest as bait to take out Wizen’s other puppets. That’s rough.

“Right. Forgot about that bit,” Noah said with a sheepish grin. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Couldn’t you use the thing you’ve got walking around with us now?”

“I’d leave myself defenseless if I did that. All my runes are specifically for puppets. I don’t know how to fight in any other way. Not effectively, at least.”

She pushed the doors open before Noah could respond. The banquet hall stretched out before them, considerably emptier than the last time they’d been there. There was only one person in the room.

Verrud sat at the far side of the table, a book in his hands. His dark hair draped around his face, obscuring it from sight, but the golden nametag on his uniform would have given his identity away even if Noah hadn’t recognized him.

He looked up as the three of them approached and closed the book in his hands with a snap. Noah hadn’t gotten a great look at him during the previous meeting. The man’s features were pinched and serious.

He had thin eyes that seemed to be permanently locked in a half-asleep droop and lips that were borderline indistinguishable from the rest of his face. Verrud set the book to the side and interlaced his fingers, leaning forward and inclining his head in greeting.

“Professors. I’m pleased you were able to make it.”

“I was unaware there was an option to refuse,” Noah said. “Is there a reason you wanted to speak to us before the meeting? We would have been here in a few hours anyway.”

“Of course there was,” Verrud said. “Do you think I ask Ulya to run around bringing people places for no reason whatsoever?”

That remains to be seen.

“I’d certainly hope not,” Noah said. He and Moxie walked over to sit down at the table across from Verrud. Ulya hung back, watching with undisguised interest from the corner of the room. Noah didn’t blame her. He would have done the same thing.

“Does this mean you’re about to enlighten us?” Moxie asked.

“It seems we’re going to skip the niceties.” Verrud shrugged. “That works for me. You joined the advanced track at an interesting time, both of you. Amid the debacle of several of our members dying out of the blue, we barely got time to get to know much about each other.”

“I get the feeling you’ve already looked into us, though,” Noah observed.

“Of course I have. We don’t allow just anyone into the advanced track. I’d already done some research, but you two have a rather interesting background. A professor who was Rank 1 only a few months ago and the exiled aide of the Torrin family’s head. Quite a ways you’ve come, isn’t it?”

“Are you leading somewhere with this? I thought you said we’re doing away with the niceties,” Noah said, tilting his head to the side. He hadn’t quite figured out what Verrud’s angle was yet. The man obviously wanted something.

Is it to do with our students, maybe? He could be scouting out the competition to see if his own are at risk from us. Either that or he’s interested in me or Moxie specifically. Is he part of one of our families?

“I was just stating a few observations. Observations that I only grow more curious in. A number of professors in the track believe you have a powerful backer, especially after you showed up with two highly ranked mages at the last meeting. Is that true?”

“Does it matter?” Noah countered. “Even if we did have backing, the only thing that matters for the advanced track are our students and our own abilities.”

“Very true. I doubt you’ll be willing to give me much more information with regard to yourselves, so I won’t waste time asking. I suspect it will come out soon enough regardless. The reason I called you here today is to warn you.”

“Warn us?” Moxie asked. “About what?”

“Not everyone in the program is pleased at your acceptance—particularly you, Magus Moxie. Your student, Emily, is no longer in line for Torrin leadership, but she still poses a threat. There are those that want to be rid of her, and they have since even before Evergreen’s demise.”

Noah’s brow furrowed. It seemed like Verrud was being honest… but the information he was sharing wasn’t really all that much of a surprise. Emily had been in line to lead the Torrins after Evergreen died.

It was only logical to assume that there were other Torrins that didn’t like that, and they were a big enough family that it was quite likely that there were other Torrins from different branches that wouldn’t think much of Moxie or Emily.

None of that was a reason to call them over to the meeting room hours early, which meant one of two things. Either Verrud was trying to gauge how much the information would worry them, or this situation was considerably more than just someone who didn’t like Emily.

The way he’s worded this sounds like Emily or Moxie are directly in danger—probably Emily. Nobody would dislike Moxie enough to bother trying to do anything to her. She’s not a political threat when she’s exiled, but Emily is a different story. I suppose she could still try to claim the leadership position even if Evergreen is dead.

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to elaborate on that?” Noah asked casually.

Verrud gave Noah a wry smile and shook his head. “You’ll find that out soon enough. I’m not sticking my neck out that far. It will be fairly obvious, I’d say.”

“Fair enough,” Noah allowed. “When you say that Emily is at risk, how much are we talking here? Are there going to be threats to her life?”

If there are, I’ll be responding in kind.

“Directly? Most certainly not. What kind of place do you take Arbitage for?” Verrud exclaimed, staring at Noah in disbelief. It took everything Noah had not to laugh in the other professor’s face.

It looked like he’d never had the misfortune of finding out that Arbitage’s neutral zone was really more of a neutral suggestion. That actually spoke rather well of the man—unless, of course, he was lying.

“I see,” Noah said. “So what are we expecting, then?”

“If I knew, I’d tell you. I’m not the one interested in Emily failing out of Arbitage. I value the advanced track for what it is. A way for students to push themselves and grow stronger together with their professors. I have no interest in politics. Not everyone sees things the same way.”

He said he wouldn’t tell me and then proceeded to do just that. Whoever this is will be trying to make it hard for Emily to graduate, then? Sounds like they’ll be interfering with tests or otherwise trying to make her look incompetent.

Noah’s eyes narrowed as a thought struck him. Some time ago, at the survival exam, someone had been interfering with his students. The number of monsters attacking them was abnormal, and none of them had the tokens that they were supposed to collect.

He’d never completely confirmed the reason as to why that had happened. There had been bigger problems to worry about at the time, and it had seemed possible that Evergreen herself had caused the trouble to try and hinder Emily so she’d lose her bet.

Is it possible that was something more that Evergreen just took advantage of—or didn’t plan entirely? If that’s the case, we can expect someone to be messing with just about every exam from here on out. But… why would Verrud come out and tell us this? I don’t see what he gets out of it.

“A proper fight,” Verrud said.

Noah blinked. “What?”

“You were probably wondering why I bothered telling you any of this and didn’t just wait to see how everything played out during the next exam,” Verrud said. “It’s because I want a proper fight. My students and I joined this program to push ourselves. The resources are convenient, but we have enough power from our own noble families. We don’t truly need them. What we need are competent opponents.”

“And you think that we can be that?” Moxie asked, her words failing to reveal any emotion. "Are you sure? You did point out yourself that our position is pretty tenuous. Vermil was a Rank 1 just a short while ago. Most of our students aren’t nobles.”

“Even if it weren’t for the two mages accompanying you last time, it is clear that you have something interesting about you,” Verrud replied. He pushed back from his chair and rose to his feet. “And your students have come a long way. Far enough for me to suspect it to not be a fluke. I look forward to seeing what you and your groups are capable of later tonight during the meeting.”

“That’s all?” Moxie asked. “You only called us here for that?”

“I have gotten everything I wanted,” Verrud replied with a thin smile. He stepped past them, heading down the hall and up the stairs until the echo of his footsteps faded into the distance.

“He’s… surprisingly decent,” Moxie observed in a hushed tone. “I wonder what noble family he’s from.”

“Yeah,” Noah said thoughtfully, looking out in the direction that Verrud had left. “As do I.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven



“So, how much of that do you think was Verrud trying to play us against someone else?” Moxie asked once several seconds had passed after the other professor’s departure.

Noah rubbed his chin. Ulya was still standing in the corner, but he was pretty sure she was at least temporarily on their side. She didn’t have any puppets beyond the one beside her and probably didn’t think too much of the other professors if they kept using her as an errand girl.

Probably relatively safe to speak honestly, as long as I avoid giving anything too important away.

“He definitely wants something from us that he hasn’t said. That guy was trying way too hard to come off as magnanimous and considerate. I mean, it’s great that he’s told us that someone’s gunning for Emily, but I figure we would have figured that out soon. Really soon.”

“During the meeting tonight, probably,” Moxie said with a nod. “The Torrins aren’t discreet about their opinions. If someone’s looking to make a fool out of Emily, they’re going to try to act hard and fast. There’s no way they’ll wait all the way until the first exam.”

“I’m of the same mind,” Noah said. “Which means this guy probably called the meeting now just to make sure his kind advice actually felt useful when it’s actually completely worthless. Ulya, how do you feel about picking sides?”

“Are there sides to pick?” Ulya replied with a weary laugh. “It’s the advanced track. Everyone is on their own side. Verrud was right about one thing. We’re in this because we want to push ourselves to be better—and that generally comes at the cost of taking out the ones in our way.”

Noah pushed his chair back and rose from the table. “Right. I get that, but I’ve always been pretty bad at following instructions. Moxie and I are just two people, and we don’t know anything about the advanced track. You do.”

Ulya tilted her head to the side and crossed her arms. She leaned against the back wall, watching Noah through half-lidded eyes. “Where are you going with this? You want me to throw my lot in with you? Have you forgotten that you’ve destroyed a solid half of my puppets?”

“At least one of those was your fault,” Noah replied. “Blame the people that sent you to me, not me.”

“Okay, fair enough,” Ulya admitted. She stepped out of the shadows and into the light cast by candles on the table, meeting Noah’s gaze with steely eyes. “So what do you want, then? And why should I help you?”

“First, you owe me a favor.” Noah held a hand up and ticked off one of his fingers. “You came to me for help when Wizen showed up, and I helped. Second, I can help you rebuild your missing puppets. The only thing you need is runes, right?”

“You say that like it’s easy to get runes,” Ulya said with a short laugh. “Catchpaper is expensive and hunting is dangerous, especially for monsters that are strong enough to give worthwhile runes—unless you plan to spend months getting Rank 1 runes?”

“Forget how difficult it is for a moment. I didn’t ask you if it was hard to get runes or not,” Noah said. “I said I needed someone in the advanced track on our side, and I’m partial to you because you aren’t a raging scumbag. That doesn’t mean I need you.”

Ulya’s brow furrowed as she studied Noah for a few seconds. He could see the thoughts churning in her head, likely recalling his so-called ‘teacher’ and Jalen’s presence at the last advanced track meeting.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Ulya asked. “You could just be trying to use me for information and then leave.”

Noah stared at Ulya. “I wasn’t lying about not needing you, Ulya. We’ve already worked together, and you seem like an intelligent woman. That doesn’t mean I can’t find someone else to work with. Someone in the advanced track will take me up on my offer. Do you really think I climbed from Rank 1 to where I am now so quickly without any ability? Verrud clearly disagrees.”

Neither of them spoke for several seconds. Then Ulya’s lips pressed thin, and she gave him a sharp nod.

“Fine. I’ll play, at least for now. What do you want?”

“Verrud. Who’s he in with?”

“He’s a Herron.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed as old memories churned. The Herrons were the second-strongest family in the kingdom, just behind the King family. And more importantly, he knew the Herron name. It had been a while since he’d heard it, but he hadn’t forgotten that Silvertide had told him that he suspected a mind mage from the Herrons called Calo had been involved with the manipulation of the survival exam a short while ago.

“Well, isn’t that interesting?” Noah said. “The Herrons were the ones that screwed with the exam.”

“Hold on. Why would he warn you of the Torrins planning to mess with Emily if he’s working with them?” Ulya asked. “Are you sure the Herrons have something against Emily?”

It’s not Emily they were after. It’s Isabel’s Master Rune—but I don’t trust Ulya nearly enough to tell her that.

Noah didn’t respond for a few seconds. He sifted through the information he had, lining up the puzzle pieces. A grin crossed his lips, and he let out a bark of laughter before speaking again. He made sure to keep his voice low enough that, just in case someone was listening from the stairs or anywhere else nearby, they wouldn’t be able to pick up on it.

“Yes. I’m sure. Silvertide was the one that got me that information—but Verrud doesn’t know that. We never publicly made any moves. He has no reason to suspect we know the Herrons want us to fail.”

“They’re partnered with the Torrin family, then. Moxie’s eyes lit up with understanding. “That’s what this meeting was for. He was trying to get into our good graces so they’d have someone on the inside and focus our attention on the Torrins.”

“That’s a lot of work just to humiliate one disgraced heir,” Ulya said. She flicked her hand, and her puppet clicked to life, striding across the room and heading up the stairs. Noah followed its path with a curious gaze, then raised his eyebrow in question.

“Making sure we aren’t being listened in on,” Ulya said. “If I’m throwing my lot in with you, I’m not getting screwed on the first move.”

Noah grinned. “Good. Now, who’s the Torrin we need to be aware of?”

“The professor’s name is Jakob. He’s got two students—Marley and Yulin. Marley is in Exal’s family branch, who⁠—”

“—is the current head of the Torrins,” Moxie finished with a nod. She tapped a finger on her chin. “So Marley is probably trying to make sure he secures his position by showing up Emily. What rank is he?”

“Two,” Ulya said.

Noah and Moxie exchanged a glance. The advanced track students were definitely ahead of the normal curve—but, at the same time, Noah was pretty confident Emily would be able to take out another Rank 2. Between her pattern and her Flawless Runes, he was confident she’d win.

Winning wasn’t enough. If the Herrons were trying to kill Isabel or steal her Master Rune from her, then there was only a single option that Noah could see before him.

Completely and utterly crush them, just like the Torrins before them.

“Do you know if a mage called Calo is in the advanced track?” Noah asked.

Ulya shook her head. “No. The only members from the Herron family are Verrud and his students. I know of Calo—there’s no way a Rank 5 mind mage would be wasting time on something like this.”

You might change your mind if you realized this was a game for an incredibly powerful Master Rune, not a pissing contest between two prospective family heirs.

That said… Rank 5?

A grin stretched across Noah’s lips. Wizen was one thing, but he could handle a Rank 5 if he approached the battle on his terms. He just had to make sure he didn’t play his cards too early. From what he’d learned, Mind Magic was for utility—they couldn’t control people unless their guard was completely down or they had a long time to work.

Verrud’s warning likely meant that Jakob and his students would be trying to make some form of move during the advanced track meeting. He’d already expected there to be opposition from people that didn’t think he and his group belonged, but this changed things.

“Right. We’re playing good cop, bad cop,” Noah said.

“We’re doing what now?” Ulya asked.

He scrunched his nose. “Verrud is pretending to be nice. Jakob and his group are going to be the assholes. They’re going to pull out all the stops to crush Emily in the first round to prove that Verrud’s warning was ‘good,’ and then we’ll trust him.”

“And when you trust him, they screw you over even harder later?” Ulya asked, catching on.

“Probably,” Noah said.

Likely by picking a moment during an exam when Isabel is trusting them to watch her back. Her guard would be down, and it would be easy to make her disappear and claim she just couldn’t hold up in the advanced track.

“We should be careful,” Moxie said. “The fact they’re doing all this means they know we’re not pushover opponents.”

“That’s fine,” Noah said. “They think we took the bait, and that means we’ve got them exactly where we want them. Nothing suits our position better than pretending to be the mouse in the face of a cat.”

“You’ve got a plan, then?” Ulya raised an eyebrow. “The look on your face has me interested despite my better judgment. What is it?”

“We shift the game. This whole thing only works if they can make a joke out of Emily to prove we need Verrud’s help. They’ll keep trying to do that as long as they don’t think their cover is blown.”

“Logically,” Ulya said. “But how are you going to avoid it? If they’ve gone to these lengths, then Marley is going to be strong. He’s likely to win in the fight.”

“That’s certainly possible,” Noah agreed with a smile. “But we won’t be playing their game. We play things our way instead.”

“And what way is that?” Ulya asked doubtfully.

The look in Moxie’s eyes told Noah she knew what he was going to say a second before he said it, but that didn’t reduce the relish in his voice by even an ounce.

“If they never even get a chance to properly challenge Emily today, then they won’t be able to do shit.” Noah’s grin grew even wider. “We’re going to be causing a little chaos. This meeting is going to be fun.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight



There were still a few hours before the meeting. If they were going to cause chaos, Noah couldn’t see that possibly happening without one particular person who seemed to be the literal embodiment of it.

They needed Lee.

It was tempting to ask Ulya to use her puppet to go get her, but the woman had been asked to be a messenger so many times that Noah actually felt a little bad about it. He needed Ulya to actually like working with them if he wanted her properly on their side.

That’s fine. She’s not the only messenger I’ve worked with.

“Mascot, you here?” Noah asked.

Ulya sent him a strange look. “Who?”

“Hold on,” Noah said, holding a hand up to forestall any questions. He glanced around the relatively empty room. There wasn’t any sign of white fur or red horns. Not yet. “Come on, Mascot. I know you’re somewhere around. You were lurking around this morning. You know something’s up.”

There was no response. Ulya looked at Moxie with a concerned expression. Noah ignored her. The cat was screwing with him. He rifled through his bag, but there wasn’t any jerky left in it. Lee had picked him clean at some point.

“Hey, do you have any food?” Noah asked.

“Here,” Moxie said, pulling a strip of jerky out of her own bag. “Is Mascot really going to go for a random piece of meat? He isn’t Lee.”

Noah shrugged in response, taking the jerky from her and waving it around in the air above his head like a flag. “Only one way to find out. Come on, Mascot. I need you to help mess some shit up.”

Ulya’s eyes widened. A ripple of energy tickled Noah’s domain, and he glanced over his shoulder as a purple disk yawned open—well within the reaches of his domain. Mascot popped out, bounding off his shoulder and snagging the jerky from his hand.

The fluffy cat landed on the table across from him and turned in a circle to stare into his eyes, the strip of jerky slowly disappearing into his mouth.

“What in the Damned Plains?” Ulya asked. “That was the cat I was petting!”

He went right through my domain. Point taken, you little bugger. You’re still somehow stronger than I am. Where in the world did you come from? Are you really just a manifestation of the Fragment of Renewal?

Mascot meowed and licked his paw. A flicker of annoyance passed through his red eyes, and his tail thumped against the table impatiently.

“I think you should tell him what you want,” Moxie suggested. “Preferably before he pisses over the tablecloth.”

“I was hoping you could get Lee for me. The rest of the students as well, if possible,” Noah told Mascot. “We’re going to be causing some chaos in the meeting today. I figure you already knew that, though.”

“How would a cat know anything?” Ulya asked, squinting at Mascot. “What kind of monster is that?”

Mascot sank into a portal that formed in the table, vanishing without a trace. It was impossible to tell if he’d decided to comply with Noah’s request or not. Something told Noah that the cat would do as he asked—there was nothing Mascot enjoyed more than chaos.

“An odd one,” Noah replied. “Be grateful. Now you don’t have to go run and find her yourself. I figured you were fed up running errands for other people.”

“You summoned a monster with Space Runes purely so I wouldn’t have to run off and deliver the message myself?” A flicker of appreciation passed through Ulya’s features. “I can’t tell if you’re supremely lazy or just trying to make sure you stay on my good side.”

Noah gave her an unabashed shrug. “I treat the people on my side well. Can’t say the same for everyone else. Now, we need to figure out our plan. First off—Ulya, this part is easy. Pretend you don’t give a shit about us.”

“That should be easy.”

“I figured,” Noah said with a wry grin. “Moxie, I think your best role is the one you normally play.”

“And that is?”

“Mediator. Between Lee and I, there will be enough of a shitshow to make everyone think we’re all insane. We need something that keeps us grounded. That’ll be you.”

“Oh. That is my normal role.”

“Which is what I said. In the meantime, Lee and I will keep literally everyone’s attention so occupied that there won’t even be a chance for Marley to try to challenge Emily properly.” Noah chewed his lower lip. There were a lot of ways he could cause chaos. He didn’t want to go so far as to completely go overboard, though. “Are there any things we should make sure not to do, Ulya?”

“That is a very broad and concerning question. What do you mean?”

“I can’t imagine people are going to like us much after this, but I want to make sure we don’t go so far that we get kicked out of the program,” Noah said. “Are they going to lose their shit at the slightest indecency, like most nobles?”

Ulya thought for a second before shaking her head. “No. Everyone in this program is a warrior. They’ll be more hardened and difficult to throw off than average mages. As long as you don’t kill anyone or make a complete mockery of yourselves, you’ll be fine. They respect ability above all else.”

“Perfect.” Noah rubbed his hands together. “Then all we have to do is wait for the others to arrive.”

“Assuming Mascot actually went to get them,” Moxie put in.

“Yeah. Assuming that.”
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Lee and the students showed up just about twenty minutes later. There was no sign of Mascot with them, but there was no doubt in Noah’s mind that the cat was lurking nearby, waiting to throw his own wrench into the system.

“Mascot led us over here,” Lee said, glancing around the empty room. “Is something going on? I didn’t think the advanced track meeting started for a while.”

“Yeah,” Noah said with a nod. He gestured for them to all gather closer, then filled them in on everything that had gone down since the meeting with Verrud. There was no need to hide information from any of them, and they all deserved to know what they were up against.

Emily didn’t look too surprised at their findings. Determination etched itself into her features, and once Noah had finished with his debrief, she gave him a nod.

“I won’t lose to Marley. I can hold my own.”

“This isn’t just about that.” Noah’s eyes drifted over to Isabel, who met them with a knowing look. She’d known what was up the moment he’d mentioned that the Herron family was involved. “It’s about all of us. And, fortunately, I have a plan. I’ll just need everyone’s help to pull it off.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine



Noah and the others waited on the street outside the advanced track meeting point. The plan hadn’t taken too long to discuss, and they didn’t want to be caught sitting around in the room and start raising questions as to what they were doing.

They’d made a few changes to their appearance. Noah’s uniform was now badly ruffled, and his hair stuck out in every direction—and there was no sign of his gourd, bag, or grimoire.

Godrick was the first of the advanced track professors to show up, and his eyebrows arched as he spotted them.

“Ulya brought you two over early, I see.”

“Just a bit,” Noah replied with a shrug. “What’s on the docket for today’s meeting? Anything interesting?”

Godrick’s brow furrowed, and he lowered his voice to make sure that nobody could overhear them. “If you’re referring to what happened earlier—no. That’s already being handled. I’ve already spent the better portion of the day working to make sure that everyone who was stranded by the cannon’s… failure was accounted for together with Tim. We don’t need any more focus on that than there already is. The meeting today will be what the one last time should have been. A time to get to know each other. A little exchange of knowledge. Fun all around.”

Godrick pulled back and gestured for them to follow him before starting down the stairs. Noah suppressed a grin as they all piled in behind him. As soon as they made it into the room below, Ulya broke away and headed over to the corner of the room to avoid being too strongly associated with them.

Lee made a beeline for the table and pulled a chair out, sitting down and drumming her fingers impatiently on the white tablecloth. There wasn’t any food laid out yet, but there would be soon enough.

That’s two of us in place.

The students broke off, moving to stand a short distance from Lee while Noah and Moxie remained near the entrance of the room to keep line of sight on everyone. It didn’t take long for the other advanced track professors to start piling in.

Noah didn’t recognize most of them or their students, and he didn’t currently care to. There were quite a few members in the advanced track, and his brain didn’t have enough room to store all of them until they did something of worth.

With every new professor and group of students that entered the room, Noah glanced over at Ulya. She remained impassive in her corner, her features unreadable.

He locked eyes with Verrud as the man entered the room alongside a young woman with pure white hair—probably his student. She was a little taller than Emily and had the kind of smile on her face that was reserved for people who were firmly convinced they were doing the world a favor by gracing it with their presence.

Verrud inclined his head in greeting, and Noah returned the gesture, doing his best not to laugh.

I can’t say I’m going to enjoy this too much, but I think the look on his face should make this worth it.

Professors continued to enter over the course of the next few minutes. Noah was starting to wonder if Ulya had completely forgotten her job when she finally pushed away from the wall and headed over to the table, which was currently being set by several waiters.

Noah’s eyes locked onto the professor that had just entered the room. He was a younger man, probably only a year older than Noah. The man sported a well-kept goatee and combed back hair that looked like it had taken more time than he’d care to admit.

So you’re Jakob.

Walking at his side were two students, one male and one female. The boy—Marley—clearly had a lot more confidence than the girl did. He walked with his shoulders thrown back and the corner of his mouth curled up in a faint smirk, one not all that dissimilar from the one that Verrud’s student sported. His silver hair was tied back into a short ponytail, and his hand rested on the hilt of a rapier at his side.

The girl at Marley’s side was a head shorter than him and had orangish-red hair similar to Moxie’s. Her features were soft and her expression restrained, but she carried herself with the grace of someone who had seen more than their share of fights. The hilt of a sword hung at her side, but no blade emerged from it.

So that’s Yulin, then. She seems like she might be the better fighter—or at the very least, she’s more restrained with her emotions.

Marley’s eyes swept over the room until they locked onto Emily, who was currently studying the table with perhaps a little more interest than she should have been. He nudged Yulin with his elbow, and she inclined her head slightly.

The three of them walked past Noah, who let his domain brush over them. Faint resistance met him, and Jakob paused to glance over his shoulder at him. The professor was a Rank 4, but neither of his students reacted.

Rank 3 at max. And lucky us. Both Yulin and Marley use swords. That’ll make things easier for us.

“Can I help you?” Jakob asked, disdain tinging his words as his gaze bore into Noah’s skull. “Because your domain appears to be leaking, Professor.”

“Oh, is it?” Noah matched Jakob’s look with the most wretched grin he could manage. It looked like he’d guessed at least some of the situation correctly. Jakob hadn’t even bothered trying to hide his disgust.

In a way, he kind of reminds me of Moxie when we first met. Just way less hot.

A shudder ran down Noah’s spine at that thought, but he dismissed it. It was time to start the play. There had been a few different ways he’d considered handling this. One option had just been setting Lee free and watching the chaos unfold, but that would have put too much focus on her.

They needed to spread the other professors thin. And more importantly, everything had to look natural. If it was completely obvious they were trying to mess up the meeting, then there was no point to the plan.

And if there was one thing that Vermil was known for…

“I have to apologize,” Noah said, extending a hand. “It’s hard to keep everything under control when I’m excited. This is the first time I get to properly introduce myself to everyone in the advanced track. I’m Vermil.”

As disgusted as Jakob was—or was pretending to be—he’d been raised in a noble house. It didn’t matter who offered you a handshake. You accepted. His hand reached out to take it, his lips curling down.

Noah pulled his hand back.

I’m going to need a long shower after this.

“Whoops. Sorry. Didn’t make myself clear enough,” Noah said. His eyes drifted over to Yulin. “I wasn’t speaking to you there, grandpa. I was talking to your student.”

Looks of disgust passed over both Marley and Yulin’s faces, and they both turned to face him.

“You live up to your reputation, Professor Vermil,” Jakob said flatly, moving to stand between his students and Noah. He made a subtle gesture behind his back. It was impossible to tell what it had been, but it wasn’t hard to guess.

Oh, no. You aren’t going anywhere.

“Sorry, what was that?” Noah asked, stepping around Jakob to keep his gaze locked with Yulin’s. “I was a bit distracted. What family are you lot with again?”

“It’s beyond me how they let someone like you into the program,” Marley spat, bracing his hand against his sword. “Did Father just pump you full of runes and buy your way in so you could sully this place with your vile presence?”

“Sully. That’s an interesting word to use,” Noah said, tilting his head to the side. “I did a fair bit of that when I was visiting the Torrin estate. You don’t have a sister, do you?”

A few of the groups around them had begun to take notice of the confrontation and were watching with undisguised interest. Before anything could develop further, Verrud pushed through the sidelines and walked over to join them.

Aha. The good cop arrives.

“Professors, please,” Verrud said, raising his hands. “Let’s leave family politics at the door. We’re all in here for one reason alone, and that’s to get stronger.”

“That’s hardly true,” Noah said. “I’m also here because I want to learn about runes and new applications for them.”

Verrud beamed and nodded. “See? Vermil may be a little rough around the edges, but he’s got the same goal as we do. Now, why don’t we all go get some food and⁠—”

“Oh, and watch the students fight. I was thinking we should introduce skimpier uniforms for them,” Noah said. “Some of the teachers too, for that matter.”

Verrud’s eye twitched.

Let’s see you mediate that, buddy. Not that you will—your goal is to break these idiots free of me.

“Have you possibly had a bit much to drink before this meeting?” Verrud asked Noah, his voice tense.

“I did have a few bottles,” Noah said with a sheepish grin. “It’s real nerve-wracking meeting all of you. Figured I’d think better if I didn’t have to think too much at all.”

“Pathetic,” Jakob said. He shook his head and turned, gesturing for his students to follow him toward the table—and straight in the direction of where Emily and the others sat. “Come on. We have better things to do than waste time with this Linwick buffoon.”

“Just like most Torrins I know,” Noah said. “Running away. Not really a surprise. I heard that was what Evergreen did in her last moments. I reckon the new head isn’t any different.”

Jakob ignored him, but the same couldn’t be said for Marley. The boy’s lips pulled back in a snarl.

“You don’t know when to shut your mouth, cockroach. My professor was trying to be as polite as one can be to someone as worthless as you, but it looks like getting your path paved for you into the program has given you delusions of grandeur. If one more vile word comes out of your mouth, I’ll challenge you myself.”

“You?” Noah asked incredulously. “I’m a Rank 4. You’re—what, Rank 2?”

“Marley, come on,” Yulin said, pulling at his arm. “This is pointless. Forget this⁠—”

“There are more ways to fight than magic.” Marley drew his sword and pointed it at Noah, completely ignoring Yulin’s words. “And if you’re serious about coming here to learn, then I’ll be more than glad to teach you.”

Should have listened to the girl, bud. Can’t say I blame you, though. If I were in your shoes, I’d want to run me through as well.

Noah let out a burst of laughter. “What, you want to spar me without magic? You won’t leave so much as a cut on me.”

“Is that a challenge?” Marley asked.

“Marley,” Jakob barked. “We are wasting time. Yulin is correct. Come.”

“This will only take a few seconds,” Marley replied. “I’m not going to let this Linwick disparage our name like this.”

“If you so much as touch me with that rapier of yours, then I’ll get on my knees and formally apologize to your entire family,” Noah said with a chuckle. “I’ll give you all the time you need to try and land a blow, and we’ll go until we both agree the fight is over or until you touch me. No magic usage allowed. Sound good?”

“Hold on,” Yulin said, grabbing Marley by the shoulder. “What about if you win?”

“He’s not going to—” Marley started, but his fellow student cut him off with a glare before turning her gaze to Noah.

She’s sharp. Bummer.

“I’d settle for you admitting that you’re incompetent enough that you can’t even so much as scratch a cockroach Linwick,” Noah said with a shrug. “I’m not a bitter man. I recognize jealousy when I see it.”

“I’m going to run you through,” Marley snapped, yanking his arm out of Yulin’s grasp and raising his rapier. “I agree to your terms. Are you prepared, Linwick?”

“We’ll see if I need to be.” Noah covered a yawn. “Come on, then. You wouldn’t be the first Torrin to ask to sword-fight me, even if you’re a little underequipped for it. Couldn’t you have gone with a weapon that people actually use for battle?”

Marley lunged. Noah stepped to the side, letting the blade pass by him harmlessly, then let the grin on his features grow wider. “I hope you can do better than that. If you can’t, I’m going to need some more alcohol to make this fight interesting.”

The boy didn’t bother with a response. He pressed the attack harder, but each cut passed harmlessly through the air without so much as grazing Noah’s skin. Verrud watched from the sidelines, his lips pressed thin in annoyance.

Let’s see just how much time and energy I can make you waste here before you’re forced to give up. And don’t look so cross, Verrud. If you’re already this annoyed, you’re going to blow a gasket by the end of the night.

We’re only getting started.


Chapter Forty



Marley’s rapier hissed as it flicked out and found nothing but air for what must have been the hundredth time. It wasn’t that he was particularly bad with the weapon—though Noah was confident that both Isabel and Alexandra were better—it was just that he was nothing when compared to the monsters he’d been training against.

The boy was fast, but he wasn’t as fast as a rock thrown by a Chucker monkey. His sword might have been sharp, but Slashers had five of them on each hand. There was no kind way to put it. Marley just wasn’t a worthy opponent.

If Noah drew his flying sword and used it for, ironically, the one purpose he was pretty sure flying swords weren’t meant for, the fight would have been over. He made no such moves. His goal wasn’t to beat Marley.

It was to completely waste the boy’s time. Their fight had already been going on for almost five minutes, and he could see the anger in Marley’s eyes fading. That was the thing with anger—it could only last so long.

And once it wore off, the only thing that remained were the consequences of one’s actions. Noah grinned at Marley.

“You seem to be slowing down a little. You can’t be giving up, can you?”

Marley gritted his teeth. He was starting to get winded and was smart enough not to waste words on Noah. Marley lunged once more, trying to catch Noah off-guard mid-sentence. The rapier passed by Noah’s chest as he twisted, then smacked the blade away with a flick of a finger.

“You know, this would be a lot more effective if there was more than a single sharp bit on this thing,” Noah observed.

Or if you actually knew how to use it. I reckon a rapier would be pretty dangerous in the hands of a master. But even still, everything I know about rapiers implies they’re dueling weapons, not killing weapons.

“Is this meant to be some kind of joke?” Marley demanded, drawing in a sharp breath before thrusting his blade again.

Noah leaned back and let the rapier pass over his nose, then twisted his body and swept Marley’s legs out from under him. The boy rolled as he hit the ground, coming up and driving the sword toward Noah’s chest.

It certainly didn’t seem like he was just going for grazing blows. If he stood still, Noah was pretty certain the rapier would have run him straight through the heart. He spun, letting the rapier pierce through his spinning jacket.

Noah kicked Marley’s hand, ripping the rapier from his grip and sending it spinning across the room. It clattered to the ground and skidded up to the foot of a professor and his students.

“You lost your sword,” Noah observed.

“Enough of this,” Jakob ordered. “Do you feel no shame, Vermil? You are a professor.”

“And I am teaching,” Noah snapped back. “Something which you seem to have failed to do.”

“You call this teaching?” Jakob sneered and held his hands out. “You’re a perverted man gloating over his victory over a child two ranks his lesser.”

“Am I?” Noah asked, tilting his head to the side. “I haven’t used my runes once, so our ranks hardly matter. My domain doesn’t affect a sword. And more importantly, you seem to have failed to teach your student something vital, you bald, bumbling idiot.”

“Don’t speak about my teacher like that!” Marley jumped at Noah with a snarl, his hand disappearing into his coat. A flash of silver caught the light as he drew a dagger—and Noah’s foot planted itself firmly in his chest. Marley let out a pained grunt as he tumbled back across the ground, much like his rapier before him.

“Do you see?” Noah asked with a shake of his head. “This is pathetic. Marley might know how to swing his sword, but he can’t control his emotions in the slightest. You never taught him how to fight. All he can do is swing.”

“Shut your mouth,” Marley snapped. He scrambled over to his rapier and scooped it off the ground, pointing it at Noah and pressing his lips thin.

“You can’t make me, can you?” Noah asked. “And that makes you angry. It’s frustrating to not be able to do anything. So what will you do? Are you going to keep trying the same thing over and over? Will anger rule your movements? Maybe you just aren’t angry enough yet. If you got angrier, I’m sure that would work.”

Marley ground his teeth. A vein bulged in his neck—and then his eyes sharpened. Noah glanced over his shoulder. Yulin was standing behind him, having just mouthed something.

“You’re goading me on,” Marley accused.

“Of course I am,” Noah said with a laugh. “And it’s been damn easy at that. Just a few crass words at Yulin, and you were frothing at the mouth. I sincerely hope your runes are much better than your fighting instincts.”

“You can’t seriously be claiming that you were only acting like a lecherous scumbag,” Marley said. He started toward Noah, keeping his rapier level and ready to thrust. “Nobody is stupid enough to believe that.”

“See, there’s another problem,” Noah said. “Jakob, why am I doing your job for you?”

Marley lunged. Noah twisted. The blade passed by him, and he brought his hand down on Marley’s sword arm with a loud crack, sending the rapier clattering to the ground. Noah brought his knee up into the boy’s stomach with just enough force to send him staggering backward with a pained wheeze.

“Again and again. The same mistake,” Noah said. “You’re so concerned with what others think that you can’t even focus on yourself. Your emotions are a mess. You’re easily manipulated. I reckon I could literally make you pass out just by saying a few creepy things about Yulin’s figure. She’s of age, you know. I’m not being that creepy, am I? Maybe she likes it.”

Marley pushed himself to his feet, his hands clenched at his side. “You son of a⁠—”

“He’s playing you,” Yulin said, stepping out from the crowd and walking past Noah. “Stop, Marley. Vermil hasn’t looked at a single part of me other than my eyes and my sword throughout this entire time. He assessed my ability and immediately dismissed me.”

Oh, goddamn it. I knew she was observant.

“Doesn’t this count as help?” Noah asked, tilting his head to the side.

“I’m not physically interfering in the fight. I’m just giving advice,” Yulin said. “You didn’t make any rules against that.”

Eh. It still wastes time and draws attention. Good enough for me.

“Fair enough. Carry on.”

“I don’t care if he was making it up,” Marley growled. “I’m not going to let him talk⁠—”

“By getting angry, you are letting him talk,” Yulin said. “You can do better than this.”

Marley forced his hands to unclench. He scooped his rapier off the ground and turned back to Noah, his eyes focused. Yulin had brought him back with just a few words.

He certainly changes gears fast. I can respect that. These aren’t just any random students. That said, I wasn’t lying. Marley is a shit warrior. He might be good compared to other students, but it doesn’t matter how serious he gets if this is all he can muster up.

“What’s the point of goading me on like this if it was all fake?” Marley demanded. “What do you gain?”

“What do you think?” Noah asked. “What could I possibly gain from figuring out just how competent my students’ competitors are? I think I’ve found my answer.”

Marley’s knuckles tightened around the hilt of his rapier for an instant, but the anger didn’t reach his face. Yulin’s words had definitely gotten through to him.

“I concede,” Marley said, lowering his rapier. His lips pressed thin for a second before he forced himself to continue speaking. “You’ve made your point rather clear, Vermil. I have a glaring flaw in my abilities, and I cannot touch you no matter how badly I want to. I retract the insults I sent your way and apologize for my disrespect—even if you deserved it.”

Several of the watching professors nodded their approval, and Noah caught more than a few assuaging looks sent in his direction. Yulin had pretty effectively rescued his reputation with her revelation.

He was grateful for it, but that hadn’t exactly been part of his plan. If she hadn’t interfered, Noah was pretty sure he would have been able to continue wasting Marley’s time for at least another ten or fifteen minutes before the boy tried to concede.

We’d agreed to continue the fight until we both admitted it was over. I could technically force the fight to run permanently. But if I do that now, I’m going to lose all the goodwill that Yulin inadvertently bought me back. Right now, I’d expect just about half the professors to respect me and the other half to still think I’m a vile cretin. If I skew that too hard in any direction, I could be in trouble. Might be time to cut my losses and move on to the next steps.

“I’m pleased to hear that I’ve helped.” Noah sent a pointed look in Jakob’s direction before returning his attention to Marley. “Your apology is accepted. Feel free to let me know if you’re in need of a competent opponent.”

“You’d offer to train with a Torrin?” Yulin asked, the suspicion evident in her features. “Why would you want to help us?”

I’ve done a whole lot more than just train with a Torrin.

“My reasons are my own,” Noah said with a dry laugh. “Pleasure to meet both of you. Marley—I’d suggest training a little more before you try your hand sparring against any of my students. I’m not exaggerating when I say I was going easy on you.”

Marley’s jaw clenched. He was backed into a corner. After admitting defeat just seconds ago, he had no way to say that Noah was lying without coming off like a spoiled brat. Noah repressed a grin. Marley evidently put a lot of weight on the Torrin name. He wouldn’t be willing to shame his family that badly.

“I see. Thank you for your warning,” Marley said stiffly, turning on his heel and walking back over to Jakob. The professor’s eyes did their best to burn holes into Noah’s skull, but there was nothing he could say.

Verrud stepped back into the crowd. If he was disappointed, he hid the emotion well.

Jakob inclined his head. Not to Noah, but to Yulin, who stood behind him. She stepped into the crowd, heading toward Emily and the others. That wasn’t much of a surprise. Jakob had two students, after all.

Unfortunately, as far as Noah could tell, Yulin was the more dangerous of the two. She’d read him pretty quickly and hadn’t been involved in the fight. If Noah tried to stop her, then something would clearly be afoot.

Fine with me. I’m not the only line of defense we’ve got set up.

Alexandra rose to her feet, plucking a pear from the table and taking a bite from it as she moved to intercept Yulin before she could get close to the group.

“If you aren’t headed somewhere in particular, might I have a moment of your time?” Alexandra asked, tapping a finger on the hilt of the sword at her side. “You seem to handle yourself well, and I’m always looking for someone to hone my skills against. I’ve heard the Torrin family produces some competent swordsmen and women, but…”

She trailed off and glanced in Marley’s direction before returning her attention to Yulin. The other girl studied her for a second. Pushing past Alexandra and heading straight to Emily would have been a bit much.

Just as Noah had to keep the exact extent of how much he knew hidden, Jakob and his students couldn’t just make it completely obvious they were after Emily. A grin flitted across Noah’s face as Jakob’s eye twitched.

“I suppose I could spare a few seconds,” Yulin said. “Who are you?”

“Alexandra.” She didn’t offer any more information about herself. “First blood, swords only?”

“That works for me,” Yulin said.

“I look forward to learning from you.” Alexandra drew her sword and held it out before her, and Noah once again fought to repress a laugh. Jakob’s students weren’t going to have a very good night.

Good luck even leaving a scratch on Body Rune–empowered skin, Yulin.


Chapter Forty-One



“Do you need a sword?” Alexandra asked as she and Yulin moved to stand several paces away from each other. “Yours doesn’t appear to have a blade.”

“It is still a sword,” Yulin replied, pulling the hilt of the weapon from her side and holding it out before her with both hands. A hum emitted from it as ribbons of golden energy swirled up. They solidified, forming a humming golden saber.

“We said swords only,” Alexandra pointed out.

“Yes. I am not using my own magic. It is imbued, and it is a sword. It falls within the terms of our agreement.”

That’s my trick. You can’t just steal my trick. 

Marley snickered from the sidelines. He didn’t say anything, likely because there was only so much pride he could show when he’d just been thoroughly trounced, but it grated on Noah’s nerves all the same. Alexandra’s expression didn’t so much as flicker. She returned the sword she’d been drawing to its sheath, pulling out the one below it.

“I see. Then I am prepared as well. First blood,” Alexandra said as she raised the new blade. “You may make the first move.”

“You’ll regret that,” Yulin said. She shifted her stance, then shot forward. Her sword blurred.

Alexandra brought her blade to meet Yulin’s, flames erupting along it with a crackle. The two swords struck each other with a clang, flames and golden energy intermixing in a swirl of light.

Yulin arched her back, leaning out of the way as Alexandra shifted her weight and thrust her sword forward. It carved through the air above Yulin’s nose, just narrowly missing. Yulin vaulted back, driving her foot into Alexandra’s stomach to keep her from pressing the advantage.

The force of the kick sent Yulin in a clean arc backward, and she landed on her feet several paces away. Her expression flickered when she realized that Alexandra hadn’t so much as flinched from the blow.

“You are very agile,” Alexandra said. Her foot hit the ground, and she blurred forward before the other girl could respond. The flames on her sword sputtered, unable to remain lit with the speed that she was moving at.

They reignited as Alexandra slammed to a stop and brought her blade down for Yulin’s arm. Yulin’s eyes widened, and she twisted. Her golden blade intercepted the strike, but it hit her with enough force to send her skidding back several feet.

“You’re cheating,” Yulin accused, her eyes going narrow. “Nobody is that strong without runes.”

“I am not actively using my runes.”

“A Rank 2’s body Imbuements can’t be this powerful, even if your runes were a thousand times better than mine,” Yulin said flatly. “At most, you’d have a 30 to 40 percent increase in power.”

“I appreciate the compliment.” The fire running along Alexandra’s blade flickered again as she blurred forward. Yulin was forced to play defense again. Strikes rained down on her, and each one sent her stumbling several feet back.

There was no doubt in Noah’s mind that Alexandra was holding back. If she’d been using even a portion of the skill she’d shown when they’d sparred each other, Yulin would have already fallen.

Good. She’s wasting time. Does make me wonder what Yulin was planning, though. She seemed relatively clever. That sword of hers is clearly more than just a shiny stick. She was planning on using it to do something, but Alexandra hasn’t given her a chance to yet. Interesting dilemma. In a normal fight, I’d be yelling for Alexandra to finish it already before Yulin gets a moment to do whatever it is she wants to. That isn’t this fight. We’re trying to waste time… so taking the risk is the right move. 

Alexandra’s assault abruptly slammed to a halt. Yulin’s blade carved through the air where she’d been standing and stopped an instant before it carved into the floor. Alexandra skipped another step back, looking down at her sword.

It was split in half.

The fire rising from the remains of its blade sputtered, then faded. She looked at Yulin, her face as impassive as ever.

“You were limiting your sword that entire time?” Alexandra asked. “How can you complain about my Imbuements when you’ve got a weapon that’s clearly well above Rank 2?”

Yulin’s lips pressed thin. She adjusted her grip on her glowing sword and shifted her stance to a more loose, easygoing one. Coils of gold energy rose off the blade and licked the ground, scorching whatever it touched.

“You made no rules as to the weapons we were able to use. I was trying to cut the blade off your sword entirely, not split it in half. How did you realize what I was doing?”

“By being faster than you.”

Yulin’s eyes drifted to the remains of the severed blade. “Not nearly fast enough. You put up a good fight, but you should surrender. If you can’t block my blade, you’ll get seriously injured. You may need to buy a very expensive healing potion, and you aren’t a noble. The cost will break you.”

“Professor, can I…”

“Go ahead,” Noah said with a grin. “Keep it to the first thing we learned, though. No further than that.”

It’s not like anyone’s going to be able to tell what you’re doing as long as there’s no magic in it. 

“First? Are you telling her to hold back?” Yulin asked in disbelief.

“It’s not out of any disrespect to you,” Alexandra said, raising her broken blade. Her stance shifted, and she swayed from foot to foot, sinking into her pattern. “You just aren’t strong enough to warrant more.”

Yulin blurred forward. Her sword was a golden streak at her side, carving the air apart. Alexandra swayed to the side, and the burning weapon passed by her with just inches to spare.

Her own sword flicked out. The other girl brought the hilt of her own sword up, deflecting the broken blade with a clang. It barely even slowed Alexandra. Her sword flew back, biting at Yulin once more.

Yulin managed to block that too, but Alexandra’s attacks flitted out like a storm of butterflies. The expression on Yulin’s face shifted from confidence to concentration as she was forced back. She was fast, but Alexandra was relentless.

Her attacks came from every angle, and it was everything that Yulin could do to keep up. If anything, Noah was impressed that the Torrin was able to hold up this well under Alexandra’s assault. Yulin was a pretty good swordswoman.

She just wasn’t good enough. Broken sword or not, Alexandra continued to push Yulin back until the other girl’s back was pressed to the wall. The majority of her attacks never even connected—she pulled them back just moments before they impacted the glowing sword.

Neither of them said a word. They were so focused on their fight that even a single word would have been enough distraction to spell the end. Everyone watching the fight had fallen silent as well, enraptured by the impressive display of swordsmanship.

But in the end, there was only so long that Alexandra could keep the fight stalled out. Yulin’s sword sputtered out, and she dropped her stance, throwing herself forward. The blade sparked back to life, and she thrust it for the other girl’s leg.

Alexandra’s hand whipped down, and she struck Yulin on the knuckles with the hilt of her half-melted sword. There was a loud crack, and the glowing blade flew from Yulin’s hands, searing a line through the floor before it sputtered out.

Yulin hit the ground in a roll and flew to her feet. A flash of pain crossed her features as she tried to flex her hand, and she bit back a pained grunt. She lunged for her sword, scooping it off the ground with her uninjured hand and spinning back to face Alexandra, only to find that she hadn’t moved from her spot.

“Blood,” Alexandra said simply.

Yulin looked down at her hand. There was a smear of blood across her knuckles from a small cut that Alexandra had put there with the hilt of her pommel. Based on how limply her hand hung, Noah was pretty sure something in it was broken—but it didn’t even matter. The fight had been to first blood.

Even if that had supposed to be a sword cut, blood was still blood. Yulin let her hand drop with a grimace.

“You were holding back the entire fight?”

If you had any idea just how much Alexandra was holding back, you’d be crying right now. She could have literally picked you up and thrown you through the wall if she’d wanted to. 

“It was a good fight,” Alexandra said. She studied the remains of her blade with a small frown, then slid it into its sheath. “There was nothing wrong with your technique, though you overrelied on the abilities of your sword more than you should have. I would enjoy having further matches with you in the future. There is a lot we could learn from each other.”

Yulin was silent for a few seconds. Her eyes traced over Alexandra, then down to the floor behind her. Noah followed her gaze. There were faint fractures in the ground where Alexandra had burst into motion. She’d literally cracked a tiny portion of the floor. It was so small that it barely even looked out of place, but Yulin had picked up on it.

She returned the hilt of her sword to its spot at her side, then pulled a potion off her belt and popped the seal off, downing it. Her hand rippled as the bones in it realigned, and she let out a small sigh of relief. When she looked back to Alexandra, her expression had shifted. Instead of the flat, calculating look that had been present before, there was respect.

“I believe I would like that. Thank you for the session,” Yulin said. She hesitated for a moment, clearly wanting to pass by Alexandra, but it was impossible to do without being completely obvious as to what her intentions were.

Alexandra had positioned herself directly in front of Emily and Isabel, making the path to them insurmountable. Yulin gave her a small nod and turned. She headed back over to Marley and Jakob, who were both standing with remarkably similar stiff jaws.

I wonder if Jakob and Marley are closely related. They both look like they’re going to pop the same vein.

“Quite the impressive show,” Godrick said as he walked out from the small crowd that had gathered. It struck Noah that people weren’t nearly as caught up in the fights as he’d expected they would be. There had been a small crowd, but it wasn’t anywhere near all the professors.

It only took him a moment to realize why. There were several other groups of students sparring throughout the room. They hadn’t been the only ones to try to brutalize each other the moment meeting had started.

“My students have been working hard,” Noah said with a small nod. “They’ve been looking forward to this meeting a lot.”

“So I can tell,” Godrick said. “And you’ve certainly made a statement. I can’t even tell myself who you are. Which version of you is real, Vermil?”

“Whichever one is more opportune at the time,” Noah replied. “Why? Did you get attached to the idea of a skimpy uniform? I bet you could pull it off.”

Godrick let out a snort of laughter and shook his head, turning to head back into the crowd to mingle with the other professors. “Enjoy the meeting, Vermil. Try not to break anything too important.”

Noah caught the molten glare that Jakob was sending in his direction and put up a valiant mental fight to avoid sticking his tongue out at the other professor. Something told him Jakob and Verrud were far from done with the meeting, but that was just fine with him.

Let’s see what else you’ve got. The more cards I force you to play now, the less you’ll be able to surprise us with later. I haven’t even gotten halfway through my own hand yet.


Chapter Forty-Two



Even though Noah suspected Verrud and Jakob weren’t done with his group yet, they’d bought themselves at least a little time—time which Noah took to take measure of the other fights that were playing out across the advanced track meeting room.

It definitely wasn’t out of the norm for students to spar. There were four other groups just beside him, and many of them were using even fewer restrictions than he and Alexandra had. The flash of magic striking Shields filled the air, joined in with muted conversation.

He had to admit that it was a little odd to watch. A pair of students were positively wailing on each other, releasing blast after blast of magic and barely even trying to dodge. Their Shields were clearly of better make than their own abilities, because neither of them could so much as dent the other’s defenses.

They were surrounded by a small ring of professors and other students who were watching with apt interest. Midway through the fight, a professor stepped forward. Both students stopped, and he told them something that Noah couldn’t quite make out over the din.

A moment later, the fight restarted. It looked more like they were testing out the limits of their abilities than actually trying to spar.

As far as actual power goes… from the pressure coming off their attacks, looks like most of the students here are somewhere around Rank 2. Not all that different from my own students, but I suppose that’s a big reason they got the invite after it became clear that they were Rank 2s.

Noah made his way over to the table. Isabel and Emily sat, surrounded by all the other students. Moxie stood behind them, and Lee sat off to the side, visibly restraining herself from vacuuming up all the food on the table. Their formation made it functionally impossible to get anywhere near Isabel and Emily.

“Not bad so far, huh?” Noah asked as he slid up beside Moxie.

“Not at all. I can’t say I loved the first strategy you used. Your reputation is already horrid enough, you know,” Moxie said with a shake of her head. A small grin flickered across her face before she banished it again. “That said, at least it’ll keep people away from you. I don’t like sharing.”

“Whoa,” Noah said, raising his eyebrows. “Never realized you were the jealous type. Noted.”

Moxie rolled her eyes and bumped her shoulder into his. “Whatever. It looks like your plan hasn’t gone exactly as you wanted it to. Yulin kind of ratted you out.”

“I thought you said you weren’t a fan of people thinking I was a creep. This might actually make some professors believe I can be trusted within five hundred feet of their students. Maybe we’ll make some new friends.”

“I didn’t like the fact that you actually had to act like a creep,” Moxie admitted. “I rather did like the part where other people stayed away because of the reputation. A little privacy is nice, especially after having Evergreen scrutinize everything I did. Sure, there were rumors, but basically nobody gave a shit about you because you were beneath their notice. When we started doing more together, I didn’t mind hiding under that shield either.”

“I can always be creepier. All I’d have to do is take a few of the papers Vermil had in his room and wave them around.”

Moxie prodded Noah in the side, and he let out a strangled yelp.

“That was only marginally called for.” He lowered his voice. It wasn’t like it would be easy to overhear them in the loud room, but he didn’t want to take any chances. “And how are things looking? Anything we need to be aware of?”

“Not yet,” Moxie said, smiling as if Noah had told her a joke. “Jakob and Verrud haven’t really come close since the start of the meeting, aside from passing each other when they were heading across the room. If they’re planning something, I don’t think they’re communicating.”

“Which either means they don’t have anything else for the meeting or they’re taking extra care to make sure nobody notices they’re working together,” Noah said. His lips pursed, and he headed over to the table, sitting down a short distance from the students.

“There have definitely been a lot of people paying attention to us overall. I think a good portion of that is because we’re new, but you and Alexandra put on quite the shows. I don’t think we’re going to be able to avoid everyone for long.” Moxie sat down beside him, facing the other direction so she could look into the crowd. She leaned the backs of her elbows against the table and reached over her shoulder, snagging a chicken drumstick.

Lee, who sat a short distance to Noah’s other side, sent him a pleading look. “Can I start eating now, please? I’m starving.”

“You are always starving,” Noah said. “But yes. Go ahead—just take it slow, please. No more than one piece of food every minute. Also, eat normally. No inhaling food.”

Lee did a remarkable recreation of Moxie’s nose scrunch. She pointedly reached out and grabbed an entire roast chicken from a plate in the center of the table, plopping it down on her plate. She sent Noah a challenging stare, then ripped a piece of it off and pressed it into her mouth. “One piece.”

That’s probably the absolute best I can possibly expect from her.

“Here we go,” Moxie muttered. “Get ready.”

Noah glanced over at Moxie just as something prickled and pushed against his domain. He’d restrained it to the immediate area around him, but it still seeped out a bit more than he would have liked.

More importantly, if his domain was facing obstruction, they were at least Rank 4—and were standing right behind him. He plucked a piece of chicken from Lee’s plate before she could scarf it down, then turned to see whose attention he had drawn.

A tall, well-built man stood behind them. As Noah had guessed, his uniform identified him as a Rank 4. He had fair features with light blonde hair, and a large grimoire hung at his side. Noah was forced to crane his neck back to look at the man’s face.

“Professor Vermil, was it?” the man asked.

“You never know,” Noah replied with a nod to Moxie. “That could be her.”

A patronizing smile passed over the man’s features for a brief instant. “Amusing. I saw your fight with the Torrin students. You have impressive body control.”

There’s a line to add to my list of things that are only acceptable to say in the bedroom and not in public.

“It’s made easier when you’re a professor going up against a student,” Noah said with a dismissive wave. “And I’m afraid you’ve got the advantage over me. I have no idea who you are.”

“Magus Anthony,” the man replied.

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Is there something you were hoping for?” Noah asked. He didn’t miss the fact that Anthony hadn’t mentioned his noble house. That wasn’t exactly a warning sign, but it didn’t make Noah any less wary of him.

“Yes. I would like to test my own hand against you. Your movements were interesting, and I believe my students would have much to learn from watching a match between us,” Antony said. “You are more than welcome to choose the field and weapons. They will not change the outcome.”

Ah. I knew I smelled cocky asshole somewhere. Some big noble family, then. He’s got blonde hair, so he’s not Torrin main or support branches. He could be with the Herrons or with an entirely different noble family throwing their hat into the ring.

“Any field, with any weapon?” Noah confirmed, raising an eyebrow and tilting his head to the side.

“So long as we don’t have to leave this room,” Anthony amended. “They are typical duel rules, Professor Vermil.”

Noah caught the implication in his words.

Typical duel rules that any proper noble would know, huh? I wonder if this guy is just a prick or if he’s working together with Verrud and Jakob. Considering he sought me out, I’m getting the feeling it’s the latter.

“And where are your students?” Noah asked.

Anthony waved a hand dismissively. “I don’t keep permanent track of them. They’re more than capable of handling themselves, so I imagine they’re wandering around the room somewhere and mingling with the others. Interacting with the other students is one of the main benefits of the advanced track, Professor Vermil. Connections take you far in life.”

Right. So your students are nowhere to be seen and totally aren’t going to show up and try to bother anyone the moment I leave.

Noah leaned over to Moxie to whisper into her ear. “Do noble duels normally allow for a champion?”

She blinked, then nodded. “Yeah.”

He sat back and returned his attention to Anthony. “Very well. I’ll accept under the normal rules.”

“Thrilling. The location and your choice of weapon, then? runes? Swords?”

“Slow down a second. I’m willing to go up against you, but not yet. You need to show me you’re actually worth my time. I’m going to have to ask you to face my ally. If you can beat her, then I’ll be more than willing to take you on.”

“An underling?” Anthony didn’t even try to hide his distaste as he looked at Moxie.

Noah bit back a laugh. “She’d rip my head off if I called her an underling—and no. Not an underling. An ally. Not a higher rank than me, I can assure you.”

Anthony grunted and waved a hand. “Come, then. I will handle her first. What is the field and weapon?”

“The field is right here,” Noah said and put a hand on Lee’s shoulder. “The battle will be endurance, and you’ll be going up against my good friend Lee.”

“You are putting me up against a girl half my size and a quarter my runic strength?” Anthony stared at Noah in disbelief. “Is this a joke?”

“No runes,” Noah said and gestured for Anthony to sit down. “Endurance. Specifically, whoever can eat more. I have quite the appetite, you know.”

“Yes. I was aware of you in the previous meeting.” A flicker of unease passed over Antony’s features, but when he looked at Lee, it was replaced by relief. Noah suppressed a laugh. The professor was probably recalling how much he’d seen “Vermil” eat and thanking the stars that he hadn’t challenged him directly to an eating contest.

“Then you’ll know I’ve taught Lee a lot,” Noah said. “She’ll be my champion. Eat more than her, and I’ll fight you.”

“In a real duel,” Anthony amended. “With runes or weapons, not food.”

“Fine with me.” Noah shrugged. “All you have to do is prove that you can eat a single more bite than she can. Whoever has the greatest endurance wins. No runes or magic. Body Imbuements are fine. That work for you?”

Anthony looked down at Lee. He was quite literally more than twice her size. A confident smile passed over his lips, and he sat down beside her. “Very well. This is quite an odd duel, but I will oblige.”

“Good luck,” Noah said, and he genuinely meant it. “Lee?”

“Yeah?” Lee peered at him from beside Anthony, excitement flashing in her eyes as her tongue ran along her lips.

“Now you can eat.”


Chapter Forty-Three



“Are you going to eat that?” Lee asked, daintily dabbing at her mouth with a napkin.

Anthony stared at the chicken drumstick in his hands like it was the vilest thing he’d ever been forced to bear witness to. He’d already opened his jacket and undone his belt to try and make space where there was none. A thin sheen of sweat covered his face, and his lips trembled as he brought his hand up, forcing his lips to part in an attempt to take another bite.

He froze in place for several seconds. His knuckles turned white and his jaw clenched as the fierce mental battle he was locked within played out on his face. Lee slowly reached out, pulling the drumstick from his hands and sliding the entire thing into her mouth.

“Thanks.”

Anthony swallowed. Noah was pretty sure the man would have gotten angry if he had quite literally any energy left that wasn’t already devoted to trying to keep all the food he’d stuffed down his gullet down.

All things considered, he’d done a pretty good job. He’d managed to eat five plates piled high with food. Against anyone normal, that probably would have managed to net him a victory. Against Lee, it was like screaming into a hurricane.

Anthony swallowed. He braced his hands against the table, his eyes shifting to the next plate—and then his face went green. Lunging to his feet, he staggered away and did his best impression of a penguin with bowel irritation as he desperately waddled off into the crowd.

“Oh. He left,” Lee said, her face crumpling. She took a bite out of the napkin she’d been wiping her face with. “Damn. Does that mean it’s over? Or are we going to start again when he comes back?”

“Don’t eat the napkins, Lee.”

“It still had food on it. Wasting food is bad.”

“So is eating napkins.”

Lee’s eyes drifted over to her plate, and she picked it up. Noah reached over and plucked it from her grip, setting it back down on the table and ruffling her hair. “I think you’ve had enough.”

They’d managed to gather the largest crowd of professors thus far. Nearly twenty people stood around them. They all stared at Lee with undisguised awe and admiration, and more than a few coins passed between hands.

“That might have been the best damn sparring match I’ve ever seen,” a portly professor with a thick white moustache said with a chortle. He wore a professor’s uniform, but it didn’t have any gold bars to identify his rank—nor did he have a nametag. “And the lass is so hungry that she wanted to lick the plate clean as well.”

Actually, she wanted to eat the plate.

“Is it a trick?” a short girl beside the mustached professor asked. “Were you using Space Magic or something to send the food away after it entered your stomach?”

“Why would I do that?” Lee asked with a befuddled frown. “Then I wouldn’t have gotten to eat it.”

“You’re a monster,” Moxie said, and Noah couldn’t tell if she was talking to him or Lee. “I don’t think Anthony is going to be participating in the rest of the meeting.”

“He may have an extended meeting with the bathroom for the next few hours,” Noah agreed. “Put up a decent fight, though.”

“What is it that lets you eat so much, if it wasn’t a trick?” the girl asked. “Professor Vermil ate a whole ton during the last meeting too. Do you both have some form of rune that lets you significantly increase your metabolism?”

“Something like that,” Noah said with a nod as he prepared to tell one of the biggest lies that had ever dared to grace his lips. “I can eat even more than Lee, so anyone who wants to challenge me has to go through her first.”

“Terrifying,” the mustached professor said with a wry grin. “I value my life, so I think I’ll pass on that particular proposition. Quite the display, though. You’ve certainly made a statement in this meeting.”

“I like to be memorable.”

“So I can tell.” He extended his hand. “I’m George.”

Noah took the man’s hand. His domain shivered as he shook it, and the two of them exchanged a quick look. George was a Rank 4—if not more. His domain was stronger than Noah’s.

The elder man seemed kind enough, but that wasn’t about to make him drop his guard. Honey drew flies better than shit, and a warm smile wasn’t anywhere near enough to let him decide someone wasn’t on Verrud’s side. The only way to determine that was time.

“You can just call me Vermil. This is Moxie, and the hungry one is Lee.”

“A pleasure,” George said as they released the handshake. He put his hand on the girl’s shoulder. “This is Fiona. She’s been in the advanced track for a while now, so if any of your students need some advice, feel free to send them her way.”

“That’s a kind offer,” Moxie said. “Thank you. How long have the two of you been in the track?”

George tilted his head to the side and scratched at his chin. “About two years now, I’d say. It’s always been an exciting time, so it’s hard to remember.”

“Three,” Fiona corrected. “We joined the year I came to Arbitage, Professor.”

“Ah, yes. Three,” George corrected. “Quite some time. I’d say it was more than worth it, though. We’ve learned a lot here. Made some good connections as well. That might be the most important part.”

“Why?” Lee asked.

“Personal power matters a lot less once you’re out of school,” George replied with a small shrug. “Almost nobody is truly strong enough to stand tall entirely on their own. Life has a lot of challenges in it, and having people you can truly rely on helps. That’s my favorite part of the advanced track.”

What, the part where the other people in the track gang up on you to try and humiliate one of your students while also gunning for the other one’s Master Rune?

A bark of laughter slipped out of George’s lips, and Noah realized that he’d let some of the doubt in his thoughts seep into his expression.

“I don’t mean to say I’m good friends with everyone in the track, Vermil,” George said. “I simply meant that the friends we have made are true. If you want to make it long in the track, you’ll have no choice but to learn to work with others.”

“And why is that?” Noah asked.

“The mid-year exam, for one,” George said. “Students from every professor are split up and matched with allies of their choice for a competition. The nature of the competition changes, but it forces everyone to work with people they’re a little less familiar with.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “They get to choose who they group with?”

“Yes. We’re aware of the complications that come with politics,” George said. “The kids select their teams. The only rule is that there can only be a single student per team per professor. It’ll be quite some time before that rolls around, but I suggest looking into it.”

“And who do you generally team with?” Noah asked, looking to Fiona.

“They don’t like to share their identities,” she replied. “I’m the face of the team. You’ll see us fight when the competition rolls around, though.”

“Everyone will,” George added, a confident smile passing over his rounded features as pride entered his voice. “Fiona and her group have won for the past three years, after all.”

He was bragging, but Noah was surprised to find he wasn’t really put off by it. Something about George made Noah think of a smug grandfather more than a dangerous threat. That in itself probably should have been a concern. Anyone this friendly almost felt out of place in the advanced track.

“I think we’ll be off, then,” George said. “Make sure to mingle some, Vermil. Students aren’t the only ones that benefit from playing politics. Enjoy the rest of the meeting.”

He and Fiona headed off into the crowd, leaving Noah watching their backs warily. As soon as George left, several other professors and their students came by to congratulate Lee on her win.

“They seemed nice enough,” Moxie said, speaking in a low tone. Nobody else was trying to get near Isabel or Emily, so they had a few moments to themselves.

Noah nodded in agreement. “Agreed. Doesn’t seem like he’s got any ulterior motives beyond showing off Fiona. I can respect that. My domain didn’t pick up anything on her, so she’s Rank 3 at the highest.”

“Lucky me. If there was a student at a higher rank than me, I don’t know what I’d do,” Moxie grumbled. “Luckily, it won’t be long before I don’t have to worry about that anymore. I’m getting really close to Rank 4 now.”

“Oh?” Noah raised an eyebrow. “How close?”

“If I can go hunting one more time to fill my runes up, I should be ready for it,” Moxie replied. “I’ve been doing a lot of research on what my Rank 4 will be as well, so I’m confident it’ll go well.”

“We could always just buy you a rune and break it down for energy.”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “Look at you, thinking like a real noble. I’m not in that much of a rush, and there’s no need to waste money on something like that. I’ll go hunting tomorrow and then be done with it. Besides, you’re going to need all the money you can get if you want to make that Space Rune.”

That’s a fair point. Say, I wonder if anyone here would be willing to sell me a good rune. Isn’t sharing resources and knowledge half the point of the advanced track?

“Hey, do you think you and Lee can keep an eye on everyone for a bit?” Noah asked, scanning the surroundings in search of someone he recognized that he could leech off for introductions. “I want to see if anyone here might be in the business of selling runes.”

“Yeah,” Moxie said with a nod. “I don’t think anyone is going to try anything else today. That would take balls that I don’t think Verrud or Jakob have—but I’ll keep an eye out and shout for you if something happens.”

“Thanks,” Noah said. He spotted Silvertide and Tyler, his student, standing off to the corner of the room and grinned. “Found my targets. I’ll be back soon.”

He set off, stepping through the milling crowd of professors until he arrived before Silvertide. The old soldier raised a bushy eyebrow and grabbed Tyler by the shoulder before the large boy could slip away.

“Vermil. You’ve been having quite the eventful meeting.”

“It’s been fun,” Noah agreed. “I was wondering if you’d be willing to help me out.”

“You? Asking for help?” Silvertide tilted his head to the side and released Tyler’s shoulder. The boy sent one last look at Noah before darting off and vanishing into the crowd. Noah turned to watch him leave. Evidently, Tyler still hadn’t gotten over getting attacked.

I still kind of feel bad about that. I should probably apologize properly to him at some point. I prefer to only throttle the people I don’t like.

“Yeah,” Noah said, looking back at Silvertide. “I was wondering if you know anyone with a bunch of runes that might be willing to sell or trade them. Specifically, space-related ones.”

“Space?” Silvertide raised an eyebrow. “That narrows things down a little, but if you’re looking for a collector, one man does come to mind. He’s painfully arrogant, though.”

“I can deal with that as long as he’s willing to trade.”

“Then turn around,” Silvertide said, nodding over Noah’s shoulder. “See the tall, fancy man standing by the back wall over there?”

Noah looked in the direction Silvertide had indicated. A man leaned against the wall, away from the thick of the gathering. He barely even looked like a professor. His clothes were trimmed with shimmering gold, and each button on his beautiful clothes was a huge ruby.

“God, talk about gaudy,” Noah muttered. “Who is he?”

“Otto, but he also goes by the Violet Void. Stupid name, if you ask me, but he earned it. He’s a rune collector and trader, and he was a rather respectable soldier in his youth,” said Silvertide, but Noah nearly missed the rest of his sentence.

Violet Void? And a rune collector at that? You can’t mean…

“Does he collect all forms of runes?” Noah asked. “Or just space-related ones?”

“Just about anything unique. He’s got the wealth to back it up. Probably the bit about him that annoys me the most.”

Of course a powerful rune collector would be part of the advanced track. Half their thing is researching rare or new runes—that’s why Will was part of it, according to Ulya. Then this guy is almost certainly the one that bought Violet Transference… and is my walking moneybag.

“Why’s he so rich?” Noah asked absently.

Silvertide let out an annoyed huff. “Because he’s one of the treasurers for the King family.”


Chapter Forty-Four



Noah wasn’t sure if he was meant to be surprised or not. It was no news to him that the man who had spent a ridiculous amount of gold on a potentially useless rune was from a wealthy family. He’d fully expected him to be from one of the top ones in the empire.

That said, he wasn’t so sure he’d been expecting the man to be from the top family. There wasn’t much he knew about the King family aside from their position, and even that had only been a mention in brief passing from Moxie.

“How much of a prick is he?” Noah asked, eying Otto from across the room. The glistening gemstones on his uniform weren’t doing the man any favors. Nobody voluntarily walked around like a bedazzled grapefruit unless they had absolutely no taste or all too much money and no good way to spend it.

“He’s—well, you’ll see,” Silvertide said with a chuckle. “I’ve had some dealings with him. Otto isn’t the worst I’ve met, but that really isn’t saying much. I’ve met a lot of people. Most of the ones I’ve really hated are dead.”

If that was coming from anyone else, I’d take it as a threat. From Silvertide, I think that’s just a simple fact. I’m still not sure how this guy is so powerful at Rank 5. Makes me wonder if he’s pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes and is a higher rank. There’s also the possibility that he’s managed to get really powerful runes, but that might be even more insane.

Everything Sunder has shown me would imply that someone getting Flawless Runes—or anything near them—should be nearly impossible in a vacuum. Oh well. I reckon I’ll find out soon enough. I’m not stupid enough to press too hard on Silvertide, or he might do the same to me.

“Well, thanks for the help,” Noah said. “I suppose I’ll go chat him up. I’ve always wanted to pitch to investors.”

“Investors?” Silvertide’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Sorry. Made-up words,” Noah said, waving a hand. “Have a good meeting. I’m gonna go bother a rich dude.”

“Hardly something new for you, I’d say,” Silvertide said dryly. “Between Father and the entirety of the Torrin family, I’d say you’ve bothered enough rich folk to last a lifetime.”

“I notice you didn’t include yourself in that list. I’m taking that as a good thing.”

“We’ll leave it as ‘to be determined.’ I’m sure you’ll have more than enough opportunity to do that in the future. You’re already doing it in the advanced track. Quite impressive, really. I didn’t think you’d get to work this quickly.”

“Unfortunately, I wasn’t given much choice. It seems we’ve got as many enemies here as we do everywhere else,” Noah said and sent Silvertide a pointed look. “Isabel in particular.”

The soldier gave Noah a grim nod. “I’m more than aware. I can’t look out for her too much. I’ve got my own responsibilities to make sure Tyler doesn’t fall behind—but I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“Thanks. We appreciate it,” Noah said. He raised a hand, then turned and headed across the room to speak with Otto. The nobleman had a slightly sour expression on his lips and was sipping on a cocktail he’d claimed from the table. His gaze was on a pair of students sparring in the corner of the room, but he didn’t look all too invested.

There are a few ways I can approach this. I don’t know which one would be the best. I could wait until after the meeting and throw my mask on, then roll up as Vermil’s teacher. That would be the safest. It would probably also be the most hassle, and I’d have to make sure nobody followed me or saw my Superman outfit change.

Another option would be to come on behalf of my nonexistent teacher. That would put me in a position of lower power, though. I’d basically have to suck up to the noble or do my best impression of a corrupt lawyer’s son. That doesn’t really appeal to me. I’ve already been icky enough today.

That leaves slapping my dick on the table and not even bothering to hide my identity. It’s not like I can keep it secret forever. At some point, a teacher or some form of test in the advanced track will force me to use Formations or my violin. If I sow seeds with some people early, I can make it look like I’ve got a lot more connections than I actually do.

The King family was also unlikely to be involved with any plots regarding Emily. They were the strongest family in the kingdom, so there was no way they’d give a shit about the Torrin’s inner politics.

Isabel was another story. Otto struck Noah as the exact type of person to desperately want to get his hands on a Master Rune. He’d seemed fairly respectable during the auction, but there was no way to truly know for sure until push came to shove—and Noah had absolutely no plans to let things ever get to that point.

Either way, establishing contact now is the best move. I want him on my side, and getting him hooked on a supply of Monster Runes is the best way to do that.

Noah decided to ignore the fact that he was starting to sound like a drug dealer. He strode up to Otto, coming to a stop several paces away and sticking his hand into a pocket to grab the leather badge that he’d gotten from Otto the last time they’d met.

At least, I sure hope it was Otto. It would be really awkward if this ended up being someone else.

Otto’s gaze flicked to Noah, an expression of disinterest passing over his features. He didn’t even bother trying to hide it. “Can I help you?”

“Do the words Violet Transference mean anything to you?”

“I am not interested in selling the rune or giving copies of it out,” Otto said promptly. “Particularly not to a member of the advanced track that only just joined.”

Yup. Here’s the bloke. He sounds similar to the guy at the auction too… but didn’t he say that ‘one of his family’ would have the abilities of Violet Transference? I suppose he counts as a member of his family. I guess he was working to hide his identity a bit as well.

“That’s fine,” Noah said. “You asked if you could help me.”

“I was being rhetorical,” Otto said without missing a beat. “I have no plans of⁠—”

“I’m not sure if you can help me,” Noah interrupted Otto, pulling the patch out of his pocket and holding his hand out as if to shake Otto’s, “but I believe I can help you.”

The noble’s eyes flicked down to Noah’s palm. He froze, and his expression locked in place for half a second. A remarkable shift passed over his features, and the annoyance evaporated like a faint puddle in the desert sun.

“This is a coincidence I was not expecting to find today,” Otto said, shaking Noah’s hand with a smile. “I was wondering if I’d ever hear from you again. I must say, I wasn’t expecting…”

“Me?” Noah asked, raising an eyebrow. “Few do. There are advantages to staying out of sight.”

“I quite agree, though it grows harder to hide with every passing day. I trust you have approached me for business purposes?”

“If you’ve got the time. There are a few things I’m in the market for.”

Otto raised a hand to stop Noah from continuing. “We should continue this elsewhere. The advanced track is an interesting place, but it is not devoid of competitors. I would prefer to keep our discussions secret.”

“I can’t completely abandon my students,” Noah warned. “I have other duties.”

“We won’t be going far,” Otto replied. He turned and pressed a hand to the wall behind him. A well-concealed door swung open, leading into a small room with several plush chairs arranged around a small table. “The advanced track is no stranger to the pedigree of those belonging to it. There are times when we must be able to speak in peace.”

If I go in there, I won’t be able to hear what’s going on outside. Could be a bit risky… but it should be okay for a few minutes. I think Moxie was right about Verrud and Jakob calling things off for the rest of the day. There’s only so hard they can try before it becomes completely obvious as to what they’re doing. They’ll likely hold off for a few days and then try again at either the next meeting or the one after it—or possibly just somewhere on campus.

“Convenient,” Noah said, following Otto into the room. He closed the door behind them, and all sound from the meeting behind them vanished as if it had never been there. Otto caught the look on Noah’s face.

“Sound Runes to block noise in and out,” Otto explained, taking a seat in one of the chairs and leaning back.

Noah sat down across from him, and the two of them sat in silence for a brief instant.

“I have to say, you aren’t who I was expecting,” Otto said. “I had my guesses, mind you. A number of them. I can honestly say that you were not even a smudge on the list. Tell me—do you represent someone?”

“No,” Noah replied. “I work alone, aside from those in my group. There is nobody above me.”

“An odd answer, but one where the meaning cannot be missed.” Otto interlaced his fingers. “You do not work for Father, then?”

“We have an impasse.”

“A Rank 6 has an impasse with a Rank 4. How curious. You were not lying about being apt at concealing yourself, Vermil. Is the rest of the company you keep as unique as you are?”

Otto’s words weren’t a threat, but they were far from casual conversation. The noble was searching to find where his loyalties and weaknesses lay.

“Everyone who has tried to find out has had a less-than-stellar time of things,” Noah replied with a small shrug. “My colleagues are all capable in their own right.”

“Capable indeed,” Otto said. “I had heard that the woman you travel with was exiled from the Torrin house. Not a common occurrence. It’s quite surprising to see her strolling around without any signs of soul damage to show.”

“I am not without resource.”

“So you have made abundantly clear.” Otto smiled and leaned forward. “You have my attention, Magus Vermil. The Monster Rune you gave me was every bit as fascinating as I had hoped—albeit slightly useless. I’m afraid it has been lost.”

How the hell did you lose it?

“Lost?” Noah asked.

Otto grimaced. “A subordinate attempted to draw it into their soul. They absorbed it safely but did not survive the attempt to utilize its power. The rune was unrecoverable.”

Ah. Can’t draw Monster Runes back onto Catchpaper, even if they were in a human’s soul. Not particularly useful knowledge for me considering I don’t have that limitation, but good to know.

“That is unfortunate.”

“It is,” Otto agreed. “But I suspect you have come to solve my issues. You have another Monster Rune?”

“I do.”

A smile stretched across Otto’s lips. “Then let us talk business.”


Chapter Forty-Five



“Iwant Space Runes, Matter Runes, and any other abstract concepts that could relate to them. I don’t care about the quality of the rune,” Noah said, not wasting a second before cutting straight to the chase. “I’ll also accept locations of monsters that possess those runes.”

“Space and Matter?” Otto’s eyebrows rose. “Not a simple path you head down. Do you already possess any?”

“Yes.”

Technically speaking, at least. I’ve got a single Rank 1 Space Rune, but he didn’t ask what rank it was.

“Impressive. You grow odder the more I learn about you. A domain as strong as yours at Rank 4 using Space and Matter Runes.” Otto leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers. “I would ask where such a talent emerged from, but I suspect you would not answer.”

“Most likely not,” Noah agreed. “Can you get the runes I asked for?”

“Who do you take me for?” Otto let out a bark of laughter. “There is very little in this kingdom that I could not get for the right price, Vermil. If you so wanted, I could get you entrance into the King family itself. Access to Monster Runes would more than pave the road before you in gold brick. I could arrange for runes to take you all the way to early Rank 6 and a wife, should you wish it.”

“A kind offer, but I have no need for any of it. The only thing I desire are the runes I asked for,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “Noble families are of no use to me. I do not care for the Linwicks any more than I care for the Kings—and I certainly don’t need a wife.”

I don’t think Moxie would approve much of me getting married.

“It was worth an attempt.” Otto gave Noah a wry smile. “What rank of runes were you hoping for?”

“Four or five would both be ideal, but any rank works. It depends how much you’re looking to spend for the Monster Rune.”

The noble thought for a few seconds. His fingers tapped on the wooden armrest, and he looked up at the ceiling, studying the patterns within it, before returning his gaze to Noah. “This is a very expensive ask. Hundreds of thousands of gold at the absolute minimum. The runes you seek are not cheap.”

“Nor are Monster Runes.”

“They are when they are nothing but a novelty,” Otto countered. “A fascinating novelty with potential to be more, but still a novelty.”

“Innovation is never achieved cheap. You have to be willing to take risks if you want to become powerful.”

“You are correct, but only a fool would spend a fortune on a whim. I am indeed willing to take risks, but all risks must be balanced. I could likely get you some of the runes you seek at a very low rank. Two, perhaps? A True Matter Rune and a True Space Rune in exchange for a new Monster Rune.”

Noah’s lips pressed together. He already had a Rank 1 Space Rune. Getting a Rank 2 on top of that definitely wouldn’t hurt, but it wasn’t the most useful. The Matter Rune was considerably more worthwhile, but it wasn’t exactly groundbreaking.

I could probably buy that at an auction… but to be fair, it would cost a ridiculous amount of gold. I really don’t want to have to auction a Monster Rune. It’ll bring way too much attention.

“If it sweetens the deal, I’ll add in a location where I believe you should be able to get the runes you seek,” Otto offered. “It will not be easy, but if you value the time less than the money, it will serve you well.”

“Is it nearby? The transport cannon is currently indisposed.”

“I will be able to arrange for transport there,” Otto replied. “It will only be a single access. The location is controlled by the King family, so I can’t have you constantly coming in and out unless you join us.”

“I’ll pass on the joining for the time being, but I’m intrigued. What rank are the monsters in the area?”

“Three and above. They can put up quite the fight.”

That sounds like exactly what I need. No matter how hard it is to get the runes normally, if I just Sunder all the monsters, I’ll be able to stock up on them no problem.

“I don’t suppose you can tell me more than that?”

Otto shook his head. “I believe you have all the information you need. Two Rank 2 runes and one ticket to and from a personal hunting ground. I believe that offer is more than fair.”

I’m not sure I’d call it more than fair. Technically, I’m offering up something a lot more valuable. But he’s saving me the trouble of dealing with an auction house—and Monster Runes can’t be duplicated by humans, so that definitely limits their value to a noble house.

“All right,” Noah said, holding a hand out. “I think we have a deal. I’ll have to retrieve the Monster Rune. I don’t have it on my person right now.”

Otto took it, and they shook. “That’s quite fine with me. I’ll have to retrieve what I owe you as well. I’ll send my assistant to handle the transaction tomorrow. Is that acceptable?”

“More than. Pleasure doing business with you.”

“Likewise.”

They both rose from their seats and headed back for the sealed door.

“Are your students as uniquely talented as you are?” Otto asked as he reached for the handle, pausing before he pulled it open.

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m determining if I should be making bets,” Otto said with a calculated smile. “The odds aren’t stacked well in your favor, Magus Vermil. You have everyone quite deluded, and if your students are the same… well, I never pass up an opportunity to expand my wealth.”

“Is there a way for me to bet on them myself?”

Otto let out a bark of laughter. “No. It’s against the rules. I suppose that’s answer enough.”

Damn. That would have been easy money. I imagine not betting for my own students also means I can’t bet against the people they’re going up against. Ah well.

Chatter and the sounds of sparring washed into the small room as Otto pulled the door open. He gave Noah one last nod, then stepped out without another word.

Noah could appreciate that. Otto didn’t mince words, and it seemed like the man was amiable enough. Even though Otto had asked a few leading questions to try and prod at his personal life, he hadn’t gone too far.

He’ll be a good ally to have, especially if I keep dangling Monster Runes in front of his nose. Money is a power in itself. Having a rich bloke backing me will open up a lot of doors.

He stepped back into the crowded room, shutting the door behind him. It didn’t look like much had changed since they’d entered. Moxie and all their students still sat or stood around the table, and nobody was bothering them.

Good. Looks like we get the rest of the meeting off. Time to go stuff my face.
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Yulin sat beside Marley at the end of the table, pushing the potatoes around her plate with her knife. Jakob had stormed off to the other side of the room after both she and Marley had been utterly trounced, and she didn’t blame him.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d lost so badly in a fight. If it hadn’t been for years of training to control her emotions, her cheeks would be bright red with shame.

Her thoughts drifted to Magus Vermil. The sleazy-looking professor had played both of them like a fiddle, and it was her fault.

I should have recognized that he was goading Marley earlier. It was such an obvious strategy. He didn’t even fully commit to it, but I was still thrown off enough that I didn’t try to step in until it was too late.

And then Vermil had gone and given them advice after it had become completely clear how badly he’d outplayed Marley. Instead of gloating or pointing out his victory, he’d rubbed it in even harder by trying to help them.

It wasn’t like I fared any better against his student. I’ve been practicing swordcraft most of my life. How did she move like that without using runes? There’s no way she cheated. Jakob would have called her out on it. Am I really that far behind her?

Yulin’s hands clenched at her sides. She’d been in the advanced track for nearly half a year now, together with Marley. They had every advantage. There was no way to justify her defeat.

Marley was up against a professor. At least he’s got an excuse.

Yulin’s hands clenched at her sides.

“You look like you ate a live crab,” Marley said, waving his fork in her direction and speaking through a full mouth.

“That would have been preferable,” Yulin said tersely. “How are you not more concerned with how poorly we performed?”

“Eh. Jakob will get over it,” Marley replied with a one-shouldered shrug. “What’s there to be that worried about? I mean, sure. Vermil tricked us, but he’s a professor. There aren’t any bragging rights for a professor beating a student. If anything, he should be ashamed of himself.”

Yeah, but what about me? I’m not main branch. Jakob might not take anything out on you, but I’m a different story.

“Look, it’s fine.” Marley took another bite of the cake on his plate and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You got played this time around. Vermil tricked you, and his student was better. It’s fine. The Torrin family name isn’t going to be affected. Nobody cares if a side-branch student loses a fight.”

Yulin was grateful that her fists were already clenched. It saved her from having to hide her emotions.

“Besides,” Marley said, continuing on without so much as looking away from the food on his plate, “we didn’t have to pull anything off today. We’ve got time. And to be honest, I’m happy about it.”

Yulin blinked in surprise. “Happy? Why?”

“I haven’t seen Emily since we were kids.” Marley looked across the long table to where the silver-haired girl sat with the rest of Vermil’s group. A grin pulled at the corners of his lips. “She’s a lot more attractive than I remember.”

“She is your enemy. As long as she is viewed favorably by anyone in the Torrin family, your chances of becoming the next head are at risk.”

“Bah. I’m allowed to observe facts,” Marley said. “I mean, look at her. Are you telling me that you wouldn’t at least give it a shot? Besides, she won’t contest me for the position if she’s mine.”

You’re worse than you thought Vermil was. Self-righteous prick.

“I have no desires but to serve the Torrin family,” Yulin said flatly. “That includes viewing anyone with any level of interest beyond assessing them as a threat.”

Marley snorted. “Right. Forgot. Whatever. Could you just stop sulking already? You’re ruining the mood.”

Yulin forced her hands to unclench, and she straightened her back, wiping her face clean of any feeling that might have seeped onto it. But while her features displayed serene stillness, her mind had anything but.

Alexandra’s sword flashed through her mind over and over again. Her technique was unlike anything that Yulin had ever seen before. It was nothing short of incredible.

I wonder if she was serious about that offer to spar again in the future.
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The rest of the advanced track meeting passed without incident. Noah and Moxie remained on guard throughout it, but it soon came to an end. They headed out, and Noah branched off, heading down an alley and rifling through a pile of stones to pull out his grimoire and gourd. He hurried back to rejoin the others, where he and Moxie continued to keep a close eye on everything all the way up until they dropped the students off at their dormitories.

“Well then,” Noah said as he walked alongside Lee and Moxie on the way back to Building T. “I’d say that went pretty damn well.”

“How long were you waiting to say that?” Moxie asked.

“More time than I care to admit. I didn’t want to say it too early and end up screwing something up by spitting in the eye of fate.”

“Fate isn’t going to change itself because you got a bit overeager.”

Noah looked down the bridge of his nose at Moxie. “I have mistakenly pissed off a god. I’m not taking any chances—and I still need to get a fruit basket or something for her. She hasn’t come for my ass yet, but I feel like that’s something you should have ready rather than scramble to put together.”

“Won’t the fruit spoil if you wait around too long?” Lee asked.

“The fruit bit was more figurative. I don’t think a goddess is in any want of fruit.”

“Oh. What’s she want, then?”

Noah didn’t have an answer for that. He wasn’t so sure he actually had an answer. There couldn’t have been many things that a mortal could offer a god that they couldn’t get on their own.

Maybe I’ll give her a firm pat on the shoulder and a proud, fatherly nod. You can never go wrong with some good old-fashioned external validation.

“You’re thinking something stupid,” Moxie said. They headed through the entrance of Building T and started up to her room.

“It’s not stupid. It’s a great plan.”

Moxie stopped at the top of the stairwell to glance over her shoulder at him and raise an eyebrow.

“Okay, it might have been a bit stupid,” Noah allowed. “But stupid is only stupid if it doesn’t work. How did you know?”

“It was a safe bet,” Moxie replied dryly.

They reached her room, and she unlocked the door. Lee bounded past both of them, launching herself into the bed. She snagged the vine blankets and rolled over, wrapping herself with them.

“Did you manage to tire yourself out from eating so much?” Noah asked. “You definitely put a lot of work in today.”

“Yeah,” Lee said drowsily. “I’m tired because there isn’t any food left to eat. If any squirrels wanted to walk into my mouth on their own, I wouldn’t complain.”

“Somehow, I don’t think you’re going to find any of those here,” Noah said. “But maybe that’s a good thing. I still have no idea where you put all the food you eat. I feel like you’ve got to be breaking the laws of physics at this point. You’ve got less shapeshifting ability than you used to, no?”

“Yeah. I can’t hold forms as long as before,” Lee said with a satisfied yawn.

“So how are you shoving all that food into yourself? There literally shouldn’t be enough space for it.”

“Things turn to energy as soon as I eat them. I use up a lot more energy than humans do because of how my body and my runes are connected. I have a higher upkeep and a much higher storage for energy than you do.”

“Oh. Huh. I guess that makes sense,” Noah said, sitting down in Moxie’s chair and resting his arms on the desk behind him. “Seems really inefficient.”

“It means I get to eat as much as I want to. It’s perfect.”

“She’s got you there,” Moxie said. She sat down in his lap and leaned her head back to rest it against his shoulder. “What are your plans for tomorrow morning?”

“I’m meeting with⁠—”

“I meant Lee.”

“You’re literally sitting on me,” Noah protested. “How was I supposed to know that? Use your words. You’re a big girl.”

“Too tired,” Moxie replied. “Don’t need lots of words when just a few do the trick.”

“You spent more words being lazy than you would have if you’d just said Lee’s name in the first place.”

Moxie let out an undignified grumble and turned around, so her chest was pressed against Noah’s. Then she prodded him in the side. He let out a surprised curse but couldn’t jump up without throwing her to the ground. Moxie grinned at him.

“Sometimes, I can’t tell which one of you is the demon,” Noah informed her.

“The hungry one,” Lee said from the bed. “And speaking of food, I’m hungry. Can someone feed me?”

“You literally just ate enough for ten men,” Noah protested. “I understand having bigger storage for energy and needing to use more of it, but this is ridiculous. Azel literally didn’t even eat.”

“He had emotions to feed on. I haven’t figured out what mine are yet, and I’m still growing. I need lots of nutrition.”

“I should hope not,” Noah muttered. “The last thing this world needs is a Lee with even slightly more room in her stomach. I’m not sure anything organic would be left over after you finished eating.”

“Food. Please?”

“No,” Noah said. “Go to sleep. I literally cannot afford to feed you. We can get food tomorrow morning.”

Lee let out a groan. She unrolled herself from the bed and hopped to her feet. “I’m going to go find something to eat, then. I’m not tired anymore.”

She is genuinely going to consume the entirety of Arbitage’s ecosystem.

“Hold on,” Moxie said. “Come back tomorrow morning. I wasn’t joking when I asked what you were doing. I want to go hunting and get my runes filled up. We can check if they’ve got the transport cannon up and running on temporary power.”

“Kay,” Lee said, pulling the window open and hopping out of it. She held onto the top of the window and pushed it shut as she dropped, leaving the two of them alone in the room. Moxie let out a slow sigh.

“That was so stressful.”

“Lee?” Noah asked.

“What? No, doofus.” Moxie let out a small laugh. “The meeting. We’re playing with fire, but it’s not like we have a choice. We can’t let Verrud or Jakob get anywhere near the kids. I think the strategy worked. They shouldn’t realize that we’re onto them.”

“I agree. We’ve bought ourselves some time at the bare minimum. We can try to find a better way to handle things in the future, but I’m glad all went well. Half of our cards didn’t even get played.”

“I bet you’re disappointed about that,” Moxie said with a snicker.

“Maybe a bit. It would have been badass.”

“Not worth it.” A stubborn frown crossed Moxie’s features, and she prodded him in the side again, but far gentler than her poke. “Besides, it’s better to save that for when we really need it. I’m sure Verrud and Jakob didn’t overplay their hands either. They definitely have more to throw at this than just a few students.”

“Oh yeah, I’m more than aware. But we’ll bullshit our way through that too.”

They were silent for a few seconds. Then Moxie poked him again.

“I want to go to bed.”

“You’re on top of me. Nobody’s stopping you.”

“I’m tired.”

“Who are you, Lee?” Noah asked with a laugh, leaning forward and scooping Moxie up in his arms. He carried her over to the bed and dropped her onto it. She grinned—but it only lasted for an instant before Noah flopped down on top of her.

She pulled her way out from beneath him and let out a small laugh as she wrapped her arms around him. “Okay. I deserved that.”

“Yes, you did.”

Noah slid to the side so that he wouldn’t squish Moxie. He let his head rest on the pillow beside hers and pulled her closer to his chest. Something about having her pressed against him wiped the world’s problems away and left only a warm, content buzz in his heart.

“I don’t get how you do it,” Moxie murmured.

“Do what?”

“All this acting and trickery. It’s exhausting. I did a bit of it back in the Torrin estate, but that was because I didn’t have a choice. But you’ve been doing it constantly. Ever since you got to Arbitage.”

“Didn’t have much of a choice. And to be honest, there really wasn’t much else to do in line. All you can do is just stand around and think. And I don’t know about you, but every guy I’ve ever known loves daydreaming about doing badass shit. I got a lot of time to do that. Lots of scenarios. Pretty much all of them, really.”

“All of them?” Moxie raised an eyebrow and touched a finger to his side threateningly.

“Hey, you can’t hold that against me,” Noah protested. “I didn’t know you at the time.”

Moxie laughed and wrapped her arms around him again. “It’s more fun this way. Oh—I saw you speaking with the rich guy. Considering the smug look you had on your face when you came back, I take it you got what you needed?”

“Am I really that obvious?”

“To me? Yes.”

“Well, you’re right. I found the guy we sold the Monster Rune to before. I suppose it makes sense that he was in the advanced track if that’s where people go to trade and sell all their fancy shit. I fully thought he’d be in the Enforcer meeting tomorrow, but it was a lucky surprise. Silvertide pointed him out to me.”

“Did you get a good deal?”

“Yeah. A Rank 2 Space and Matter Rune, as well as a one-time trip to a hunting ground where I can get more runes that fit the Rank 4 I’m working on. I’m meeting his assistant tomorrow to do the trade.”

“By the time you’re back, I’m going to try to Rank 4,” Moxie promised. “And if you don’t get that new Rank 4 made, I’ll pass you soon as well.”

“Feeling fiery, huh?”

“Yeah. We need to get stronger,” Moxie said, her tone growing serious. “I guess that’s always true, but now more than ever. There’s too much at stake and too many things that can go wrong for us to risk it. The faster we can advance, the better.”

“Then I’ll do my best to make sure I keep up with you. When you get back from hunting with Lee tomorrow, I’ll be ready to help you modify your Rank 4 with Sunder if you need it.”

“If I need it? More like when. You’ve got a lot of confidence in me if you think I’m going to get it flawless on the first try.”

“Damn right I do.”

Moxie laughed and gave him a squeeze. “Thanks. I’m definitely still going to need it, but I’ll do my best. I don’t want to think about it any more until tomorrow. I’ve already done all the preparation I can.”

“Yeah. I’m exhausted,” Noah said with a yawn. “I didn’t like sleeping much when I first came back to life, but it’s growing on me. It’s a lot better than killing monsters to avoid having to rest, but only when you’re around.”

“I can’t lie, I’ve always liked sleeping,” Moxie said. She grinned at the glare Noah sent her and amended her statement. “But I like it better when I’m next to you.”

“Acceptable,” Noah said.

“You said you thought of a lot of things when you were in the Line, right?” Moxie asked abruptly.

“Huh? Yeah. Why?”

“You don’t really talk much about it. Will you tell me one of them?”

“Which one?” Noah waggled an eyebrow.

Moxie craned her neck back to make sure he could see her roll her eyes. “You choose… but choose wisely. You’re in poking range and have no path of escape.”

“Look at that. A good one just came to mind,” Noah said.

Moxie smiled and settled back in. Noah launched into a story, then followed it up with another one. It wasn’t long before Moxie’s breathing slowed, and her eyes drifted shut as she drifted off to sleep. Noah wasn’t long behind her.


Chapter Forty-Seven



Moxie was already gone when Noah woke the following morning. He’d somehow slept through her leaving, but he could still smell the scent of her hair on his skin. Noah nearly let himself vegetate in place so he could avoid the responsibilities of the morning, but sunlight rudely poked through the window and prodded him out of bed. It probably wouldn’t be long before it was time to meet Otto’s attendant. He set about getting ready for the day, then paused before he could head out the door.

Hold on. How is she going to find me? I’m in Moxie’s room. Oh, crud.

Noah hurriedly pulled the door open and stepped into the hall. He hurried over to his own room, but his fears were correct. It was too late. The door was cracked open, and he could hear voices coming from within.

He strode over and pushed the door open. Contessa and Karina sat in bed, Mascot curled between them and monopolizing two different petting hands. A dark-haired woman stood across from them, doing her absolute best not to look completely befuddled.

Goddamn it. I really need to let the school know I’m not living there—though if I do that, Contessa and Karina might get kicked out. For that matter, when the hell did Karina move in too? I swear it was supposed to just be Contessa.

Contessa had small bags under her eyes, but at the same time, she looked more content than she’d been in the past. The tension that had once held her shoulders taut had faded, and she clearly hadn’t gotten a chance to comb her hair since waking up.

Karina was surprisingly similar. She also looked like she’d only woken up a few minutes ago and was wearing a uniform that looked a little bit too large for her.

“Oh, there he is,” Contessa said. “Vermil, someone came looking for you. I didn’t know what to do, so I just asked them to come in.”

“You could have sent her over to Moxie’s room,” Noah said dryly. He extended a hand. “Professor Vermil.”

The woman’s eyes flicked over to them, then back to Noah as she mouthed “Three?” to herself. Noah winced. He wasn’t doing his reputation any favors.

“They’re just living in my room,” Noah said, more than aware of how lame his excuse sounded. “I’m… living elsewhere.”

The woman coughed into her fist. “It’s none of my concern what you do in your spare time, Magus. Otto sent me to meet with you.”

“I gathered. You were the one with the bird mask, weren’t you?”

The woman tilted her head to the side. Her eyes widened slightly. “You’re the one I’m meeting with?”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“He just said to find you here. I thought you were going to lead me to him. Bastard was playing a joke on me,” Bird muttered. She adjusted her jacket and coughed into a fist. “I—Uh, should we go somewhere more private?”

“Sure. We can go back to the other room.” Noah glanced at Contessa. “How are things going, by the way? I haven’t had a chance to check in.”

“As well as they could be. I think Mascot is a sadist.”

“Drop the think. He definitely is. You’re surviving?”

“He could wake me up by ramming his claws through my eyes every morning, and it would be better than working for Evergreen,” Contessa said with a weary smile. “I’ve never slept so well in my life. I don’t have to worry about politics, showing off, or how I look in front of the other Torrins. It’s nice. I just spend all day chasing after Mascot with Karina.”

Noah opened his mouth to ask when exactly Karina had decided to move into his room, then caught himself. Contessa and Karina were both leaning back on the bed, supporting themselves with their free hands—hands that were overlaid on top of each other.

Huh. Who would have thought? Bringing the Torrins and the Linwicks together, one step at a time.

“Well, let me know if anything changes. I’ll do a more proper check-in later,” Noah said and nodded to Bird. “Follow me.”

They headed back out into the hall and down over to Moxie’s room. She hesitated for a second before stepping into the room, making Noah wince inwardly. That whole scene definitely hadn’t done much to score him any points in her eyes.

Noah headed over to the bed and sat down on it, gesturing to the chair beside the desk. “You can sit there. Are we doing any bargaining, or is this just a cut-and-dry swap?”

“I was under the impression the bargaining was done.”

“It is. Just making sure. Here’s the Monster Rune.” Noah grabbed his grimoire from where it leaned against the bed and plopped the huge book down. He flipped it open. The pages were blank. His eyes narrowed, and he cleared his throat loudly, flicking the book in the spine. “Sorry. Something in my throat. As I was saying, here’s the Monster Rune.”

He turned the page over—and was greeted by an unfortunately detailed drawing of a woman who seemed to be in great want of clothing. Noah swore and slammed the book shut. He could feel Bird’s stare boring into the back of his neck.

“You little shit,” Noah hissed. “Give me the goddamn rune and stop throwing a fit. It hasn’t been that long since I fed you, and if you don’t give me the rune, the only thing you’re eating for the next year is rocks.”

The book flipped itself back open, and he let out a relieved sigh. The Monster Rune sat in its pages, glittering with energy. It was the Thickened Fur Rune they’d gotten a little while back while hunting—not a particularly useful rune by any means, but it was still a Monster Rune. His smile faded as he spotted a much smaller version of the inappropriate drawing on the bottom corner of the page.

He cleared his throat and kept it covered as he tilted the book back so Bird could see the rune. “Here it is.”

There was so much derision on Bird’s face that Noah had to look back at the book to see what was wrong. His eye twitched. The drawing had somehow traveled up the page, so his hand was no longer covering it.

Considering that Bird wasn’t showing even the slightest signs of being impressed, the drawing had moved before he’d finished raising the book, so it looked like it had always been there.

“I—Oh forget it,” Noah said with a weary sigh. “Do you have a piece of Catchpaper I can transfer the rune onto?”

Bird wordlessly pulled a strip of paper out of a coat pocket. She held it out to Noah with two fingers, as if touching him would infect her with something.

At least Moxie doesn’t have to worry about any competition. Not that anyone could give her competition if they wanted to.

Noah plucked the paper from Bird’s hands and absently set it in his grimoire, closing it and setting his hand on the top cover. A shimmer of energy swirled around the large book, and when he opened it again, it had transferred the Monster Rune onto the piece of paper.

It had also transferred the drawing.

The urge to hurl the book through the window gripped Noah, but he settled for a weary sigh. It wasn’t like he could have thrown it even if he’d wanted to. It was too damn big to fit through anything but the door.

“Here it is,” Noah said weakly.

Bird stared at the page. He waggled it. The longer it was in his hands, the more chance someone else would somehow stumble in and see it.

Once she’s holding it, I’m putting all blame on her without the slightest ounce of shame. It’s not my fault she gave me Catchpaper that she doodled on first.

Lips pursed, Bird plucked the paper from Noah’s hands. She then pulled out two more pieces of Catchpaper and handed them to him. A Rank 2 rune shimmered on each of them. And even despite his grimoire troubles, a grin stretched across Noah’s lips.

Well, hello there.

They were a little more complex than he’d expected a Rank 2 rune to be, but they were still nothing compared to Rank 4s. Noah drew both of them into his soul without so much as a second of hesitation.

They took form beside his other Rank 1 Space Rune and Natural Disaster, and he returned his attention to Bird before she decided to make a run for it while his eyes were closed.

“All right. All done. Thank you,” Noah said. “Now… about that location I was promised?”

“I am to guide you to it,” Bird said. She adjusted her jacket, as if affronted by the debasing task of having to act as a babysitter. “Is now a good time?”

It should be a good bit before Moxie gets back. If Bird is offering to take me anywhere, I assume the transport cannon is functional again. I should stop by Tim on the way out and fix some more of his runes—but I’m getting ahead of myself. If the transport cannon is up and running, Moxie should probably be hunting until around midday or early evening. I’m sure she’ll be back before the meeting with the Enforcers.

“How long do I get?” Noah asked.

“One hour. We can’t justify letting you spend any longer in it.”

“One hour?” Noah demanded, his eyes going wide in disbelief. “What the hell am I meant to do in one hour? Do you have any idea how long it takes to trap a rune on Catchpaper? Forget actually finding the monsters; I’ll barely get one fight in before you pull me out.”

“Trust me, you won’t have any trouble finding things to fight,” Bird said. “And you won’t survive longer than an hour. You’re a Rank 4. Otto wants you to come out of this alive.”

Technically, I barely need any time at all to get runes aside from the time it takes me to actually kill the monster, but I’m not letting her know that.

“I feel like I’m getting scammed here.” Noah crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I was promised a hunting ground I could use to get some runes, not a peek at whatever fancy shit you lot have in an attempt to get me to marry into your house.”

Bird choked on her own saliva and doubled over coughing. She got a hold of herself and straightened back up, staring at him. “Otto wants you to marry into the King family?”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Noah replied. “And I’m still not sold on only getting a bloody hour for this.”

“Otto said you might feel that way,” Bird said. She re-straightened her coat for what must have been the third time. “He said that, as long as you were able to survive the experience, you would not be disappointed.”

“Not the most reassuring promise.”

“He also said to tell you that he wouldn’t sacrifice his path to get more Monster Runes for something as worthless as this.”

Okay, that’s a pretty fair point. Otto doesn’t strike me as the type of person who would pinch pennies that hard. I don’t see why he’d lie about this… which means he genuinely believes an hour would be enough time for me to get whatever I need from this place. He’s certainly got my interest. If a normal Rank 4 could get something worthwhile in an hour… what would I be able to get?

“All right,” Noah said. “I’m sold. Let’s see this special hunting ground of yours.”


Chapter Forty-Eight



Bird led Noah across campus. He fully expected her to bring him to some secret building or hidden alleyway in the shadows. Instead, he found himself standing before the transport cannon.

“I think you might have gotten lost,” Noah said.

Bird looked at him out of the corners of her eyes. “Did you really think there was a passage to find a bunch of monsters with Space and similarly rare runes just… sitting around in Arbitage?”

“I can honestly say that I wouldn’t have been surprised to find that in the slightest.”

“Okay, I can’t fault you for that one,” Bird admitted. She tugged at her hair and shook her head. “But no, it’s not at Arbitage.”

“You’re aware that the transport cannon is having a little trouble right now, right?” Noah asked carefully. “Because I don’t think we’re going to be able to use it.”

“Oh, that’s of no concern.” Bird started up the stairs, and Noah followed behind her.

“How so?” Noah asked as they walked onto the lift.

“They’ve already got the cannon up and running partially. Volunteers with Space Magic have been powering it,” Bird explained. “It’s only for urgent usage, though. Lots of restrictions.”

“So…”

“Restrictions that do not apply to our family.” Bird didn’t even bother hiding the smug grin that pulled across her lips. She quickly remembered just who she was talking to and wiped it clean, replacing it with a poorly repressed grimace. “Don’t even think about trying to join to get them. Otto gets overeager about new things, but it won’t last.”

“Trust me, I have absolutely no desire to join your family,” Noah said with a wave of his hand. “I’ve got my own plans, and none of them involve you. I’d much prefer to keep our relationship as business partners, Bird.”

“Bird?”

“Whoops. Sorry. That’s you. You had the bird mask on when we first met, and it’s not like you’ve introduced yourself. Bird seems as good a name as any.”

The lift rattled to a stop on the top floor of the transport cannon. Both of them stepped off, and Bird shrugged.

“It works.”

Noah couldn’t help but notice that the transport cannon was completely empty. There was no sight of Tim—which was rather annoying, as he’d been hoping to find the man so he could wrap up fixing his runes.

Bird didn’t seem anywhere near as bothered as he was. She headed over to the control panel and pressed a hand against it. Ripples of dull light washed over it, far dimmer than the energy that Tim had elicited.

She pulled a small metal bar out from a pocket and slid it into a hole, twisting it in place before pressing it down. The bar slid seamlessly into the control panel, and a dull hum emitted from the cannon tube behind Noah.

“There,” Bird said. “It’ll take a bit to gather all the energy we need.”

“You’ve used this thing before?”

“Arbitage isn’t the only location with a transport cannon, though it did have the most powerful one by a very, very wide margin. We have one on our estate,” Bird replied absently. She adjusted some of the controls on the panel, and the humming grew louder. “We can use this opportunity to go over the rules.”

“There are rules?”

“Yes. You have 1 hour before the cannon pulls you back,” Bird said. She reached into a pocket and pulled out a leaf of folded papers. “You can take any runes that you manage to get during that time.”

She held the papers out to Noah, and he took them. He leafed through the pack, but they were all blank. Something about them felt… off. It took Noah a moment to figure out what it was. The paper was a fair bit thicker than it should have been.

Fancy Catchpaper? I’ve got a whole damn grimoire. Why would I need this?

“It’s not just any Catchpaper,” Bird said, correctly reading the confusion on Noah’s face and smirking. “Otto is really pulling out the stops for you. That’s some of the most sensitive Catchpaper we’ve got. It’s the best way to ensure you collect a rune from something you kill. And if you’re as good as he seems to believe you are, then you’ll be able to get at least one or two runes. I gave you ten whole sheets of it, and you’ll have an hour. Even an average Rank 4 should be able to take out five or six monsters during that time. I’m sure at least one of those papers will grab a rune.”

Noah arched an eyebrow. Those numbers weren’t bad—but they didn’t exactly seem good either. It sounded like the Catchpaper was definitely more effective than normal with how confident she was, but walking out of this with just one rune that he couldn’t even pick would have been pretty disappointing.

Would have been.

He fought to keep a grin from his face as he inclined his head. “I see. So that’s why you were confident I’d get what I wanted. Do I get to keep all the paper?”

“Of course not.” Bird snorted. “Do you have any idea how much that stuff is worth? We aren’t giving it to you for free. You’ll have to pull the runes off it and return the paper when you’re done.”

The grimoire on Noah’s back twitched. Bird’s eyes flicked to it, and her brow furrowed, likely trying to figure out if she’d actually just seen it move or not. Noah cleared his throat to draw her attention back to him.

“Right then. And what kind of monsters can I expect to find?”

“No idea. Haven’t been in here myself,” Bird replied. “I’m not stupid enough to try for Space Runes. There’s a reason only madmen go after them.”

Noah didn’t miss the implication in her voice, but he didn’t particularly care. She had a pretty good reason not to like him. He didn’t blame her for it in the slightest—his grimoire had had more than a bit of fun at his expense.

And you not liking me is beneficial. I really don’t want to get any more tied to the King family than I have to. I want help from them, not any form of attachment.

“Perfect. When can I go?”

Bird gestured to the cannon tube. “Get in. It should be ready soon enough. And one more thing.”

Noah paused midway through walking over to the cannon and glanced back at her. “Yeah?”

“You’re going to have to draw the monsters to you when you arrive. It’s a large area, so they might not be sitting around in wait. It might be temping to go all out and try to draw the attention of the strongest monsters you can find. Resist that urge. You’re nothing but a fortunate Rank 4 that has a connection. Don’t be too overzealous if you want to survive.” Her tone made it pretty clear what she suspected Noah’s skill would be.

Noah inclined his head before squeezing himself into the cannon tube. He had to twist to the side and awkwardly bounce-slide himself in to make the grimoire fit, but he eventually managed to get himself situated. Craning his neck back, he squinted at Bird.

“Okay. I’m in. What⁠—”

A bright blue flash and a sharp pop swallowed the rest of his words. Noah vanished, streaking off through the air in a beam of light.

[image: ]



It was the roughest trip via transport cannon that Noah had ever felt. It felt like he’d been strapped to a tiny strip of wood and then tossed off a waterfall. His body bounced against invisible bubbles of energy. It stretched and shrank as it passed through space before finally snapping back to normal as he hit ground with a thud.

Noah groaned, rolling over and pushing himself upright. He rubbed his eyes, squinting as the remnants of the light faded from around him. Then he froze.

He sat in a field of short purple grass specked with misshapen foliage that looked like it had been drawn by a toddler. Misshapen trees sprouted sporadically, sporting ridiculously large fruit and bushes rose up into the sky like towers.

The sky, for that matter, was wrong.

There really wasn’t another way to put it. Swirls of purple intermixed where there should have been clouds. They came in all shades and sizes, some swooping low enough to the land to brush across it. There was no sign of the sun. There wasn’t a sign of where any light was coming from, for that matter.

The oddities didn’t end there. Large portions of the landscape seemed like they’d been ripped straight out of the ground and turned on an angle before being shoved back in. Jagged chunks jutted out of the ground, the trees on them growing to the side rather than up and toward the light.

Curls of faint purple smoke twisted up from the ground and brushed past Noah’s skin like mist. He hadn’t been entirely sure what sort of location would house a lot of monsters with Space Runes, but this one certainly seemed like it fit the bill. He pushed himself to his feet, turning in a circle.

There were no signs of the strange, purple-hued landscape coming to an end. It stretched on as far as he could see. A chilly breeze curled across his back, and despite the warmth of Combustion within, he shivered.

“The hell am I?” Noah muttered to himself. “And who stole the bloody sun?”

His words faded into the haze around him. He glanced around, but it was hard to tell if there were any monsters in the area. There was just so… much. Between all the jutting cliffs, the strange foliage, and the purple haze covering the ground, it was difficult to make out one shape from another.

Noah called on the variety of Body Imbuements he had. He scanned the ground beneath him for vibration, then checked his surroundings. There was nothing nearby.

Interesting. Bird was right about there not being monsters immediately in the area. She said to take it easy when trying to draw monster attention, but I’m not just any old Rank 4.

Noah pulled his gourd off his waist and set it down in the shade of a bush after double-checking to make sure that absolutely nothing was nearby. He then headed back over to where he’d arrived and pulled out the fancy Catchpaper that Bird had given him.

His grimoire shuddered again. Noah’s eyes narrowed, and he pulled the large book off his back. He set it on the ground and crossed his arms as the eye formed on its face and looked up to meet his gaze.

“You think you’re getting anything?” Noah asked, waving the Catchpaper. “You little shit. You made me look like a pervert. Why shouldn’t I just use⁠—”

A strip of paper shot out from the grimoire, wrapping around the bunch in Noah’s hand and yanking it free. It flew back into the large book as it snapped shut, then looked back at him innocently.

“Goddamn it,” Noah said. “You’re giving those back before we head back, you hear me? And if you want to leave my room again, you better do some damn work. I can forgive jokes, but if you stand in my way, I’m going to use you as toilet paper.”

The grimoire’s flapped open, and it peeled back a flat page—one that looked considerably thicker than it should have been. Noah tilted his head to the side. It was the same size as the paper the book had just eaten.

“I’m taking that as assent,” Noah said, grabbing the book and slinging it over his back. He didn’t have time for more distractions. If he only had an hour, then the one thing he would not be doing was following Bird’s advice.

Let’s see what this place has to offer. If the monsters are around Rank 3 to 4… I can handle them no problem.

A grin pulled at the corners of Noah’s lips. He called on Sunder. Power flooded his veins and turned them black as energy gathered around him. The energy continued to flood from the Master Rune until Noah couldn’t handle any more of it.

Then he released it all into the ground at his feet.

A blade of black energy carved through the purple-tinted dirt and vanished into the earth beneath him with barely a sound. A second passed. Then two.

Noah’s senses screamed a warning. He launched himself back with a burst of wind, spinning to stare at where he’d been moments before. A purple spiral swirled out in the air as a long, clawed hand nearly as large as him swept down, carving deep furrows through the dirt.

Rippling black scales covering the monster’s arm shimmered as it pulled itself out from the rend in reality. Its torso and head vaguely resembled a huge lizard, but that was where the similarities ended. It had eight gangly limbs that bent at multiple different points, like those of an insect. The monster had no eyes, but from the way its head snapped to trace Noah’s position, he got the feeling it didn’t need one. The creature’s mouth parted to reveal three rows of hairlike fangs.

Noah took a long look at the creature. It was so hideous that it seemed to exist in spite of any justice in the universe—and it was currently about to do everything in its power to kill Noah. And so, in what might have been the last move that any sane man would have made in his position, he grinned.

Let’s see what this place has to offer.


Chapter Forty-Nine



The lizard monster’s tail flicked. Strands of black shot out from it like streamers and hurtled for Noah, extending to wrap around him. He repositioned himself with a blast of wind, and the black tendrils slammed into the ground with a series of thuds, punching deep into it. The monster ripped them free with a hiss, turning to follow his movements even without its eyes.

Noah didn’t wait for it to attack again. He drew deeply on Natural Disaster. Lightning crackled between his hands in thick arcs. The lizard charged toward him, and he released the magic.

A loud crack split the air as a yellow bolt flashed out from his palms. It slammed into the monster’s forehead and knocked it forward. The creature tripped over its own feet and hit the ground in a tumble, rolling until it skidded to a stop several feet away from Noah with smoke rising up from its head.

Huh. That was easy. Is it⁠—

A tendril lashed out for Noah. His eyes went wide, and he threw himself to the side, narrowly missing the appendage as it howled overhead. He rolled to his feet and drew more power from Natural Disaster, unleashing another bolt of lightning into the lizard’s face.

It let out a pained scream and staggered to its feet. The scales on its head had absorbed the magic again, but he could tell that it was in pain. It lurched toward him again and tried to bite at his head.

Noah released a blast of wind from his palms, hurling the large monster back before it could close the distance between them. More black streamers shot out of its tail and reached for him even as it fell. He drew more on Natural Disaster and sent a scythe of wind crashing down, severing them.

The monster screamed in pain. Its claws dug into the ground, and saliva flew from its mouth as it drew in ragged breaths. Noah’s lips curled in disgust, and he drew power from Natural Disaster once more.

The monster tensed, bracing for a bolt of lightning—and was entirely unprepared for the spikes of rock that Noah called up from the ground. They drove into the creature’s stomach with several sharp cracks that marked scales shattering.

Noah’s spikes lifted the monster off the ground. It screamed and hissed in surprise, then shimmered a dull purple. It vanished. The back of Noah’s neck tingled as his senses screamed a warning.

He hurled himself forward as a tendril snapped past his head. Noah spun, releasing another bolt of lightning even as the monster tried to dematerialize again. It caught the creature right in its open mouth.

The air filled with the scent of burnt meat as the lizard staggered and lost its concentration, releasing the magic it had gathered. Noah followed up with another stone spike, this time driving it straight up into the lizard’s chin and impaling its head.

It let out one final hiss, then fell still. Noah took a moment to catch his breath, then let Natural Disaster fade so he could replace its power with Sunder. He approached the monster, waiting for the familiar tingle of its soul leaving its body.

The instant the sensation prickled against Noah’s mind, he swept his hand down. Sunder carved a black line through the air, and the monster’s soul shattered. Motes of light swirled forth above its body, transforming into runes. Five of them were unreadable Monster Runes, but the others were within his abilities to comprehend.

Shifting Warp – Rank 2

Shifting Warp – Rank 2

Noah pulled his grimoire off his back—and a tongue of paper flicked out, wrapping around the first of the two runes and drawing it within itself. The grimoire’s binding rippled for a second, then a second tongue flicked out and claimed the second rune.

“You can just… grab them straight from Sunder?” Noah asked, unsure if he was meant to be surprised or not. He’d seen the grimoire grab runes from paper before, but those had already been imbued.

I suppose you’d have to reimbue things anyway if the original paper is destroyed, so it really shouldn’t be that much of a shock. It’s just a bit odd. Then again, what about this book isn’t?

“Thank you,” Noah said. “And don’t even think about eating those. They’re mine.”

The grimoire rippled again. He waited for the grimoire to take another rune, but it made no moves to. Noah decided to take that as a sign of agreement and slung it over his back once more. His gaze lifted to the fading Monster Runes above the lizard. The grimoire’s paper tongue snaked out and snagged one of them as they faded, but Noah had no need for it himself. Right now, his main use for Monster Runes was to sell them to Otto.

He’d definitely want these—but if I come back with them, he might be able to figure out that I got them here. And if he figures that out, then he knows the trick to getting Monster Runes is either me or something I have. I won’t have plausible deniability to claim that it was some other method.

For that matter, I don’t know if they can track the runes I get here. The paper they gave me might do more than just contain runes. Granted, it’s gotten eaten, but I imagine the grimoire should be able to give it back.

We’ll deal with that when the time comes. The grimoire can just eat that Monster Rune. For the time being, I think I should avoid Monster Runes unless they’re really worth the risk—and these ones aren’t. This lizard thing couldn’t have been more than a Rank 3 if the only non-Monster Runes it had were Rank 2s. It certainly didn’t feel like it had anything strong enough to pull it to Rank 4.

Noah’s senses tingled. He let the remaining runes fade away and extended his hands. His violin materialized within them. He had considerably more important things to concern himself with than a few Monster Runes.

The lizard had been the first one to meet his call, but it was far from the last. He hadn’t been trying to conceal his presence in the slightest. Two ripples of energy shimmered through the air nearby as a pair of lizard monsters materialized before Noah.

They didn’t attack immediately but instead hesitated for a second, likely taking in the situation and trying to determine if he had killed the previous monster. Noah smiled and lifted his bow to the strings of his violin.

He only had an hour to work with—less than that, now. There was no way he was going to sit around and waste time while the monsters assessed things. All he saw were walking bags of runes waiting to be claimed.

The first note sang out from his violin. Both monsters flinched, then let out simultaneous hisses. Their tails whipped up, and black strands shot for Noah, but he was already moving. A song began to build with his steps as he dodged past the attacks, and magic started to gather around him.

Two circles on the violin lit up as Noah slid his runes into them. Power intensified even further, and then his music truly started. A bolt of lightning ripped from the violin, joined by a blast of wind that he set off beneath his feet. Black streamers hurtled past him, and Noah arced into the air, entirely focused on his song even as the world spun beneath him.

Simulcasting used a lot of energy, but its results were incredibly useful, especially against multiple opponents. Two bolts of lightning ripped free of the violin and slammed into each of the monsters, forcing them to stagger and regain their balance.

Noah didn’t wait around for them to recover. He landed on the ground, using the violin to summon more wind to cushion his fall while sending out another blast of lightning at the same time.

One of the lizards screamed in pain, and the other vanished in a flicker of purple. Noah leaned back, dodging out of the way as several streamers shot past his head, and continued to play. Two bolts of lightning ripped from the violin in rapid succession, slamming into the monster that had just reformed behind him.

It stumbled and hissed, smoke rising up from its head. It tried to shake itself off and draw on its magic, but Noah sent another two bolts of lightning ripping free. The lizard stumbled and collapsed, limbs twitching with remnants of life.

Noah’s senses tingled once more, and he released two blades of wind behind himself, spinning just in time to see them carve through several of the tail-streamers and slam into the lizard behind them.

The monster’s scales cracked, and its pained cry was cut short by two thick bolts of lightning that drove into its head. Noah played the final notes to his song, then released the magic and let it fade from the violin.

He then drew on Natural Disaster once more and inserted it into the violin. He played two sharp, final notes, driving a spike through both of the monster’s heads at the exact same time. Energy gathered around both of them as their souls peeled away from their bodies.

Doesn’t seem like there’s a Great Monster controlling these things. They fight in similar ways, but I’m not picking up on a specific pattern. Probably for the best. Otto would probably be fucking pissed if he had a Great Monster in his special hunting ground and I chomped the thing.

Noah Sundered the closest one and turned to the other—but before he could call on his Master Rune again, his Body Imbuements screamed a warning as they picked up vibrations in the air beside him.

An arc of purple light materialized from nothing and shot out toward Noah. He dove forward, and the air behind him thrummed as the energy passed by him. It drove into the ground and carved into it without a sound.

Noah rolled to his feet, spinning toward the source of the magic. Lines of purple rippled and bulged outward as the head of a turtle pushed into reality. Its body followed after it, emerging out onto the purple grass with one lumbering step at a time. It was nearly as large as the lizards—which meant it was huge in comparison to Noah.

Spines covered the monster’s gray skin and ran up along its shell, glistening in the dull light. Its mouth worked as beady black eyes bored into Noah’s head. Motes of purple energy gathered around the spines covering it.

A tongue of paper flicked out from behind Noah’s shoulder, arcing over to the dead lizard he’d sundered and plucking a rune from the air. He didn’t have time to see which one it was, and he had bigger things to worry about at the moment.

Noah launched himself into the air with a blast of wind just an instant before several beams of purple energy streaked out beneath him and carved furrows through the ground. He landed back on the ground just in time to see two more ripples pass through the air. A second turtle and a lizard materialized.

“Three at once, huh?” Noah asked as he landed, placing his bow against the strings of his violin once more and letting a smile crawl across his face. “That just means three times the runes. Come on, then.”

They obliged him, and Noah’s song rang through the strange plains once more, a funeral dirge for all who heard it.


Chapter Fifty



The smell of blood hung thick in the air. Noah braced his hands against his knees, breathing heavily. He’d lost count of how many monsters he’d fought. The more he killed, the more had come.

At least, that was how it had been. Nothing else had arrived after he’d dispatched the last group that had come, and he was grateful for it. Even though his runes had been getting replenished from all the monsters he’d killed, he was still spending more energy than he was getting back.

Natural Disaster had grown significantly. Even though he’d been focused on getting runes from the monsters he killed, there were so many of them that he’d only been able to Sunder a small portion of them.

If it hadn’t been for his greedy grimoire grabbing all the runes in sight, he was pretty sure he barely would have gotten a fraction of the number that he had—though he still wasn’t sure as to exactly what that number was.

Noah drew in a deep breath and let it out in a huff, pushing his hands off his knees and shaking his head. Mounds of corpses stretched out around him. They were burnt, cut, and ripped to pieces—the macabre canvas of a crazed artist.

Bird was right about not drawing too much attention. I think I might have gone a little overboard here, but they only gave me an hour. I had to optimize my time.

He adjusted his coat. His finger caught on a small tear in it. Most of the monsters hadn’t managed to get close to him, but it had been impossible to avoid everything. It wasn’t a big deal. None of his wounds were significant enough to be concerned about.

Where’d all the damn monsters go, though? I’m pretty sure I’ve got a bit of time left. I can wring a few more runes out of this place.

Noah extended his senses, searching to see if he could pick up on where the monsters had run off to. They hadn’t struck him as very intelligent. It seemed unlikely that they’d call off the attack just because of how many of them he’d killed.

And there’s no way I actually killed all of them. Maybe I just cleared out the monsters in this particular area and I need to go looking to find some more?

He wasn’t so sure he had time for that. It just felt like a shame to stop when he still had energy and more time to claim some runes.

Then again, I suppose I shouldn’t go too far away from my gourd. It’s probably better not to push my luck. I’ve already gotten a really good harvest. At least, I think I have. I really need to sit down with my grimoire when I get out of here.

Noah stepped past the piles of dead monsters and headed over to the area he’d arrived in. His gourd still rested where he’d left it. He’d been keeping an eye on it through the fight, but it was still nice to confirm.

“I wonder if I should try to do something about all these bodies,” Noah mused to himself. “I don’t know how often they use this place, and it’s going to look really suspicious if there’s just a giant mountain of corpses lying here.”

He drummed his fingers against his leg as he thought, then knelt and pressed his hand against the cold ground. Noah pulled energy from Natural Disaster, drinking as deeply as he could manage. Power pulsed through his veins, and his other runes activated, pushing back against it.

Once he could hold no more power, Noah unleashed it into the ground. A rumble shook the dirt as it split apart like the mouth of the earth yawning open. Bodies tumbled into the hole, vanishing into its depths.

Noah used a few powerful gusts of wind to shove more corpses into the pit. Once he’d gotten the majority of them handled, he drank from Natural Disaster once more and slammed the pit closed.

A few corpses still sat scattered about on the ground, but far fewer than there had been before. He could still see traces of the line where he’d pulled the ground apart. It wasn’t a perfect job, but it would have to do.

Noah nodded to himself and turned back to his gourd. There wasn’t much time left before he was pulled back. Resting for a bit so he didn’t show up panting for air probably couldn’t hurt.

He managed a grand total of one step before a trill raced down his spine and his senses picked up on a shift in vibrations behind him. A very, very large shift in vibrations.

Noah spun, bringing his magic to bear, as a massive beast stepped out from a rippling pinkish-purple disk. It had a stout nose and stood around six times as high as he did. There may have been some vague resemblance to a bear in its form, but bears didn’t have the antlers of a deer or molten red eyes. He stared up at the ridiculously massive creature, his mouth parting in disbelief.

“Uh… mind waiting around for a second?” Noah asked. “I’d like to schedule our fight for about ten minutes from now.”

The bear roared with such intensity that Noah staggered, ears ringing. The bear didn’t wait around for him to recover. It swiped at him with a massive paw, casting a massive shadow over him.

Noah launched himself into the air with a blast of wind, his mind racing as he summoned his violin and bow back to his hands.

What the hell is this thing? It isn’t a Great Monster. A variant monster, then? It’s bloody enormous. I’m not so sure my magic is going to do literally anything to it.

As if to punctuate his words, the bolt of lightning and blade of wind that leapt from his violin struck the bear and did nothing more than singe its heavy gray fur. The monster was just too damn big.

It roared—and then vanished.

Noah’s eyes went wide, and he set off the most powerful blast of wind he could gather behind himself. He launched off like a rocket as the enormous bear reformed where he’d been moments before, its paw swiping just past him.

That is not fair. Nothing that big should be able to teleport like that. I thought Space Runes were really difficult to use and inefficient! There’s no way something like that should be able to prance around in space so effortlessly.

It seemed that nobody had told the massive bear that. It disappeared once more, and Noah launched himself straight up. The bear snapped into being beneath him, its jaws slamming shut on a house-sized area and once again just missing him.

I don’t think I could gather enough smoke to stuff into this thing in ten minutes, much less the few I’ve still got to fight. Do I just keep running until I get pulled back to the transport cannon? If I was somehow able to get inside that thing, I might be able to use Sunder. If I’m close enough to its heart, that might be enough to kill it.

That was far easier said than done. Even if he was able to get inside the bear—which wasn’t exactly a thought he enjoyed having pass through his mind—it was so massive that he was pretty sure he’d been absolutely nowhere near its heart.

“You are not a Rank 4,” Noah informed the massive beast. Its response was to roar and vanish once more. Noah launched himself straight down with a blast of wind, moving with such speed that his cheeks flapped in the wind.

He caught himself with another powerful gust of wind, slowing his fall just enough to hit the ground in a roll. Noah scrambled to his feet and glanced over his shoulder just in time to see what may have been the most terrifying thing he’d ever laid eyes on.

The massive bear was plummeting down toward him. All—well, however many tons the enormous creature was—of muscle and claw were headed straight for Noah, casting a shadow and blocking out the entire sky.

That was a bit of a problem. No matter how much Wind Magic Noah had, there was absolutely no way for him to move out of the way fast enough to avoid getting squished. He just wasn’t fast enough, and the bear was just too damn big.

Even if he’d brought his flying sword with him, he was pretty sure he didn’t have time to get it out under him before the bear landed on top of him. There were only moments to act. Noah dismissed his violin and ripped the grimoire from his back.

He ripped every ounce of power he could gather from Natural Disaster and hurled the book, pouring all the magic he could into a blast of wind to carry it toward where he’d left his gourd.

The book shot off like a bullet. Noah only had a brief instant to watch it fly off before the rushing wind of a plummeting bear took his attention away. He directed his attention to the heavens, which were now nothing but bear.

“Goddamn it,” Noah said.

The beast crashed down, and the world went black.

Noah’s soul ripped itself free of his body. He flew through considerably more bear than he ever would have enjoyed moving through and emerged in the air above the massive beast, his eyes narrowed in annoyance.

The monster was rooting around his body, likely trying to find out why it hadn’t gotten all the power it had sensed within him.

“I’m going to come back for you,” Noah informed the enormous creature. “And next time, you’re the one who’s getting squished.”

He wasn’t sure how he’d follow up on that particular threat, but the good part of threatening things that couldn’t hear you was that they had no idea what you were promising to do.

A band of black tightened around Noah’s throat, and he welcomed the familiar sensation. It had been quite some time since he’d last died—but not nearly long enough. His soul hurtled through the air and slammed into the body his gourd created for him.

His eyes snapped open, and he jerked upright with a pained hiss. Noah scrambled to his feet, squinting through the headache and scooping his gourd and travel bag off the ground. His eyes landed on his grimoire sticking out of the ground just a few dozen feet away, and he let out a sigh of relief.

At least my aim was good.

He ran over to the grimoire and grabbed it. Then he reached into his bag, rooting around for a spare change of clothes. The bear still hadn’t noticed him yet, and he wanted to⁠—

A familiar tingle ran across Noah’s skin. His eyes went wide. He yanked the pants out of his bag and jammed one leg into them, moving as fast as he possibly could.

It wasn’t fast enough. The energy intensified, and a blue glow enveloped him even as he stuffed his second leg into his pants and tried to tug them up. He vanished in a beam of light, his string of curses fading into the ether along with him.


Chapter Fifty-One



Noah’s bare back hit the metal of the transport cannon, and he furiously tugged his pants the rest of the way up, even as the light of his arrival faded. He managed to pull them up just in time to avoid traumatizing both himself and Bird. Unfortunately, by the look on her face, she definitely hadn’t missed the motion, even if she’d been spared a look into the void.

Noah sat up and cleared his throat. He pulled his spare jacket out of his bag and slung it over his shoulders while Bird stared on in silent, entirely unconcealed judgment.

“I didn’t realize you’d be waiting here,” Noah said in what he desperately hoped was a casual tone.

“Were you naked when the transport cannon reactivated?” Bird asked, squinting at Noah.

Seriously? This is the part where we’re both meant to pretend nothing happened. You aren’t supposed to start asking questions. What’s wrong with you?

“More aerodynamic.”

“More—what?” Befuddlement washed over her expression, and she shook her head in disbelief. “Were you trying to… do things to the monsters?”

“Are you insane?” Noah asked. He pumped his voice as full of false confidence as he could. His head pulsed with pain, but he ignored it. He’d just blurted out the last line, but now he had to run with it. At least the bear hadn’t eaten his corpse fast enough to steal any extra runic energy, so the damage to his soul wasn’t as bad as it could have been. “Of course not. Less clothes means it’s harder to get hit. Smaller surface area. It’s only logical.”

“How heavy are your clothes?” Bird asked incredulously.

“It’s got nothing to do with weight. Haven’t you ever gotten a pocket stuck on a door when you were walking past it? Imagine that in a fight. Clothes only get in your way. Moving around without them gives my enemies fewer things to hit. It also brings me closer to nature.”

“Right.” Bird gave him a flat stare. “Well, I’m glad you managed to get your pants on before I saw anything. I’d have killed you and then myself if I had. Possibly not in that order.”

The headache wrapped around Noah’s skull pulsed again, and he grimaced, massaging his forehead. “That’s generally my solution to most problems as well.”

“What?”

Noah shook his head. “Never mind. Thanks for the trip. I’ll be off now.”

“Hold on,” Bird shifted to stand in front of the lift. “You’ve still got my Catchpaper. Take your runes off it and hand it back over. And… don’t touch me when you do. I don’t want to think about where your hands have been.”

“Ah, yes. The Catchpaper.” Noah coughed into a fist, then nudged his grimoire. “I’ve got that. Right in here.” The book didn’t budge. Bird arched an eyebrow and held a hand out expectantly. Noah nudged the grimoire again, then gave her a sheepish grin. “Give me one moment.”

He knelt beside the grimoire and pulled at it. They didn’t budge. It was like the book had been welded shut. His eyes narrowed, and he leaned in close to whisper into its leather covers.

“If you don’t give me the damn Catchpaper, I’m cutting you open like one of those lizards and taking every damn rune I gave you. Then I’m going to put them in other grimoires while you watch. Do you hear me?”

The grimoire bucked, shooting several sheets of thick Catchpaper out of it as if it were sneezing. Noah grabbed them and rose back to his feet, giving Bird a winning grin as he held them out.

She took them with two fingers and stared at him with a mixture of abstract confusion and disgust. “Did you just threaten your book?”

“What, have you never done that? You should give it a try sometimes. It’s very cathartic.” Noah slung the grimoire over his shoulder and adjusted his jacket. “I’ll be off, then. Pleasure doing business with Otto. Let him know I’m more than willing to work with him again in the future.”

“Right,” Bird drawled. She stepped to the side, and Noah walked onto the lift. He did his absolute best to keep his expression straight until it rattled away, taking him out of her line of sight.

The moment it did, Noah blew out an exhausted breath and buried his face in his hands.

“I’m cursed,” Noah muttered to himself. “I swear I’m cursed.”
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Bird listened to the lift rattle away.

Bird wasn’t her real name, but she was surprised to find she rather liked it. She’d gone through a number of names in her time. Most of them had been considerably less enjoyable. Her names didn’t tend to last all that long, so there was no reason not to get enjoyment out of this one while she still could.

She’d worked with a lot of odd people in her service to Otto. Generally, the ones powerful enough to draw his attention were also rather… enigmatic. Normal people didn’t tend to last long enough or get lucky enough to deal with him. She was no stranger to odd clients.

By all means, Vermil hadn’t been the worst. That was a thought that would have made her younger self shudder, but she hadn’t made it this far in life without seeing more than a few things she would have preferred to scrub from her mind.

The rumors about him being a pervert were somehow both right and wrong. I was fully expecting to have to blast him into kingdom come when he tried to pull something, but I swear he couldn’t have possibly been less interested in me.

Why would he show me those drawings and then show up nearly naked for absolutely no reason? If I’d closed my eyes when talking to him, he’d have come off almost exactly like some of the King family’s warriors.

Bird shook her head and looked down at the Catchpaper clenched in her hand. She’d been pushed so far off balance that she hadn’t even remembered to count it to see if Vermil had given her everything back. She leafed through the papers. A frown crossed Bird’s face. She turned them over, then blinked.

“What in the Damned Plains?”

They were unused. Every single paper was entirely untouched. Aside from the slight crinkles that had been put into them by her own hand, there wasn’t a single sign of a rune ever having been present on them.

Did he really just head over there to strip naked and do absolutely nothing? There’s a chance he brought his own Catchpaper, but why would he choose to use it over mine? And with how sensitive these are, the chances of him getting absolutely nothing on them are almost impossible unless he really didn’t kill any monsters. I refuse to believe he was that incompetent. Any Rank 4 should have been able to take out at least one or two. There’s no way he made such a large deal with Otto only to sacrifice all of it to… what, play a crass joke on me?

Bird couldn’t contain her curiosity. She slid the papers into her pouch and returned to the control panel of the transport cannon. Her hands played across the controls as she adjusted its direction once more.

The cannon was low on energy, but she didn’t need much. It would only take a few minutes to check the location out. Now that the transport cannon worked identically to the one in the possession of the King family, setting it to pull her back in a few minutes was no problem.

She finished setting it up, and a hum filled the building as it started to power up. Bird headed over to the tube and lowered herself into it as the hum grew louder. Then the cannon activated with a loud thrum, and she was off, hurtling through the ether.

The travel was familiar to her at this point. She’d used transport cannons so many times that she barely even flinched at the sensation of being pressed through space. By the time she registered the purple grass poking into her back and surrounding her, she’d already begun to sit up—but she didn’t make it far.

“What the fuck?” Bird whispered.

Corpses littered the ground, ripped to shreds and blackened. There must have been easily twenty or thirty of them, but the signs of battle on the grass spoke of a much larger fight. Massive portions of it were matted completely flat.

What kind of massive monster could have done that? And did Vermil seriously kill all of these monsters and come out without a single scratch on him? If there were this many of them in the area, there must have been a near-limitless army attacking him. He drew way too much attention… but he barely even looked winded. It just looked like he had a slight headache or something.

Bird swallowed. If the scene before her wasn’t some form of misdirection, then Vermil had somehow not only killed all of these monsters, but he’d managed to either kill or evade something far larger than the rest of them.

And he did that while he was naked?

Bird pulled at the lapel of her coat subconsciously.

There’s no way that strategy actually works, is there?

The thought slipped into her mind before she could stop it. She shook her head furiously to throw it free before it could take root. Vermil was screwing with her. That much was evident. There was no way anybody intentionally fought naked. There couldn’t be.

I have gotten my shirt caught on the doors sometimes, though. Is it possible he was actually telling the truth? That wouldn’t explain how a Rank 4 would be able to do something like this, but I don’t know where else to start. Maybe this is some form of old fighting style that I’m completely unaware of. I’m going to have to look into this.
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Noah’s embarrassment faded quickly as he hurried down the streets on his way back to Building T. Bird could think of him whatever she wanted. He had an indeterminate amount of powerful runes stored within his ornery grimoire just waiting for him to play with.

If I wanted to, I could probably just straight up make the Rank 4 rune here and now by sacrificing all the energy stored up in them. That would probably be a waste, but there’s no way I’m not going to see what I’ve got to work with and start figuring out exactly what kind of Rank 4 rune I’ll make them into.

He made it back to Moxie’s room and slipped inside. It was empty. A flicker of disappointment passed over him. Moxie wasn’t there to see all the fruits of his labor. In a way, that was probably for the best. It would let him focus on actually figuring out what he’d gotten.

I’ll just have to show her later. If the grimoire was grabbing runes the whole time I was fighting, I should have enough for everyone who wants one. Sunder is so unbelievably useful. It’s got to be the best Master Rune in existence.

Noah pulled the grimoire off his back and set it down on the bed. He brushed his hands off and took a step back, a grin pulling across his lips as he gestured impatiently to it.

“Come on, then. Let’s see what you’ve got. You can eat the stuff I decide we don’t need.”

That caught the grimoire’s attention. It snapped open, pages fluttering, and runes blossomed across its surface. Noah’s smile stretched wider still as he studied the book. There were dozens of new runes on its pages. If Otto had known just how many of them he’d gotten out of this, the mage probably would have pulled his ears straight off his head in disbelief.

“Now that’s what I like to see,” Noah breathed. “Let’s get this a bit more organized, shall we? I think I’ve just become a very wealthy man.”


Chapter Fifty-Two



In one hour, Noah had gotten twenty-six runes. At least that was how many runes his grimoire was willing to show him. He had the sneaking suspicion it was storing more than a few of them for itself, but given the amount he had to work with, he wasn’t going to complain.

Of the runes, seven of them were Monster Runes. It seemed that the grimoire had focused on the “normal” ones. That worked out quite well for him, as the others weren’t going to be useful to anyone other than Lee.

And I’m not letting Otto ever get any of these. They’re either going to my grimoire or to Lee. After the story of what a Monster Rune does to you, I don’t have any plans to take one into myself quite yet. But the other runes are a whole different story.

He’d gotten nine Rank 2s, seven Rank 3s, and three Rank 4s. Every single one of them was based around space. The Rank 2s were all variations of plain Space Runes in a variety of different qualities, ranging from True Space—which were much closer to perfect by nature, as they were composed entirely of Rank 1 Greater Runes of the exact same type—to borderline unusable trash that almost wasn’t worth the effort of reconstructing with Sunder.

The Rank 3s weren’t in too much of a different situation, but they were more clustered around the middle of the line rather than the extremes. Three of them were borderline worthless aside from being ripped apart for power. The remaining four were Shifting Space, Churning Warp,Rippling Pulse, and Thrumming Spatial Wave. All four were usable and, judging by the energy he could feel from the pages, were probably somewhere around 20 or 25 percent full when they’d first been formed.

As for the Rank 4 runes—two of them were trash. They still had power and components that would be invaluable for when he got around to taking them apart and putting everything together into a new rune, but there was no way he’d ever consider using them himself.

The final Rank 4 rune was a little more interesting. It was called Warped Elastic Expanse and was, like the others, heavily leaning in the space direction from what Noah could tell. The rune seemed to be roughly around 35 percent full when it had been made.

Several seconds passed as he studied all his earnings. There was a lot to take in. Even the poorly made runes were worth a fortune. But even if he’d wanted to sell them, it would have been slightly problematic.

He’d have to sell them under disguise, and selling a bunch of Space Runes so quickly after attending Otto’s special space-dungeon felt like a great way to rat out just how many runes he’d gotten from it.

I suppose I could just sell one at a time at an auction or something. That’s worth considering with the lower-quality ones. For now, I’m not going to worry about profit. I just want to make the absolute best Rank 4 rune that I can.

That was, of course, the crux of the matter. If he’d wanted to, he could have ripped the runes apart then and there to form a Rank 4. It would have wasted a considerable amount of energy, but as long as Otto was going to buy Monster Runes from him, he wasn’t in any shortage of that.

Then again, he doesn’t buy them that often. I don’t want to overcommit and waste everything only to find out he doesn’t want another Monster Rune for a month. That’s a lot of time, given how fast things have been moving.

Noah drummed his fingers against his thigh and dismissed the thoughts. Money trouble could come later. Right now, he had all the components he needed to build a new Space Rune. He just had to figure out which one he’d make.

“Do I make a Rank 3 True Space Rune?” Noah mused, letting his hand drop and starting to pace around the room. The grimoire fluttered on his bed impatiently, but he ignored it. “Then I’d have to find other things to fit in for the other disasters, and I could make a Rank 4 Unnatural Disaster Rune.”

That would fit in with his current path. There were a lot of disasters that could probably be considered unnatural, and he could set out to get more Matter-based runes next. He had the one from the deal with Otto, but it wasn’t sufficient. Alexandra had said Gero also had Matter Runes, so they couldn’t be completely impossible to acquire.

Hm. But what other runes would go into Unnatural Disaster? That seems like a ridiculously broad concept. It’s basically every single disaster other than natural disasters. Am I trying to match too closely to Natural Disaster?

Noah came to a stop by Moxie’s desk, the frown on his face growing deeper. Now that he actually had the runes he needed, the decision as to what to make somehow seemed even more difficult. He sat down and leaned back in the chair. Noah rocked back and forth, chewing his lower lip.

“The hell do I do? I suppose I could just throw something together and see how it works, but that would be a pretty big waste.”

“Do about what?” Moxie asked.

Noah nearly pitched out of his chair. A vine caught its back and righted him, and he turned as Moxie stepped into the room, a vine snaking back into her shirt sleeve and a wry smile on her face.

“I didn’t hear you get back,” Noah said. “Thanks for the save. Where were you?”

“I technically caused the situation, but no problem. And I was out training and practicing patterns,” Moxie said as she shut the door behind her. There was a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead. “I take it things went well with Otto?”

Noah grimaced. “Er… yeah. They went. And most importantly, I got runes. A lot of them.”

“So why do you look like you ate a rotten apple?” Moxie took the travel bag off her shoulder and set it down. She wiped her face with the back of a sleeve and headed over to her closet to pull out a change of clothes.

“I’ve been trying to figure out what Rank 4 rune to make,” Noah said. “It may be the dumbest problem in the world, but I have too many options. My concept is just so broad.”

Moxie snorted and set the clothes on her bed before heading into the bathroom. A second later, her dirty clothes flew out the door. A vine crept out of the bathroom a second later, wrapping around them and delivering them over to her closet before snaking back into the bathroom.

“Want to talk through it? Speaking out loud always seems to help me.”

“I certainly won’t object,” Noah said. He did his best not to look at the open bathroom door as Moxie turned on the shower. He needed to remain focused on the task at hand. There were two entirely different parts of his brain trying to be active at the same time, and feeding the wrong one was a great way to ensure absolutely no more work got accomplished today. “I’m thinking about if I should make my next Rank 4 an Unnatural Disaster Rune. My first one is Natural Disaster, so it kind of fits.”

“Makes sense,” Moxie said from within the shower. “What’s the trouble, then?”

“Well, Natural Disaster is relatively controlled, even if it seems broad. It’s a bunch of physical changes in nature,” Noah said. “And I’ve got a theme in it as well—vibration. So everything is actually tied together. Unnatural Disaster, though… that’s just about every other disaster possible.”

“I think I see what you’re getting at,” Moxie said after a moment of thought that was broken only by the sound of pattering water. “You think Unnatural Disaster is too big of a concept to fit as a Rank 4?”

“Yeah. And if I build with it in mind, I’m going to waste a huge amount of energy and time.”

“Definitely good to handle it now before you get that far along. So what’s the alternative?”

“One of them would just be making a Space Disaster Rune and filling in the others as I go. Make each Rank 4 a different kind of disaster, then combine everything into a Disaster Rune at Rank 5. I think the other concepts are large enough that they can basically match up with mundane disasters on their own.”

Moxie finished up in the shower, and the water shut off. She snagged a towel from the rack and pulled it behind the curtains. A second later, she stepped out, bundled within it.

“Space does seem like a really broad concept. I think I’m leaning more toward that myself,” Moxie said as she wrung her hair out. “You’re going to have some trouble finding the way to make a good Rank 4 Space Rune, but if anyone can do it, it’s going to be you with Sunder.”

Noah leaned back in the chair again. He returned to rocking back and forth—but only taking a look at the ceiling and the window to make sure that Lee wasn’t waiting somewhere to scare the life out of him.

“That’s what I was thinking as well. I admit that it’s also tempting because it means I can do something now instead of sitting around until I can get my hands on the other Disaster-based runes to make my Rank 4,” Noah said with a sheepish laugh. “Also, the other issue would be what I’d make my other runes. Natural Disaster and Unnatural Disaster seem to cover everything.”

“Honestly, I’m just impressed you haven’t jumped to make the rune already. With how impatient you used to be, that’s a huge improvement.” Moxie headed out of the bathroom and sat down on the bed beside her clean change of clothes. “Splitting off the other disasters and making Rank 4s for each of them does seem like the right move. You can get quite a few really high-level disasters that aren’t covered by Natural Disaster, and packing them all into one Rank 4 would probably fail.”

“Great,” Noah said. “So a space-related disaster Rank 4 is the move.”

“Seems like it to me.” Moxie shrugged, then grinned and stood up. “Close your eyes unless you want to get sidetracked.”

Noah shut his eyes an instant before she dropped her towel, calling on a supreme force of will that he hadn’t even realized he’d had—but that wasn’t quite enough to stop the senses of his Body Imbuement. They didn’t give any amount of detail beyond a general humanoid blob, which was a blessing. The absolute last thing he needed was to be walking around with a magical x-ray that was permanently active.

Moxie stepped toward him. Noah’s eyes opened to find her fully dressed once more.

“Hoping for a look? Or good timing?”

“Body Imbuements,” Noah replied with a chuckle. “And unfortunately for this specific scenario and fortunately for every single other one, they aren’t good enough to give me any detail.”

“That is both simultaneously fortunate and unfortunate,” Moxie agreed. “I’ll show mercy and stop distracting you. Do you have an idea of what kind of Space Rune you’re going to try to make?”

“Yeah. This helped line my thoughts up a lot,” Noah said as he rose from the chair. “Thanks, Moxie.”

“Any time. Are you going to try to make it now?”

“I wish. I kind of got myself killed again. I’m going to lie down for a bit. I don’t know how long it’ll be until we’re meant to go to that enforcer meeting, but I’m hoping it’ll be really late at night. If they show up earlier, let me know, would you?”

“You died?” Moxie exclaimed. She opened her mouth, then let it close again and shook her head with a sigh. “Fine. I’ll let you know. Rest well.”

Noah pushed his grimoire to the side and flopped onto Moxie’s bed. His eyes drifted shut, but even as the headache pulsed in his mind, the only thought he had was determination. It was about time he got his next Rank 4 rune.


Chapter Fifty-Three



Hours passed, and the day soon drifted by and slipped into the beginnings of night. Noah wasn’t sure if the Enforcer meeting was delayed, forgotten, or just always started this late. He didn’t particularly care.

His headache faded and left behind only excitement. Noah slipped out of bed and sat down on the ground to lean against it. He set the grimoire in his lap, resting his hand on its surface so he could pull in any runes he wanted to while he was in his mindspace.

He then sank into himself. Darkness swirled up and consumed the world around him before blooming to reveal his runes floating around him. The Space Rune he’d taken from Lee sat across from Natural Disaster.

Combustion’s power rippled beneath his feet, and his other two Master Runes bore down on him from overhead. Their pressure pressed against each other instead of just him, saving Noah from having to fight to avoid being crushed under their power.

“Right. Space-related disasters,” Noah said to himself. He extended a hand, calling the rune he’d taken from Lee to himself. It was weak, but it was the first building block and the most important one to understand.

Runes were already ambiguous enough on their own, and a Space Rune was a step above. It was a broad concept. A very broad concept. Space meant a great number of things. It was the area that an object took up, but it was also the distance between two objects—and, if he was really going by every definition of the word, it was also the universe outside of the planet.

Each definition would probably work for making a Rank 2 Space Rune. After all, runes were heavily dependent on intent. The way someone looked at something could completely change the outcome.

Lee included some of these in her Demon Rune, Smoldering Warp. A lot of people will probably use space to travel. That’s the most logical use for the rune, after all. Teleportation is really powerful.

It’s also insanely complex. I can’t even begin to understand how portals function. I suppose it’s got something to do with establishing a connection between two different points in space, but as to how that would actually be done… no idea.

It was easy to see why so few people were able to progress far with Space Runes. It wasn’t just their concept that was broad. It was the ways to use them. Noah studied the Rank 1 Space Rune, his lips pursed in thought.

He drew a trickle of power from it, letting it run through his body and gather at his fingertips. Actually using the rune was another interesting matter. Water runes needed water; Fire runes needed flame; and Earth runes needed earth.

What does a Space Rune need when it’s at Rank 1? There hasn’t been any intent in it yet, so it shouldn’t have a preset disposition to any form of space. But if I’m picturing space as the universe beyond this world, how would I ever be able to use this rune? I wouldn’t have access to that, so it just wouldn’t work.

Would it just straight up not function unless I thought about a form of space that it could actually access?

Noah extended a hand, picturing the air compressing above his palm. A shimmer of faint purple energy gathered, but that was the extent of the rune’s effects. He opened his eyes in the real world to confirm the results were the same. They were, so he closed them again to return to his mindspace.

“Interesting,” Noah mused to himself as he released the Rank 1 rune. “It could be that I’m not thinking about this the right way, or it could be that a Rank 1 rune just isn’t strong enough to do what I want.”

Another thought struck him, and he tilted his head to the side.

Or it could be the intent in every Rank 1 rune. They can be specific to one thing, even if I don’t know what that one thing would be for Space. If I want to avoid that, I’ll need something that I understand entirely. When I made the Fragment of Renewal, I filled it with my own intent and functionally made my own rune. Should I try to figure out what intent was behind the Rank 1 Space Rune?

Noah pictured a portal forming before him, but nothing happened. That wasn’t really much of a surprise. If a Rank 1 rune allowed him to teleport at will, then Space Runes would have been absolutely ridiculous.

He lowered his expectations to just a tiny pinprick of… portal energy. Noah wasn’t sure how else to imagine the churning purple power that Brayden had walked through so many times. Once again, nothing happened.

Eyes narrowed, Noah allowed the Rank 1 Space Rune to float back into position in his soul. He let out a sigh and lay out on the flat expanse of black that was his soul, staring up at the Master Runes floating far above him.

This isn’t the right way to go about this. I’m approaching things as if I’m just any other mage. I don’t know all that much about teleportation and all that shit, but why would I waste my time with that in the first place?

I’ve seen the space between time. The line. I saw that demon break through literal nothingness to invade. That’s what I need to focus on. I’ll leave normal space to everyone else. Brayden said everything well enough. It’s incredibly difficult to understand, and I don’t have experience with it.

I don’t have the time to truly figure out how it works either. It’ll be one of my Rank 4 runes, but I can have more than one space-related rune with how broad the subject is.

Noah sat back up and pushed himself to his feet. He had a path before him. He’d seen enough to give him an understanding of space that nobody else in this world could even begin to comprehend.

For that matter, he wasn’t so sure he comprehended it himself. Much of his memories had been repressed by his own mind in order to try and save his sanity. Azel had been steadily picking away at some of those memories to re-release them, but he’d been focused on emotions rather than knowledge.

“What is space?” Noah mused to himself. “Vast. That’s the first word that comes to mind. But that isn’t the only one. Space isn’t entirely its own concept. It feels like it can’t properly exist in a vacuum. There has to be the concept of time as well, even if that concept is the lack of time rather than its passing.”

But even that didn’t quite feel like it was enough. Space and time were intertwined, but words didn’t feel like they could properly encapsulate the feeling that the Line had imposed onto Noah.

Repressed memories stirred as he dug deeper into himself and sought to find knowledge that he’d done his absolute best to completely forget. Ancient thoughts that didn’t even feel like they were his brushed past Noah’s mind, dragging their claws through his psyche.

Boredom. Infinite, mind-hollowing boredom. Nothingness—and yet, everything at once. The infinite black that stretched out in every single direction without any sign of end and the glistening roads of gold that ran throughout it.

Noah’s stomach roiled at the thoughts, and a grimace twisted across his lips. Even the memories were vile. He wanted to violently shake his head off, bury his head into a pillow, and scream until the thoughts vanished, never to show their heads again.

But he couldn’t do that. He needed the memories. They were the leg up he had on everyone else who had tried to form a Space Rune. The knowledge that—quite literally—no other mortal had access to, as far as he was aware. And so he pushed deeper.

There were so many memories of the exact same thing. The exact same step, taken infinite times over. The same wordless souls surrounding him, and the same golden path. They ground against Noah’s mind like a millstone.

He pressed on. For all the monotony, for all the agony that the Line had been, every memory held a tiny flicker of knowledge. It was so faint that it was almost nonexistent. A single one would have been worthless. Hundreds—even thousands of them—would have been no different.

But Noah had far more than that. He had more than he could count, and they were buried so deeply into his psyche that they were part of his soul itself. Those flickers of understanding—a look into a world beyond mortal comprehension—started to pull together.

It wasn’t in any way that Noah could phrase. He’d been hoping to suddenly find that he understood the concept of space well enough to cut a wormhole straight through it, but that didn’t happen.

There was no revelation. There was no burst of understanding or miraculous realization to be found within all the time that Noah had spent waiting in line.

He didn’t know how space worked. He had no way to comprehend how time and space intertwined or to visualize the vast extent of the concept he was trying to decipher. And so he stopped trying.

Noah gave up on trying to figure out how space worked and simply observed. He’d been within that vast expanse of emptiness for so long that it had become part of him. Space wasn’t just an area or the area between two locations. It was everything. Every single thing, living or not, past or present, was part of it.

Noah had no way to fully come to grips with that, but he didn’t need to. Instead of trying to approach it like a scientist prying free secrets, he greeted it like an old friend. Space wasn’t something that a mortal could comprehend. Even with all the experience he had, he was no exception.

But Noah didn’t need to completely understand Space. Not yet. For the time being, that old friendship was enough. It was a connection—a pathway to greater understanding that could only come in time, and the steps he’d already taken thousands upon thousands upon thousands of times over were enough to pave that pathway.

Space is everything. And by that measure, I am space. My soul has passed through space that everyone else has likely passed through before, but I remember it.

The memories finally peeled back. Noah drew in a deep breath to steady himself and let it out through his nose. He looked down at the darkness of his soul beneath his feet, and he knew how he was going to make his Space Rune.

He couldn’t use the runes that anyone else had made. Not directly, at least. He needed their power, but all the intent within them was wrong. The best way he could possibly make a Space Rune wasn’t by cobbling together runes with so many differing potentials that it would be impossible to comprehend all of them.

“I’ve got the power from the Space Runes and the depth of emotion and understanding from everything I’ve seen,” Noah mused to himself. “I don’t understand life and death, but I know them. They’re old friends, and this is no different.”

The best way to make his Space Rune was to start from the beginning, where his own intent and experience would shape the energy from the other runes without allowing any of their influence in. Fortunately for Noah, that wasn’t something entirely new to him. He’d done it once before, with all the energy left over from his lives and deaths, when he’d made the Fragment of Renewal.

Determination etched itself into Noah’s features. If he wanted the perfect Space Rune for himself, he was going to have to make another rune from scratch.


Chapter Fifty-Four



Making a rune from nothing but intent and energy was easier said than done. And in what may have been the most ludicrous thought that anyone within the kingdom had ever dared to allow grace their mind, it struck Noah that he’d have to be careful not to accidentally make a Master Rune.

I don’t know exactly how it works or why something is a Master Rune rather than a normal one, but I don’t need more Master Runes right now. I mean, they probably wouldn’t hurt, but I’m trying to push toward Rank 5. A Master Rune won’t help me there.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t like he could just flip a switch to determine what rune he’d end up with. He’d only tried to form a rune once before. There wasn’t anything he could have researched about it, even if he’d wanted to.

Making runes was supposed to be impossible. At least, that was what the common knowledge in the kingdom was. If someone else had figured it out, they definitely weren’t going around telling people.

The noble families were full of stingy bastards, so Noah wouldn’t have been surprised in the slightest if they were just a step away from actually figuring something out but were unable to put things together because nobody would work together.

Okay. Enough of that. I need to focus. Forget the noble families. Making a rune from scratch requires energy charged with power and borderline perfect intent. You need to be incredibly familiar with the focus of the rune you’re trying to form, or it’ll shatter and fail to form.

I knew life and death better than space, but I think I’ve got enough of a grasp on this to form it correctly. I think I need to work in reverse. If I try to encapsulate the entirety of space into this rune, there are two options.

First, I form a Master Rune and don’t progress my actual goal in the slightest. Second, my rune is way too broad, and it isn’t anywhere near highly ranked enough to contain it. That lands me with a shitty rune that I need to reform.

The concept of space was so incredibly grand that Noah was pretty sure it could have been a Rank 8 rune—or higher. He didn’t really have a frame of reference for what the most powerful runes were.

In the end, it didn’t matter. He needed to intentionally limit just how much scope the rune covered. That meant determining exactly what elements of space he wanted to try to bring in and which ones he wanted to leave for later, when his rank advanced to the point where he could handle more power.

“Brayden mentioned just how much energy long-range teleportation cost,” Noah mused to himself, his words echoing through the darkness of his mindspace. “If I assume that every rune has a set amount of potential it can handle per tier, long-range teleportation would probably consume a ton of that potential—or more realistically, barely work at all. The rune is still a Rank 4, and it seemed like Brayden was capped at midrange teleporting.”

Everything he knew about teleportation implied it was immensely resource hungry. But more importantly, there was a bigger problem with it that he’d already briefly thought of. Noah didn’t properly understand how teleportation worked.

Sure, he’d been through the transport cannon time and time again, but driving a car didn’t mean someone actually knew how to build one. And if he had even the slightest desire to make a Flawless Rune, he couldn’t afford to be that clueless as to what was in it.

There wasn’t really any teleportation when I was standing around in the afterlife. I’ve spent a lot of time with space, but not that kind of space.

That meant teleportation wasn’t in the plans. Not for this rune. But when his thoughts drifted to the space that he was most familiar with, there was only one thing that came to mind. A dry laugh slipped out of Noah’s mouth.

It was possibly the oddest usage of space possible. He had absolutely no idea if it was possible to contain it within a Rank 4, but it felt more realistic than stuffing teleportation or any other aspects into his build.

I think I’m going to need more than one Space-based rune for my Rank 5, but I’ll deal with that later. This one is definitely going to take some work before I get it perfect, and some of that is only going to come with experience using it.

He spent a few more moments thinking through his idea to see if he could find any flaws within it. None immediately arose. That was more than enough for him. He’d been sitting around for enough time, and he was still far from the most patient man.

“Let’s get this started,” Noah said, extending his mind toward the grimoire in his lap. He’d already memorized the appearance of the runes he needed. Noah got to work, pulling them into his mindspace.

Over the course of the next few minutes, he summoned two Rank 4 runes and four Rank 3 runes. Several of the Rank 3s darkened as the active slots in his soul filled and energy pulsed through Noah’s body with all the new power flooding through him.

He didn’t let himself get used to it. His soul was already large enough that any growth he got from subpar runes such as the ones he’d just drawn in was, while definitely present, not nearly worth the benefit of keeping them around.

Noah raised a hand and called the runes forth. They gathered before him, the weak amounts of pressure washing off them, nothing but a light breeze in the face of Sunder or the Fragment of Renewal. That wasn’t to say they were weak. He’d just gotten so used to the immense power of his other runes that these paled in comparison.

There are a lot of runes here… but is this enough? I used up a lot of power making the Fragment of Renewal, and there’s one more bit missing. I need an inciting incident.

He almost laughed at his own thoughts, but he caught himself before he could. That would have been a whole new low. Inciting incident wasn’t exactly the most impressive way to put it, but that didn’t change anything.

When he’d made the Fragment of Renewal, he’d had to kill himself to activate all the energy and let him work with it. That wasn’t going to be any different with this rune.

The problem is… what do I do to activate space energy? I don’t think just standing around in space is going to be enough.

He crossed his legs and sat down in the center of his soul, drumming his fingers against his chin. His natural instinct was to try to kill himself again.

It’s not an addiction, Moxie. I swear. My gourd has to have some elements of space in it. Activating it could give me something to work with… but I’m not sure it would be enough. I need something more intensely related.

Noah’s eyes drifted across the darkness, landing on a thin white crack at the edge of his mind that had come from his latest death. It was small and hardly worth noticing. He wasn’t even sure if it was worth wasting the energy from the Fragment of Renewal to fix⁠—

Wait.

He rose to his feet and rose over to the damage to his soul, peering into it. Beyond was nothing but an endless pale void. It was impossible to tell how far it stretched. It was just… nothing. An expanse of emptiness.

Except there’s no such thing as truly empty. Even if nothing is there, that’s still space.

Noah reached out and brushed a finger against the crack. Electric tingles raced up his arm, and he yanked his hand back, shaking it off and shuddering. But despite the discomfort, a smile pulled across his lips.

This is it. This is what I need. I wouldn’t even dare to do anything without the Fragment of Renewal. But I’ve got it, which means I can be as stupid as I want to be as long as I don’t completely destroy my soul.

He called his Space Runes over to him again, then sat down beside the crack in his soul and got comfortable. There wasn’t going to be enough energy to have multiple shots at this, so he had to get it right the first time around.

Noah took another second to still his mind and focus. He pictured his goals, locking them at the forefront of his mind. Then he called on Sunder.

His veins turned black as its chilling power flowed through him. The runes floating before Noah trembled, but he held them there. He’d be on a timer the instant one of them broke. Every second would count, and he couldn’t waste even a thought.

It’s time to make that Rank 4.

Noah’s hand carved horizontally through the air, brushing across each of the Space Runes. A black line streaked after it. For an instant, the seven runes hovered in place like a breath of air caught within his lungs.

Then, one after another, they shattered in rapid succession. Power erupted from the runes and flew out in a hazy purple wave, but Noah wasn’t done. Sunder flashed again. And again. Every single time runes flew out of the wreckage of their former selves, Noah carved them apart again. He didn’t have time to deal with it or inspect each rune, so every single one was split.

He continued until they were nothing but Rank 1s, and then he split those as well. Within just moments, all that remained before him was a sea of concentrated energy—but it wasn’t just space. It was riddled with power from other runes that didn’t belong that had been part of the combinations.

Noah didn’t bother worrying about the excess energy. It wasn’t going to be able to react with his inciting incident, so it would get separated out from the space energy soon enough. Anything that remained could be used to fill up his new rune. What was important now was the energy that did matter.

Noah extended his senses to the purple haze, and the vastness of space greeted him. It was only a dirty window into the true potential of Space Magic, but it was all Noah needed. He gathered it to him, letting its feeling flood into his stomach like thousands of butterflies.

Gritting his teeth, Noah reached down to the crack in his soul. His fingers tingled violently as he worked them into it to find purchase. His hands tightened around its dark edges. Then he ripped the crack open.

A violent tremor shot up his arms and into his body. Trails of white energy rose up from the self-inflicted soul wound and burned into his soul, trying to split him apart at the seams. Noah didn’t have an instant to waste.

As large as his soul was, it couldn’t withstand this forever. He gathered all the space energy around him. He focused on the thrumming feeling racing through his limbs and into his chest. His thoughts sharpened, and he brought his intent to the forefront of his mind.

Noah drew all the energy into himself. It swirled within his body for a brief instant. Intent mixed with the white void, and both mixed with the space energy. It churned like a storm within him, trying to break free.

He didn’t let it. Noah’s grip tightened on the power as he forced his intent to take the forefront once more. Bands of his will wrapped around the magic, impressing his desires upon it. Veins of white traveled up his arms, and they started to turn translucent.

Noah shot to his feet. White and purple power roiled around his hands and arced like miniature bolts of lightning. He could hold it no longer. Noah released the power, driving his intent into it once more as it rocketed out of his body.

A jagged white line carved through the air before him, flickers of purple smoke swirling within it. Then came another, and another. A rune began to form in the air before him. Noah gritted his teeth, pushing more energy into it.

Cracks of white spread through his soul from the wound. He was drawing so deeply on it that the wound was expanding.

Time ground by at an agonizingly slow pace. It felt like every line took an hour to carve, but Noah didn’t relent. He drew on his memories of the Line and bound the rune with them, refusing to allow even the slightest deviation of his command.

Pain pulsed through Noah. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes as his hands clenched at his sides. The rune faded in and out before his eyes as his head swam. With a cry, he shoved the last of the space energy he’d gathered into it, leaving behind only the miscellaneous power from the other runes.

Noah dropped to his knees, gasping for breath as iron bands tightened around his head and squeezed. He desperately drew on the Fragment of Renewal and shoved its power into his soul, halting the advance of the cracks before they could spread further.

He dragged his gaze up from the floor.

Floating before him was a glistening rune. Complex lines of white intertwined with each other in ways that the eye couldn’t properly comprehend at first glance. Within them shimmered faint purple smoke.

The rune was whole.

“I did it,” he breathed, extending a trembling hand toward the newly formed rune.

Noah didn’t have the energy to finish the motion. He pitched forward, falling to the ground of his mindspace as unconsciousness took him—but it couldn’t take the weary grin that was plastered across his face.


Chapter Fifty-Five



Noah woke up to a very strange feeling—one that he hadn’t felt since he’d been a child. He was being carried. Confusion slipped through his muddled mind. That didn’t make any sense. As far as he could recall, he’d been sitting against Moxie’s bed.

His eyes opened the rest of the way to find the ground bouncing below him. He was definitely getting carried.

“What the hell?” Noah muttered, blinking the rest of his befuddlement away. The motion stopped, and he felt himself getting lowered back to the ground.

“Gods, talk about timing,” Moxie said as she set him down and took a step back, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Are you okay?”

The rest of Noah’s awareness returned. “Damn, you’re stronger than I thought.”

“Answer the question,” Moxie said, prodding Noah in the stomach. Despite the stern expression on her face, there was a flicker of worry behind her eyes. “Are you okay? You didn’t do something stupid, did you?”

“I’m fine, don’t worry,” Noah said, raising his hands. He shook his head, trying to get his bearings. They were standing on a path somewhere in Arbitage, which was most definitely not where he recalled getting to work. Moonlight shimmered above them. “Is… there a reason you carried me out of the room? And did I mention you were strong?”

Moxie rolled her eyes. “Did you forget that we had a meeting with the Enforcers tonight? Silvertide showed up to pick us up, and you were completely passed out. I didn’t want to interrupt your work, so I just picked you up and took you with me. I figured we didn’t want to miss this.”

“Whoops,” Noah said. “I may have taken a bit longer than I’d planned.”

“It’s fine. You woke up before we made it. So, as usual, you somehow managed to have pretty decent timing.”

Noah glanced over his shoulder. They were alone on the street. “Where’s Silvertide?”

“Just a bit ahead of us. The meeting building is right down the street. I’ve just been waiting out here with you in hopes that you’d wake up. It would have been really awkward if I had to show up lugging your unconscious body with me.”

Noah rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I appreciate the carry. Sorry about that. I got a bit caught up making a rune.”

“Anytime.” Moxie started to nod, then froze. “Wait. Making?”

He flashed her a grin. “I’ll show you later. And when you say anytime, does that mean you’ll carry me back too?”

“Who are you? Lee?” Moxie asked with an exasperated laugh. “Get moving, dummy. We’re already late.”

“I believe the term is fashionably late,” Noah corrected. “But I don’t really know where to go. You’re going to have to lead me.”

“Oh,” Moxie said. “Right.”

She sent one last look at him before shaking her head and walking down the street. Noah fell in alongside her, and the two of them walked over to a nearby building. The door had been left open by a crack.

They headed inside and down a short hallway that ended at another door. It was Noah’s turn to push the door open. He fully expected to find some form of fancy tunnel system that led into a deep underground meeting hall.

Instead, what he found was a small room full of soft couches and a table laden with pastries. Several people sat around it while sipping cups of tea. There were a number of people that he recognized within it.

Brayden stood against one of the walls, his arms crossed and a weary expression on his face. He gave a slight nod of greeting that Noah returned. Slouched on a large chair beside him was Silvertide. Noah made eye contact with the old soldier, who looked from him to Moxie and waggled his eyebrows.

I’m not even embarrassed. Getting carried is great. I can see why Lee likes it so much.

“Ah. The wayward professor has deigned to join us,” Neir said. It had been some time since Noah had last spoken to the bald Enforcer, but his sharp expression had burned itself into his mind. He hadn’t forgotten just how close he’d come to getting discovered after killing the Hellreaver.

“Sorry,” Noah said. “I fell asleep.”

“Remind me why we’ve decided to invite this one?” Neir asked.

“Because he was there for the fight,” Godrick said. He was on a couch facing away from Noah, so while he couldn’t see the man, he recognized his voice—and his senses didn’t miss his complete lack of a heartbeat.

“Sit, please,” Silvertide said. “We’ve been waiting for you and Moxie to show up. If I’m honest, I wouldn’t have minded you taking a bit longer. I was quite enjoying my dinner.”

“That’s because you got it for free, you stingy old bastard,” Godrick said with a bark of laughter.

“I’m not stingy. I’m efficient at distributing my money.” Silvertide took a long sip from his cup as if to prove his point.

Noah and Moxie worked their way around the room to an empty couch and lowered themselves into it in unison. There were a total of five people in the room other than them, and he knew all of them but a middle-aged woman with ruby red hair sitting beside Godrick.

“Is this everyone?” Noah asked.

I could have sworn there were more people that showed up right after Brayden and I finished our fight against Barb.

“No. The other Enforcers are either doing their normal duties or following leads as to Wizen’s location,” Neir said. “Now that you’re here, we can get started. Tell us everything you know about Wizen.”

That wasn’t difficult. Noah had no reason to hide any of the information he had on the man, and he really didn’t know much in the first place. The only thing he had to keep secret was his detection method for Wizen’s puppets, which really wasn’t all that novel in the first place, and anything pertaining to his own abilities or his students’ well-being.

Noah went over everything he knew about Wizen, starting from when the man had taken over Evergreen’s puppet during the exam. He considered leaving that particular bit out, but as far as he was aware, they hadn’t actually done anything wrong considering Evergreen hadn’t actually been in control of the puppet.

Also, Evergreen is dead. Hard to be pissed when you’re rotting six feet under.

The story didn’t take long. He did choose to skip over the fight with Will, as he didn’t particularly want to go about explaining why he’d attacked the man in the first place. Noah told the Enforcers the information Father had given him about Wizen and went back over the fights that Silvertide and Brayden had been present for.

Everyone remained silent for a few seconds as they took in everything he’d said.

“It all lines up with what we know. If only we’d known sooner,” Neir said, irritation clear in his tone.

“Vermil would have been a complete idiot to tell us any of this earlier,” Silvertide said. “We would have been suspicious of him. And considering Vermil is not an Enforcer, his first duty is to his students, not us.”

Neir pressed his lips thin but said nothing more.

“The more important matter is where we should take things from here. We still don’t know where Wizen is or what his actual goals are,” Godrick said. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned back, tapping a foot against the ground. “This does confirm that Wizen was targeting the Torrins specifically for that artifact, though. He wasn’t just going for a random powerful weapon.”

“A key to the Damned Plains isn’t going to make it any easier to actually contract or bind a demon,” the red-haired Enforcer said. “I don’t see what benefit Wizen is going to get from it’s normal purpose, which means he must be trying to make a weapon with it.”

“Seems like a lot of hassle,” Brayden said. “Wizen is capable. We know this. Why would he need a weapon like that?”

“Not for any good reason, I’d imagine,” Godrick said. “That’s why it’s so important we find him sooner rather than later. We already have people following the trails his magic left behind. He can’t hide forever. Even if he’s done with Arbitage, we can’t afford to leave that artifact in his hands. It’s too dangerous.”

“Not to mention how bad everything will look on Arbitage if people find out what happened,” Neir said through a weary sigh. He massaged the bridge of his nose between two fingers. “Who among us is actually able to go hunting for him other than me?”

The only person that raised their hand was the red-haired Enforcer. Neir didn’t look very surprised at that.

“Most of us have duties at the school,” Godrick said. “But this is far from the first time we’ve dealt with a situation like this. We’ll keep an eye out and help with research and preparation. You and Hayley can join the others in trying to track Wizen down, and we’ll all back you up when you locate him.”

“If we locate him,” said the red-haired Enforcer, whom Noah presumed to be Hayley. “We don’t have much lead on his location. Vermil, you said you had a student that had been captured by Wizen at some point. Would she⁠—”

“No,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “She has no idea. I’ll press again to find out, but if she knew, she wouldn’t be keeping it to herself. She’s got more reason to want him dead than anyone else here.”

His eyes drifted to meet those of everyone in the room, practically daring someone to challenge him on that. Alexandra hadn’t been in his class long, but she’d more than earned her spot in it, and he wasn’t about to let the Enforcers try to interrogate her.

“We’ll leave it to you to see if she knows anything,” Godrick said. “We’re not going to try to force answers from a student. Just keep an eye out. That goes for everyone, not just Vermil. Now, let’s talk strategy.”
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The rest of the meeting was unbearably boring. Noah nearly fell asleep twice, but Moxie prodded him awake both times. He then had to return the favor, much to her chagrin. The Enforcers might have been powerful, but they liked the sound of their voices far too much.

When the meeting finally ended, Noah could have wept tears of relief. Everyone headed out into the street and started to split off in their separate ways.

They’re going to have to pay me if they want me to suffer through another one of those wastes of time again.

“We should meet sometime tomorrow. Do you mind if I swing by your class?” Brayden asked, breaking Noah from his internal complaints.

“Huh? Yeah. Feel free. I can always use another instructor,” Noah said with a nod. “And we haven’t had a chance to catch up properly.”

“No. We haven’t,” Brayden agreed. “A lot has happened, but work comes first. Also, I’m exhausted. Those meetings have a way of draining me like nothing else.”

“Tell me about it,” Noah said with a laugh. “Until tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow,” Brayden agreed. He raised a hand, then strode off in the opposite direction while Noah and Moxie set a course for Building T.

As soon as they were out of sight and earshot of the others, Moxie grabbed Noah’s shoulders and spun him toward her.

“Whoa. What is it?” Noah asked.

“What is it? Are you kidding?” Moxie hissed, practically shaking him. “I just wasted hours fidgeting in that boring ass meeting waiting to hear about that new damn rune of yours. Tell me already! What is it?”

“Don’t you think we should get back first?” Noah asked, a grin playing across his lips. “Patience is a vir⁠—”

“Noah, I just suffered for hours. I am out of patience. I don’t need to see the damn thing yet, but if you don’t tell me what you made, I am going to do unspeakable things to you,” Moxie hissed, leaning in close. “And you are not going to enjoy most of them.”

“Fine, fine.” He leaned in closer to whisper into her ear. “I might be patting my own back a bit here, but I think it’s a rather unique idea.”

“You are within poking distance, and I am in a poking mood. What is the damn thing?”

Noah chuckled but decided answering Moxie was probably the best move for the prolonged well-being of his sides.

“A Rank 4 called Crumbling Space.”


Chapter Fifty-Six



Noah and Moxie managed to hold off any further discussion on his new rune until they made it back to her room. But the second they shut the door behind them, Moxie stared Noah down.

“Details. Give them to me.”

“It’s not Flawless,” Noah said. “It’s not even Perfect, though I don’t think it’s far. It was just about 15 percent full when I made it, so I was just a tad off the mark. That said, considering how little I understand of space as a whole, I think it turned out really damn well. I did basically make it from scratch.”

“How?” Moxie asked. She paced around the room, then stopped by the chair and grabbed onto it to keep herself from circling Noah like a hungry shark. “The last time you made a rune, you said it needed three different components. Latent power in the area, intent, and something that could kick everything into motion.”

“Right. The power came from a bunch of Space Runes I took from an area that Otto’s aid sent me to.” Noah set a hand on his grimoire. “This thing really came in handy. I got a ton of runes with it, and I’ve still got some left over. It grabbed them while I was fighting.”

“How sapient is it?” Moxie squinted at the grimoire. “I swear I’ve seen it look at me before.”

“More than it should be. It’s also taken a bit too much inspiration from Lee, if you ask me. Damn thing is permanently hungry. It’s fine. I think we’ve come to a pretty good deal. The book eats the Monster Runes I don’t care about, and, in exchange, it gathers up and holds the other stuff for me without consuming it. It also doesn’t show pornographic drawings to random people I don’t know.” Noah’s hand tightened on the cover of the book with the last sentence, and it creaked, fluttering its pages in protest.

“What’s that last bit about?”

“Stupid thing was playing a joke on me when Bird came by to take me over to the transport cannon. I think it was probably pissed I hadn’t fed it much recently, so it got back at me by popping out some drawings of a lady in dire need of clothing when I asked it for the Monster Rune,” Noah said. Moxie snorted, and he threw his hands up. “Don’t laugh at it! Why are you encouraging it?”

“I was just thinking the universe seems determined to make sure nobody you don’t know will ever like you,” Moxie said. “Honestly, that’s probably good. Given the way we played things at the advanced track meeting, keeping people from figuring out everything you did was just a ploy is going to help us. It’s better to be judged than for everyone to know you’re a schemer and look deeper into your actions.”

“That’s probably a fair point,” Noah admitted with a huff. “But I think I’d like to control just how bad people’s view of me gets. I can do enough damage to my name without help.”

“Probably,” Moxie agreed. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “But we’ve gotten off track. You never answered my question. How’d you form the rune? This is groundbreaking research, Noah. If the noble families have it, they’ve kept it incredibly secret. Did you make more progress in finding a way to trigger the rune to form?”

“Nothing like that, unfortunately. It wasn’t actually all that different from the last time I did this back when I made the Fragment of Renewal.”

Moxie’s eyes narrowed. “You killed yourself? Seriously?”

“No! Not this time,” Noah said quickly. He decided not to mention that he’d strongly considered the aforementioned strategy. “Killing myself wouldn’t have had enough to do with Space Magic. I actually used one of my soul wounds instead. I⁠—”

“How bad is it?”

“Not too bad. I got squished, but I didn’t get eaten,” Noah said. He coughed into his fist, then matched Moxie’s gaze. “Now who’s stopping me from answering your question?”

“I just get worried,” Moxie said with a sigh as she let her hands uncross and fall back to her sides. “And that isn’t going to work, because I care more about you than I do about the runes.”

That was a hard line to follow up on. Noah didn’t have any words that would come anywhere close to doing it justice. He stepped closer to Moxie and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, pulling her against his chest.

“I know. But I’m not going anywhere, Moxie.”

“I know that. It’s just that I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to fully be comfortable with you dying and coming back. What if you just… stay dead one of these times?”

“I won’t,” Noah promised. “Even if Sunder wasn’t connected to the gourd, I’d come back. I’m too damn stubborn to stay dead. Anyone would be after what I’ve seen. There’s a reason we get our memories wiped at the end of the Line. There is no force in this universe, no matter how powerful it is, that could keep me from you.”

“Do you have any idea how cheesy that sounds?” Moxie let out a muffled laugh against his chest. Her hands dug into his clothes as she pulled him closer to herself. “But for some reason, I believe you anyway.”

“That’s because I am a very trustworthy man.”

“More like too damn stubborn to stay dead,” Moxie said as they released each other. “I won’t interrupt this time. Finish telling me what the hell you did.”

“Well, I used the soul wound to—wait. You just said hell. There’s no hell in this world, is there? I’ve never heard anybody else say it.”

Moxie’s cheeks reddened. “You’ve said it so many times that I might have picked up on the habit. Could you just get on with it already, please?”

“Right, sorry. I used the soul wound that I already had and split it open even wider, then plunged my arms into it so I could use the collapsing mindspace as a catalyst to get the rune made.”

Moxie stared at Noah. Then she threw her hands up in exasperation. “Why do I even try? You seem determined to kill yourself. You literally ripped your own soul wound open and then stuck your consciousness into it?”

“Yeah. It worked! I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t have the Fragment of Renewal to heal myself.”

“That’s true,” Moxie said. “But gods, Noah. There has to be a way to do this that doesn’t involve nearly killing yourself every single time you do anything new. Screwing with soul damage is really dangerous, even for you. If the Fragment of Renewal didn’t heal you in time, you could just be… poof. Gone. It doesn’t matter if your body can come back if your soul can’t.”

“The thought did strike me,” Noah admitted. “But I was pretty sure the Fragment would be able to heal me in time. And it was, mind you.”

“Evidently. You wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t. I won’t harp on you about it any more. As stressful as it is, you know what you’re doing. Just… be careful.”

“I will be. As much as is possible, that is,” Noah said.

“I don’t think I’m going to get you to promise any more than that, so I’ll settle for it. This means you formed a Rank 4 rune without using any constituent parts, though, doesn’t it?”

“Well, technically the parts came from the Space Magic I gathered up to form it,” Noah said. “But yes. I’m thinking the same thing you are. What happens when I Sunder it?”

“You haven’t tried?”

“I did kind of pass out, and I’m also a little worried that Sundering the rune will just shatter it on the spot and leave nothing but energy.” Noah drummed his fingers against his thigh. “I think trying it now wouldn’t solve anything. I need to understand it better. The best way to do that would be using the rune as it is for a while, then breaking it apart and trying to reform it later.”

“That makes sense,” Moxie said. “Crumbling Space definitely sounds pretty intense. I can see why it might be a bit difficult to fully understand. Even the name isn’t really all that explanatory. I mean, I logically understand the words, but… what does the rune actually do?”

“I’ve got an idea, but I haven’t figured out exactly how it will end up playing out yet,” Noah admitted. “I was going to test that out now. I’ll head out and⁠—”

“Don’t you even think about it.” Moxie moved to stand in front of the door. “I want to see.”

“What if I destroy your room by accident?”

“Just don’t point it at me. It’s a newly made Rank 4 rune, so it’s not going to be able to do that much damage as long as you aren’t using all the power you’ve got in it. A little damage isn’t anything I can’t repair with some vines.”

Noah shrugged. It would save time and make it easier to test things without someone spotting him out if he didn’t have to go somewhere else. He wasn’t going to damage her room of his own volition, but if she was asking him to stay, then he certainly wouldn’t object.

“In that case, stay back,” Noah said. He moved to the far side of the room and drew on his newly made Rank 4 rune. Tingling energy ran through his body and down his arms. He shuddered at the sensation. It was far from pleasant.

He limited the amount of power he was drawing to make sure he didn’t accidentally damage anything too badly, then focused his thoughts and let a small amount of the magic slip free from his palm.

Nothing happened. Noah’s brow furrowed. He’d definitely used up energy, but it just hadn’t accomplished anything. It almost seemed as if something was impeding the power from taking root in the real world, which meant there hadn’t been enough energy present to actually cause the space around him to shift.

Brayden did say that using Space Magic was really difficult because of how much power it needed to work. I guess that’s what I’m seeing here. I wonder why that is, though. The rune is just a rune. Is there some form of natural force that resists Space Magic?

Noah drew on Crumbling Space again, this time drawing nearly double the amount of energy. The tingles racing down his arm grew even stronger as he held his hand up, focusing the power into his palm, and released it.

Thin white cracks arced out in an area no larger than a dinner plate. They stretched out, just barely brushing across the wall beside him. The air around them shimmered and bent, and a faint sucking force pulled on Noah’s hand. He yanked it back an instant before the air soundlessly seemed to fold in on itself.

Both he and Moxie stared at the wall—or more accurately, the tiny chunk of it that was completely missing. The rune had just ripped it out, leaving no trace of it behind. It was as if it had never been there.


Chapter Fifty-Seven



“Shit,” Moxie breathed, her eyes going wide. “That’s nothing like any Space Rune I’ve ever seen.”

“Yeah.” Noah stared at his hand, then swallowed. “It used up a shitton of energy just to do that tiny move, but it was damn effective.”

“How much energy?”

Noah peered into his soul to check on the rune and almost choked in surprise. The rune was completely empty and had only just barely started to gather power once more. He’d drained it entirely. He grimaced and returned his attention to Moxie. “The damn thing is completely out of power. It’s starting to regenerate, but it’s slow.”

“You completely drained a Rank 4 rune just to do that?” Moxie’s eyebrows rose up her forehead.

“Well, it’s not Perfect, much less Flawless,” Noah pointed out. “But yes. I thought I’d just used a bit of it, if I’m being honest. It’s actually kind of weird. Using Space Magic feels different from other magic.”

“How so?”

“It’s hard to describe. Less efficient, I guess?”

“Maybe it’s because you aren’t actually using something physically around you?” Moxie guessed. “With an Earth Rune, you’d have the ground to work with. I’m not sure what the space you’re working with actually is. It’s kind of hard to conceptualize.”

“That could be it,” Noah agreed, but he wasn’t so convinced. It felt like there was more to it than just not being able to see what he was working with. Even if the space was more of a concept than anything else, it was still there.

He fell silent for several seconds as he dug through his thoughts for an answer, but nothing arose. That was fine. He had time to get used to the rune and test it out more, so there was no pressure to rush to figure anything out now.

Something told him he wasn’t going to brute-force this. It would just take more understanding of space. If Brayden still found his Rank 4 runes inefficient after working with them his entire life, then he wasn’t going to find a simple solution.

“It’ll be a bit before my rune recovers, and I probably need to get some energy into it before I can do any real testing,” Noah said through a yawn. “I think I’ll work on that tomorrow, sometime around or after class. We can test it out more then.”

“Sounds like a plan. Speaking of class, are we just going to go back to the arena? I don’t think the transport cannon is operational for random usage yet.”

“Yeah, the arena is probably our best bet,” Noah agreed. “It’s getting close to that first exam. We should probably decide who the final winner of the competition is pretty soon. You… have been keeping track, right?”

“Have you not?”

Noah coughed into a fist. “I was, yes. But a reminder wouldn’t hurt. I kind of assumed you were doing it.”

“I know you did,” Moxie said with a laugh. “Isabel and Alexandra are both really close, but Alexandra is two points up. Todd is a bit behind them, followed by Emily and then James. Their scores are honestly all pretty close to each other.”

“The rune would be useful on all three of the top lot. Neither James nor Emily actually want it, so that works for me. Honestly, it probably doesn’t matter who wins. I might be overestimating them a bit, but I’m pretty sure the kids would give the rune to whoever actually needed it the most, regardless of who won.”

“You’re probably right,” Moxie agreed. “I guess we’ll find out. It still seems a bit insane to just give away a Master Rune.”

“It’s not like it would be all that useful on either of us. I mean, it would be useful, but not nearly as much as on one of them. Besides, can you imagine the look on some noble prick’s face when one of them whips it out and slaps it on the table?”

Moxie snorted and raised her hands in surrender. “I’m not arguing with you. And yes, I can imagine it… but I think I’d rather see it with my own eyes.”

“I think we’ll get a chance to do that soon enough. That, however, is a thought to deal with tomorrow. My brain is a little bit cooked right now. It’s been a long day.”

“That’s what happens when you kill yourself,” Moxie admonished. “Go take a shower. Then we can sleep.”

“I literally have a fresh body! It’s perfectly clean. Like a baby. Literally.”

“On a list of thoughts I want to have, that is absolutely not one of them. Shower.” Moxie sat down on her bed and started pulling her shirt off. She paused when she saw Noah still standing there and narrowed her eyes. “Get a move on. You are not getting anywhere near me until you’ve washed up.”

“Fine, fine.” Noah chuckled and headed into the bathroom. The day had indeed been long, but he had high hopes that the night would be longer. It never felt like he got enough time alone with Moxie. But even if he spent all the time he’d spent waiting in the Line with her, it probably still wouldn’t have been enough.
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Alexandra’s hands tightened around the hilt of her sword until the metal beneath the leather wrappings bit into her skin. Her breath came out in short huffs that turned into white vapor in the air before her, and sweat streaked down her skin as she slipped from one pattern into the next.

She’d been making progress. There was no question of that. It was tempting to seek Vermil out and ask him to follow through on his promise to monitor her while she used magic in her Formation. It was even more tempting to just use it on her own.

Alexandra pushed both the thoughts down. Vermil had put trust in her. The professor knew what he was doing, particularly with patterns and Formations. He hadn’t judged her ready to push further yet, and there was no point in permanently crippling her only remaining path forward in life.

Her hands tightened around the sword even tighter. Patterns were the only route left open before her. Body Runes had destroyed her potential. The process to remove them would probably leave her completely crippled from soul damage—unless she had enough money to buy a potion that could handle it.

And the only way I get that much money is if I can get strong enough to do missions and earn thousands upon thousands of gold. I might need multiple treatments. That could be twenty or thirty thousand gold, if not more. I can’t let myself take a risk and cut that path off. Patterns and Formations are the key.

Alexandra let out a slow breath, then raised her blade once more. She couldn’t approach Vermil for more tutelage before she had mastered the pattern perfectly. There were still flaws. Her concentration could still be better, and her movements could still be smoother.

She threw herself into the pattern. Her blade shimmered through the air like a silver butterfly as she danced alone in the night, slipping from one motion to the next in a seamless flow.

Nothing mattered other than her moves. The world was her body and her sword—nothing more. All was silent aside from the song of her blade. Alexandra pressed herself harder, jumping abruptly to the side as if someone had thrust an invisible spear at her side.

She leaned back, still locked within her pattern, shifting to fend off a horde of attacking enemies located entirely within the theater of her mind. Scenarios passed by, and she adapted to each one.

A pebble shifted beneath her foot. Alexandra stumbled, managing to keep the pattern intact with her sword, but the rest of her body had fallen just enough out of sync that she’d opened up an opening. Her movements slowed, and she lowered her weapon.

If that was a real fight against someone stronger than me, I’d be dead. I need to get better at keeping myself completely immersed in my pattern no matter what happens. Dropping it because I trip is going to be a serious issue. Maybe I need some more moves that allow me to fall and keep using them?

Several came to mind almost instantly. Alexandra went to raise her sword, then paused. The hair at the back of her neck was standing on end. She hadn’t lived in a den of assassins, involuntarily or not, without picking up more than a little awareness of danger. Someone was watching her.

Alexandra didn’t let her realization show in her posture or features. The last thing she wanted to do was give away that she knew someone was there. Instead, she launched back into a set of sword strikes that she used to move in a slow circle around the dirt training area and scan her surroundings.

It didn’t take her long to find her target. A small form stood in the shadow of a nearby fence. Alexandra wasn’t even sure if they were trying to hide. The light of the moon was shimmering off their eyes, making spotting them laughably easy.

Alexandra dropped out of her form and raised her sword to point right at the person watching her. There was no point pretending she didn’t see them when she was looking right in their direction. They’d probably have already realized she spotted them the moment she stopped moving.

The figure stiffened in surprise. They hesitated for a second, then stepped out of the shadows. Alexandra blinked in surprise. It was Yulin. The girl made her way over to Alexandra, stopping at the edge of the dirt arena. A plain metal sword rested at her side.

“I didn’t think you saw me,” Yulin said. “How long did you know?”

“That depends on how long you were standing there, but you aren’t as good at hiding as you seem to think. Do you want something?”

Yulin hesitated for a second before replying. “Were you serious about what you said when we were in the advanced track meeting?”

“I rarely say things I don’t mean, but I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

“You said you’d be willing to spar me again in the future.” Yulin shifted from foot to foot and rubbed one of her forearms.

Alexandra blinked. She had said that, but she hadn’t actually expected Yulin to take her up on it. She scanned her surroundings again to make sure that there wasn’t someone else hiding in wait to ambush her.

She seemed a bit too arrogant to accept, and I can’t imagine there’s any way her professor would be okay with this.

Yulin glanced over her shoulder nervously, and a realization struck Alexandra. Unless Yulin was a very good liar, everything about her body language said that she felt like she was somewhere she wasn’t meant to be.

She snuck out here to spar with me?

“You want to spar now?” Alexandra asked.

“I’m… busy during the day,” Yulin said. The excuse was so lame that Alexandra didn’t even bother trying to pretend like she believed it.

What would Vermil say I should do? This is a risk. Even if I haven’t spotted them, there could be someone waiting in the shadows. Yulin had a pretty bad loss against me. It’s possible Jakob would want me out of the way so it would be easier to get at Emily… but Yulin seems genuine.

When I was stuck under Gentil’s control, I really would have loved if someone had done literally anything with me. If they’d even acknowledged me as anything other than a tool. It was agony. But I’m not there anymore. Can I afford the risk?

“Enough talking,” Alexandra said. A flicker of disappointment passed through Yulin’s face. It vanished as quickly as it had arrived—she was good at controlling her emotions. She made to turn away, and Alexandra let out a huff. “Where are you going?”

Yulin sent her a baffled look. “I thought you said⁠—”

With the tip of her sword, Alexandra gestured at the blade at Yulin’s side. “Speak with your sword.”

A small smile passed over the Torrin girl’s lips. She drew her sword and inclined her head, taking a step toward Alexandra and entering the arena. They circled each other for a second, then both darted toward each other. The ring of metal on metal filled the silent night, but the two of them were the only ones around to hear it.


Chapter Fifty-Eight



When the following morning came, Lee was waiting for Noah and Moxie on top of their bed. She’d somehow managed to sneak in without waking any of them up. The sun was already well on its daily journey through the sky, so they quickly headed out to meet their students at the base of the transport cannon for class. Even though they weren’t going to be using it to head anywhere, it had been their gathering point for long enough that it felt odd to go elsewhere.

That may have been a rather odd sentiment since both Noah and Moxie both had literal classrooms they could use, but those weren’t all that useful for practicing fighting.

Once everyone had gathered at the transport cannon, the group set off to the arena. They soon found an unused area and set about raising stone walls to obscure a small location off for themselves.

“How’s everyone feeling today?” Noah asked once the walls had been erected and they had their relative privacy. Lee sat on top of one of the walls, looking out to make sure nobody grew too close to them.

“About the same as I do most days,” Todd said. His eyes narrowed, and he studied Noah. “Why do you ask? That’s a suspicious question.”

“How is it suspicious? It’s just polite.”

“So we’re not doing something special today?”

Noah coughed into a fist. “I didn’t say that either. You’ve all been putting in a lot of work these last few days. I know it hasn’t been easy. Everything from classes to meetings with the advanced track… That’s a lot to handle. Moxie and I have decided it’s about time to get one thing off your plates.”

“You’re going to decide who gets the Master Rune?” Isabel asked, catching on immediately.

“No,” Noah corrected. “You are.”

“Like Isabel is? Or all of us?” Todd asked, not even bothering to hide his grin.

“You are ruining my dramatic reveal,” Noah said. “All of you. It would kind of defeat the purpose if Isabel was just deciding who got the damn thing on her own. The scores are so close that today will basically decide everything. We’ll be going by the same rules as always. Sparring sessions, and I want to see who’s managed to improve the most. It’s not just about winning. It’s about control and progress. And needless to say, no using magic in your patterns. Not against each other.”

The students all nodded.

“Perfect,” Noah said. “Let’s get to it, then. Isabel, Alexandra, how would you two like to start? Everyone will get a chance against everyone, so it doesn’t really matter who opens things.”

The girls exchanged a nod, then drew their weapons in unison. Neither of them bothered exchanging words. At this point, they knew each other well enough that words weren’t going to change anything. All the talking they needed to do would be handled with their swords.

They’d, as usual, both managed to improve since the last time that Noah had seen them fighting. Alexandra and her sword almost felt like a single entity. She’d completely wrapped herself in her pattern and flowed from one move to the next without so much as a flicker of hesitation.

Isabel matched her well. Even though Alexandra was better with the sword than she was, Isabel limited her disadvantage by using her ramping strikes to force the other girl to play on the defensive. She also had her stone armor that absorbed a large amount of Alexandra’s attacks, letting Isabel buy her pattern time to ramp up.

Even though Alexandra’s pattern was considerably faster, Isabel’s pattern hit a lot harder once it got moving. Isabel could afford to ignore many of the small strikes, allowing them to connect with her armor.

Alexandra was likely to win a war of attrition, but if Isabel managed to land one of the strikes at the end of her pattern on the other girl, then she shifted the theoretical tides in her favor. Of course, in a real fight, Alexandra would just automatically win. Noah was pretty sure that Isabel’s sword wouldn’t even be able to cut her skin—but this was a training exercise about skill, not just victory.

Lee hopped down from the stones and landed beside him. “Noah?”

“Yeah?” Noah asked, still watching the fight. It didn’t look like there would be any need for him to interfere. Both Alexandra and Isabel hadn’t so much as drawn a flicker of magic into their patterns.

“Brayden is here. I think he’s looking for you.”

“Oh, shoot. I forgot he was dropping by class today,” Noah said. “Can you and Moxie keep an eye on things?”

Lee nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know if we’ll have to do much, though. I think everyone’s gotten a pretty good grasp of their patterns.”

“Does that include you?” Noah asked, calling on Natural Disaster to jump up with a blast of wind but pausing before he did. “I haven’t followed up on your pattern recently.”

“It’s okay,” Lee said noncommittally. “I’ve been a little distracted, but I’m making progress. I think I need to figure a little more out on my own, and then I’ll show you what I’ve got. I’ve been doing a whole lot of practice, though.”

“Wasn’t your pattern hunger?”

“Yup.”

“So when you say practice… you’re just eating.”

“Correct.” Lee flashed him a toothy grin. “Brayden is waiting.”

Noah shook his head with a laugh. He released the blast of wind and launched into the air, flying up above the stone walls they’d made and scanning the area for Brayden. The large man stood in the arena just a few feet away, looking up at Noah with a bemused expression.

“Did you build a castle in the middle of the arena?” Brayden asked.

“It’s just a privacy screen. We’d normally head somewhere off campus to practice, but with the transport cannon being in the state that it is, that isn’t really an option right now. So… care to come into our castle?” Noah landed on the top of the stone walls and pinwheeled his arms for a second to keep his balance.

Brayden snorted. A shimmer of purple passed over him, and he stepped into a thin portal, reforming beside Noah. He looked down at Isabel and Alexandra, who were still locked in their fight, then let out an impressed grunt.

“They’re good. That your fault?”

“Nah. They did all the work. I just gave them a few pointers,” Noah said with a small shrug. “They are good, though.”

“That seems like it may be false humility,” Brayden observed. He studied the fight for several seconds, then shook his head. “People don’t learn to fight like that on their own. Why do their movements feel so much like… gah. I don’t know how to describe it. A dance?”

“A pattern,” Noah corrected. He sat down on the top of the wall, and Brayden did the same.

“Curious,” Brayden said. He shook his head to gather his thoughts. “It’s been some time since we’ve sat down like this, hasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“A lot has changed,” Brayden said. He let out a slow sigh. “Father is really worried about Wizen. He hasn’t given me any orders other than to do everything I can to get in his way. Even if he doesn’t attack Arbitage, he’s going to be a threat.”

“I hope you’re not going to try to recruit me to go hunt for the bugger. I don’t like him any more than you do, but I’ve got a duty.” Noah nodded down to Isabel and Alexandra, who were still somehow locked in the same fight. Both of them were pushing their abilities to absolute limits, and neither was willing to give in until they’d drawn every last scrap of skill they had. “I’m not leaving them.”

“Oh, I know. I wouldn’t ask you to. But when Wizen does get found—and he will—I want to know if I can count on you.”

“I’m just a Rank 4, you know.”

Brayden pierced Noah with a flat stare. “I think we both know that there is nothing ‘just’ about you. I know it seems like the Enforcers should have this covered, but I can’t shake the feeling that we’re up against more than what we think. Father wouldn’t be reacting like this to a minor threat.”

Isabel and Alexandra’s fight finally ended. Neither of them had actually managed to overwhelm the other. They’d both just stopped fighting at the exact same time. The girls exchanged a grin, then walked over to sit down while Todd hopped to his feet and dragged Emily up along with him to start the next round of sparring.

“I know,” Noah said. “I’ll back you up. Not because I particularly care about the Enforcers, but because I don’t want Wizen to get strong enough to do whatever it is he’s aiming for. I won’t waste a ton of time helping you find him, but once you figure out where he is, I’ll help take him out. As much as I can, that is.”

“Thanks.”

They fell silent for a few seconds, doing nothing but watching Todd and Emily spar. Brayden then cleared his throat.

“Did you have any luck with your Space Rune endeavors?”

“A fair bit of it, actually,” Noah said. “I’ve got… something. But when you said that Space Runes were power-hungry, you weren’t kidding. I used up nearly the entire thing just activating it. Is that normal?”

Brayden nodded sagely. “Early stage Space Runes are almost useless. I don’t know why it’s so hard to use them, but that ridiculous power draw is normal. It’s like that, even for me. I just deal with it by having quite a number of them and trying to make them the highest quality I can manage.”

Damn. I was really hoping he’d have some kind of trick or pointer that would let me optimize Crumbling Space, but I guess that’s asking too much. The rune is more than powerful enough to justify its ridiculous power draw.

“So, is there a reason your students are pushing themselves so hard right now? They can’t treat every lesson like this, can they?” Brayden asked.

Noah looked back down just in time to catch Todd and Emily walking back to take their seats on the sand while Alexandra and James stood for the next match. It looked like Moxie was keeping tabs on everything and leaving things open for him to speak with Brayden.

“I’d say they do. They’re all very motivated,” Noah said. “Both for this particular lesson and in general.”

“What’s special about this lesson?”

“Whoever demonstrates the most improvement from when we started a training exercise a few classes ago is given a rune,” Noah said.

Brayden nodded his understanding. “Ah. A reward. That’s clever. Good way to get them to push, and it’s good timing. That first exam is coming up on us pretty soon. There will be a lot of eyes on their performance.”

“What do you think of their chances of winning the whole thing?”

“It’s hard to say. This is an impressive performance, but there are a lot of very talented students in the advanced track,” Brayden said slowly. “I’m very curious to see how it plays out. By the way, how did you motivate all of them with a single rune? Do they all have one in common?”

“Oh, no. The reward is just a Master Rune.”

Brayden nearly fell off the wall as he spun to Noah surprise. “It’s a what?”


Chapter Fifty-Nine



“Don’t get so worried,” Noah said, raising his hands defensively and laughing. “It’s not a great Master Rune. Well, it’s pretty good, but it really doesn’t fit the direction I’m trying to progress in. If I wanted an Earth-based Master Rune, I’d look for a different one. Moxie didn’t want it either, so there was no reason for us to keep it.”

“There go my chances of hoping I’d misheard you,” Brayden said, rubbing the bridge of his nose and letting out a slow sigh. He looked down at the students, then back to Noah. “For a moment, I thought you were giving away the Combustion Rune you spent so much effort stealing.”

“Oh, no. I’ve still got that one. Haven’t had a chance to use it much recently, but I’ve got it. This is a new one.”

“When did you get a new Master Rune?”

“Moxie and I just grabbed it while we were out screwing around near Dawnforge,” Noah replied with a shrug.

“And you’re just… giving it away?” Brayden asked, disbelief etched into his features. “Did you charge your students a ludicrous amount to learn from you?”

“No, of course not. It’s the reward for their training.”

“You’re giving away hundreds of thousands of gold in exchange as a reward?” Brayden grabbed Noah by the shoulders and squinted into his eyes. “You weren’t dropped on your head, were you?”

“I can just get another one if I need to. Rune prices are inflated.” Noah waved Brayden’s hands away. “Let’s be real, Brayden. They’re not actually that difficult to get. Sure, the monsters are strong, but everything in regard to rune prices is fake. The nobles pumped the price up. Those kids don’t have a way to get the really strong runes, but nobles do. How is me giving them a Master Rune any different from some spoiled brat’s dad buying him all his runes?”

Brayden let out a sigh and scooted back. He turned his gaze back to the students and was silent for several seconds. Then a sad smile pulled across his face, and he shook his head. “The way you put that makes it seem so logical. You aren’t wrong… but that changes nothing. You’re giving away a ridiculous amount of power and gold for no reason. I’m jealous.”

“What, of the kids? You could totally kill a Great Monster and get yourself a Master Rune if you wanted to.”

“Not of the kids,” Brayden said. “Of you.”

It was Noah’s turn to blink in surprise. “Me? Why?”

“You view things in such sharp shades of black and white. Either you want to do it or you don’t, and you don’t care in the slightest about anything else. I suppose some could frame that as sheer dumb stupidity.”

“Thanks,” Noah said dryly. “Better be careful. I’ve been told my brand of stupid is contagious.”

“That said,” Brayden continued, “it feels like you live the way you want to. No fear. No overthinking about whether your choices are the right ones. You just do them. Even if rune prices are inflated, what idiot would throw away hundreds of thousands of gold? Your logic is sound, but it requires literally not giving a shit about anything other than what you want.”

Noah shrugged. “That really isn’t all that hard to do.”

A few thousand years waiting around in the afterlife will do wonders for reworking your views of what’s important. Money is just a way to get runes. If they need the rune and I don’t need anything at the moment, I don’t see why I wouldn’t just give it to them. If there was ever a rune I really needed to buy, I’d just go try to get funding from Otto. No point sitting on a crapton of money—or a useless rune—and letting it rot.

“Harder for some than you might think,” Brayden said. He chuckled and pushed himself up to his feet to stand at the top of the wall. “It’s rather funny. If I hadn’t known that you’d killed Vermil and taken his body, this conversation would have revealed it.”

“He could have just become very altruistic.” Noah craned his neck back to look up at Brayden. “Taking on students has a way of teaching the teacher.”

“Perhaps, but no self-respecting Linwick would ever be caught dead with that view. Our family came to power by clawing for strength with every scrap we had to give. Giving so much… Nobody who grew up in our family would be so foolish.”

“Bah. You’re a good man. You’d have done something similar if people were relying on you.”

“No,” Brayden said softly. His eyes drifted up to the sky, lost in thought. “I don’t think I would have.”

“I notice you using past tense there,” Noah pointed out. “That means you’re thinking about it. Just you watch. In a short while, you’ll be just as much of an idiot as I am. Maybe you need to take on some students.”

Brayden let out a bark of laughter. “Perhaps. It was nice speaking with you again. I’d stay longer, but I have work to handle. Just one more thing—this wasn’t just a social visit.”

“It wasn’t?”

“Well, it mostly was,” Brayden admitted. “But I did also promise to deliver a message. Jalen says that Tim has been sitting around in his house, bored out of his mind. Apparently, you’re somehow able to help with that?”

I do need to find Tim and finish what I started with his⁠—

“Wait,” Noah said, speaking before his thoughts could even finish forming. “Jalen? What the hell does he have to do with Tim?”

“Don’t ask me,” Brayden replied with a shrug. “Jalen just showed up out of nowhere and told me to get you. I don’t know why he didn’t do it himself. Probably because he was lazy. Crazy old bloke. Crazy, but terrifyingly powerful.”

“I see,” Noah said, shaking his head to clear away the confusion. Tim and Jalen were both old, but that was like comparing an ant to a dragon. Jalen’s version of old was ancient, while Tim couldn’t have been all that old due to his limited runes. “Well, where’s Tim’s house? I’ll find him.”

Brayden wordlessly handed Noah a slip of paper. It was strikingly familiar to the one that Father had given him some time ago to get his attention, but it only took one look to tell that it was different.

The scrap of power imbued into the paper was considerably more powerful than Father’s. It was definitely a Space Rune, but Noah couldn’t even begin to figure out what it actually represented.

“This is Jalen’s,” Noah said.

“Very astute.” Brayden chuckled. “Use that, and Jalen will come knocking. He said to use it soon.”

“That’s because he’s impatient.”

“I wouldn’t tell him that to his face. Jalen is a madman. I’m not sure how you got wrapped up with him, but be careful. I nearly choked on my own heart when he showed up at my door. The rumors surrounding him can’t all be wrong, and none of them are good. He’s a monster, through and through.”

We play darts on the weekends.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the warning,” Noah said. “You’re headed off, then?”

Brayden nodded. “Too much to deal with and too little time. Give Moxie my best wishes. I’ll be around, so if anything progresses, come find me. And let me know if you need help with those Space Runes of yours.”

“I will. I need to fill it up a bit, but after that, I’ll definitely seek you out,” Noah said with a smile. He rose to his feet and held a hand out. Brayden took it, and they shook. A ripple of purple passed over the larger man’s body, and he vanished on the spot, sending a small wave of faint, tingling energy over Noah’s hand.

Okay, that’s a pretty sick way to leave. I’m stealing that.

Noah glanced down from the wall. Brayden had reformed just a short distance from the base of the wall and was heading out of the arena, keeping to the shadows. Noah held back a laugh.

Right. Long-range teleports are hugely draining. That was entirely just to look cool. I respect it.

He turned back and hopped down to the inside of their mini-arena, using a small gust of wind to slow his fall before he landed. Every single one of the students looked completely winded. They all sprawled across the ground at Moxie and Lee’s feet, battling desperately for breath.

“Looks like you’ve all been busy. I couldn’t have been up talking for that long,” Noah said.

“You made me work,” James said through a groan, pushing himself up just enough to look at Noah. “I hate working.”

“Nobody’s making you do anything,” Emily said between breaths. “You could just give up.”

Noah smiled and leaned in to whisper into Moxie’s ear. “So who’s winning? Any changes?”

“You’re the one that understands patterns the most. In terms of actual effort, every single one of them has been putting in everything they have. Alexandra is still the strongest, but that makes sense.”

Noah nodded. That matched up to what he’d seen from up on the wall beside Brayden. This was exactly what he’d hoped for when they’d decided to give the Master Rune away. Everyone was throwing themselves completely into their training. The rune was just a bonus. It wasn’t even the real reward. Noah almost laughed at that thought.

If Brayden heard that the Master Rune wasn’t actually the important bit of this whole thing, his ears would probably start bleeding.

“I’m proud of every single one of you,” Noah said. “We’re all well on our way to using patterns to their fullest extent, and Formations aren’t long beyond that. I think it’s just about time to decide who gets the Master Rune.”

That ripped everyone out of their stupor. The students all shot upright, though none of them actually stood up.

“There’s just one thing,” Noah said.

“There was never a Master Rune, and this was all just a clever ploy to get us to work?” Todd guessed.

“No, there’s a Master Rune. I’m not that much of an asshole,” Noah said. “But I⁠—”

James raised a hand. Noah paused, then nodded to him.

“I’d like to withdraw from the race. I don’t think I won, but just in case, please don’t consider me,” James said. “I have no use for an Earth-based Master Rune.”

“What?” Emily twisted to look at the young man. “Why in the Damned Plains were you trying so hard if you didn’t want it? We spent so much time training!”

“I was trying because you were.”

Emily’s cheeks went bright red, and her mouth snapped shut. A second passed. Then she gave Noah a sheepish smile. “Please remove me too. I need to be mobile when I fight, so the Master Rune would be wasted on me if I got it.”

Noah smiled. “I can do that. Turning down something that you don’t need but could still use is very respectable.”

And not bad, James. Much better than pretending to be incompetent.

That only left three students. Neither Isabel nor Todd were going to give up—they’d already promised each other that they’d go all out to win. Alexandra was unlikely to step down as well, as she was desperate to grow stronger due to her body runes.

Between the three… I think Isabel has probably advanced the most from where we started. It’s a bit hard to judge exactly how much Todd has improved with patterns, but he developed what may be the most powerful ability in the long run. And Alexandra has probably taken to patterns the best out of everyone, which means she’s probably the one that spent the most time practicing. Bah. There’s a really good argument for each of them winning.

Noah turned to Moxie to ask where the points stood, but before he could say anything, Todd and Isabel both raised their hands in unison.

“We’re out,” Todd said with a grin.

Noah was taken aback. He hadn’t been expecting that. And judging by the shocked expression on Alexandra’s face, she hadn’t been either.

“Both of you?” Noah asked.

“Yeah,” Isabel said. “I think it would have been pretty useful on us… but Alexandra was practicing every single day, with basically every moment of free time she had. On some days, I heard her coming back when I woke up.”

Alexandra’s mouth worked, trying and failing to find words as Todd nodded in agreement.

“I trained with her a good bit, and it was clear she’s really been throwing everything she’s got into this. She was going to win this regardless of whether we withdrew or not, but Isabel and I decided that we’ve already gotten everything we wanted. We’ll get our own Master Runes later.”

“Cocky much?” Isabel asked, bumping her shoulder into Todd’s with a smirk. “But he’s right. You earned this, Alexandra.”

Alexandra swallowed. “I⁠—”

“—won.” Noah finished Alexandra’s sentence for her. This was the best-case scenario, and it meant nobody had hard feelings over losing. It couldn’t have gone better. “Did I say how proud of all of you I am?”

“As am I,” Moxie said. “I think this calls for something.”

They all looked at her.

“For what?” Lee asked. “Celebratory stretching?”

“No,” Moxie said with a grin. “It’s time for a pizza party.”


Chapter Sixty



There was just one thing left to do before anyone could head out to a pizza party. Moxie had a Master Rune with Alexandra’s name on it. Lee hopped up onto the top of the walls to make sure they weren’t getting any undue attention, while Noah took the huge grimoire off his back and set it down on the sand.

“Don’t even think about eating this one,” Noah informed the grimoire as he flipped it open to a blank page. “It’s not ours.”

“I’m not eating anything,” Lee said from the top of the wall. “Why would I eat a rune?”

“I was talking to my book. Don’t worry, Lee. I know you wouldn’t try to eat a rune,” Noah replied absently, making a mental note to ensure that his grimoire and Lee never got an extended period of time alone together. They’d be a terrible influence on each other.

Everyone gathered around the grimoire and waited expectantly. Moxie set her hand against its pages, then glanced at Noah.

“Ready?”

“Yep. Go ahead,” Noah said.

Moxie nodded and closed her eyes. Her face creased with concentration for an instant, and a ripple passed over the page. Lines traced themselves into the paper as the Earthen Muster Master Rune appeared upon it.

It took Moxie a little under a minute to imbue the Master Rune. The paper around it crackled with energy as the grimoire locked its power up within its Catchpaper. The students watched with bated breath as the lines finally came to a stop, and Moxie lifted her hand from the paper with a nod.

“It’s ready, Alexandra. Take it.”

“Is there something special I have to do?” Alexandra asked breathlessly, staring down at the rune with wide eyes. “I’ve never seen a Master Rune with my own eyes.”

“Just put your hand on it and draw it into your soul like any other rune,” Moxie said.

Alexandra nodded. She steadied her emotions and followed Moxie’s suggestion. They all waited silently as she closed her eyes and her brow furrowed in concentration. Seconds passed by.

The paper crackled. Then, with a pop, the Master Rune vanished. It was nearly a minute before Alexandra opened her eyes again.

“Did it work?” James asked.

“Where do you think the rune went?” Isabel asked with a snort. “It’s not like it vanished into thin air. Congratulations, Alexandra.”

Everyone else chorused their agreement.

Alexandra smiled, her cheeks flushing at all the attention being directed her way. “Thank you, everyone.”

“Can you test it out for us?” Todd asked. “I want to see how it works.”

“Maybe later?” Alexandra offered. “As tempted as I am to try to learn how this works right now, I think it can wait a little bit. I think there was something else we were going to be doing next. I don’t want to hold that up.”

“Pizza parties are a sacred practice. That is very wise of you,” Noah said with a sage nod. “Being late to them is a grave sin. There will be time for more work soon enough. For the next hour or so, put that out of your mind. Let’s go get some pizza.”
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A little bit under half an hour later, after taking down the walls they’d erected in the arena, everyone gathered in Noah’s classroom. Noah and Moxie had split off shortly after Alexandra had claimed her Master Rune to get the pizza and bring it back. They’d also wisely left Lee along with the others to make sure the pizzas actually survived the trip back to the scene of the party.

Room G100 hadn’t seen use in quite some time and had begun to pick up a layer of dust, but nobody was particularly bothered about that when they had pizza to eat. Noah handed Lee a stack of personal pizzas and then distributed the rest of the food among everyone else.

A smile pulled across his lips as he watched the students move the tables into a small ring and sit down as a group. Excitement and motivation were so thick in the air that he could practically taste them—though that might have just been the pizza.

Lee deposited her stack of pizzas by the kids, hopped up to the supporting beams on the ceiling, and hung from them like a bat.

“Throw me something!” she called down. “I want to see if I can eat upside down.”

James obliged, grabbing a pizza and flinging it up at her like a frisbee. His aim was surprisingly good, and it sailed out on a direct collision course with her gullet. Lee caught the flying disk of dough with her mouth and quickly stuffed it in, but not without losing a pepperoni in the process.

It plummeted back to the earth, abandoned by its comrades as they set out on their final pilgrimage into Lee’s stomach, and landed right on James’s right cheek. The students all burst into laughter, and Emily took the slice of meat off his face, wiping it clean with a thumb.

“It’s funny to think about what this room was like just a short while ago, isn’t it?” Moxie asked as she took a seat beside Noah. “I never would have thought I’d be seeing something like this.”

“It’s incredible,” Noah agreed with a smile. He took a bite of a pizza slice that he’d saved for himself. “I can’t really take credit for any of their personalities, but turning down a Master Rune is a huge sacrifice for people who don’t have any backing from a noble family. We’ve got some damn good students.”

“I think you’re missing something. They don’t have the backing of a noble family, but they do have you. Part of the reason they’re so comfortable passing up on power is because they know you’re there for them,” Moxie said, leaning against Noah. “You’re reliable, even if you’re batshit insane. Better than any noble family anyone could ever ask for.”

“It’s not just me they have. They’ve also got you and Lee. I couldn’t do any of this on my own. Hell, they did the majority of it themselves. All I did was show them a few things I figured out while killing myself. I can’t wait to see what they’re doing in the future. They’ve all got so much potential.”

“And I can’t wait to see it with you. Teaching is so much more enjoyable when I’m actually doing it of my own volition,” Moxie said. “I was really worried about how things would go after I got out from under Evergreen’s thumb, but I’ve found myself liking it more and more with every day. You’re a big part of the reason for that. I haven’t ever met someone who cared as much about their students as you do.”

“The biggest lesson I learned from my last life is that the only mark you truly leave on the world is what you give to others,” Noah said, moving his hand to cover Moxie’s. “I don’t plan on ever dying for good again, but that statement still holds true.”

She leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek, then settled in against his side. Even though the room had six other people in it, everyone else was caught in energetic conversation, and, for at least that brief moment in time, none of them were paying attention to Noah and Moxie.

“I love you, Noah,” Moxie whispered into his ear.

“I love you too,” the man replied, his hand tightening around hers.

For that instant in time, the rest of the world didn’t quite matter. They sat there in silence, and nothing possibly could have made the moment better.

Then a slice of pepperoni landed on Noah’s forehead.

“Sorry,” Lee called down from the ceiling. She hesitated for a moment. “Are you going to eat that?”

Noah burst into laughter. He picked the pepperoni off his face and popped it into his mouth. “I am now.”

“Shall we go join the others?” Moxie asked with a snicker. She wiped the tomato sauce off Noah’s face with her thumb and licked it clean. “I think Lee might have thrown that pepperoni intentionally.”

“I would never do something like that,” Lee said, closing one eye and squinting at Moxie as she reared back, another pepperoni pinched between two fingers. “But for unrelated reasons, please don’t move.”

Everyone started to laugh again. Lee seemed to remember that throwing the pepperoni would mean she wouldn’t be able to eat it and opted to throw it into her mouth instead of sacrificing it.

Noah and Moxie walked over to join the circle of students in their celebrations, and Lee dropped down beside them. Room G100 soon descended into energetic conversation once more. For as long as the party lasted, any challenges the future held couldn’t have been further from their minds.

For just a short while, all their worries could wait. When the time came, they would handle them. Noah had taken part in a number of pizza parties in his life, but as far as they went, this was definitely the best one he’d ever had.


Chapter Sixty-One



The pizza party eventually came to an end. No matter how much fun they were all having, there was still work and preparation that had to be done—and Alexandra would probably spontaneously combust if she didn’t get her daily practice time in.

With full bellies and satisfied smiles, everyone bid each other farewell. The students headed back to their dorms in a group. Noah and Moxie remained in the room beside Lee, who had draped herself over Noah’s right shoulder like a sack of potatoes and was fast asleep.

“That was a nice break,” Noah said. “Pizza parties really are magic. It’s good to take a moment to sit back and celebrate when we achieve something. Motivation is a powerful thing.”

“Trust me, I’m more than sold on their effectiveness,” Moxie said. “We should invite some more people next time. Brayden, if he’s got time. Tim too. Maybe Ulya or Jalen, depending on how things go.”

“Jalen?” Noah’s eyebrows rose. “Something tells me he’s the kind of guy to show up to a party with a keg of alcohol or ten.”

“Sounds like a fun party,” Moxie said with a wry grin. “And if he’s going to hang around us like a vulture, we might as well get to know him better. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t like him. But if he’s going to be a constant presence in the near future, then I’d rather know him better.”

There was no arguing with that. It was a good point. Noah inclined his head in agreement, then slipped his hand into a pocket and pulled out the slip of paper that Brayden had given him. “I’ll let him know he’s invited to the next one. I’ve got a pretty good opportunity to do that now.”

“He’s around?”

“With Tim, apparently,” Noah said. He caught the baffled look on Moxie’s face and shook his head. “I don’t know either. Tim never told me he knew Jalen or vice versa, but all I can do is head over to find out. Using this will get Jalen to come grab me.”

“Where’d you get that? Brayden?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I suppose I can’t complain too much. At least Jalen gave you a way to contact him instead of showing up and kidnapping you.” Moxie’s tone sharpened, and her eyes narrowed. It didn’t look like she’d completely forgiven Jalen for how their first meeting had gone, and Noah didn’t blame her.

“I suppose even withered dogs can learn new tricks,” Noah said. He put the paper back into a pocket and shifted his shoulder, carefully sliding Lee off and holding her up before him like an elongated cat. She let out a murmur, and her fingers twitched, but her eyes didn’t open. “Could you take Lee? If I call Jalen, I get the feeling he’s just going to yank me and drop Lee on the floor.”

“Is she really still asleep?” Moxie asked, but she took Lee from Noah’s arms and draped her over her own shoulder.

“Probably not,” Noah replied. He poked Lee in the side, and she squirmed, letting out a muted snicker before following it up with an exaggerated snore. The corner of his mouth quirked up. “But good luck convincing her of that.”

Lee let out another snore.

“You don’t snore when you sleep, you know,” Moxie pointed out with a defeated yet amused sigh. “You just kind of lie there.”

Lee abruptly stopped snoring. Moxie rolled her eyes, and both she and Noah held back a laugh. Noah scooped the paper back out of his pocket and took a quick look around the room to make sure he wasn’t about to leave anything behind.

“I’ll try to be back by tonight. I don’t think this is going to take long,” Noah said. “Er… actually, is now a good time for me to go find them? This is important, but if there’s something else going on, I can delay.”

Moxie smiled and leaned in to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Your thought is appreciated, but now works. I can’t say I wouldn’t like it if you were able to get back before I went to bed, so I’ll stay up as long as I can, but don’t worry if you can’t. I’m more than aware of how Jalen is. Just let him know that I won’t be pleased if he holds you for too long.”

A Rank 3 threatening a Rank 6 should have been ludicrous. There really wasn’t anything that Moxie could have done to give Jalen any pause. But for some reason, Noah felt like the old man would take her words seriously.

“I’ll pass that along. Thanks, Moxie. I’ll see you soon,” Noah said. He pulled the paper out of his pocket and unfolded it, letting a finger brush across the Space Rune imbued into it. He sent a shimmer of energy across the paper.

Tingles raced up his hand as the rune activated. Purple light ignited within the rune like a flashlight, with such intensity that Noah was forced to blink furiously and turn away from the paper. There was a loud crackle and a surge of power.

Noah caught a glimpse of an annoyed, slightly concerned expression on Moxie’s face an instant before he felt a hand wrap around his arm. Then it gave him a sharp yank, and he flew through the portal, leaving the classroom behind him.

Noah’s foot landed on a wooden floor. He stumbled and caught himself, turning just in time to see the portal snap shut behind him.

“Took you long enough,” Jalen said irritably. He stood across from Noah, his arms crossed. It wasn’t hard to tell who had pulled him through the portal. They were both in a small, quaint room.

There was a wooden table right with three chairs set up around it behind Jalen. A bookshelf sat in the corner of the room, covered with a thin layer of dust, and a door at the end of the room led into what looked to be a small kitchen.

“Oi,” Jalen said, stepping in front of Noah. “Are you ignoring me? That’s a bit cold. I just teleported you for free. That normally costs a lot of money.”

“I’ll have you know I was having a very good time before I used that paper,” Noah said, matching Jalen’s tone and meeting his eyes. “We’d just had a big party to celebrate how far my students had come, and I was spending some quality time with Moxie. This better be important.”

“Ah. Now I see. The only thing that can capture a man’s heart more than the plea of his brother.” Jalen let out a snort. “A pretty woman.”

“If you consider handing me a slip of paper through my literal brother and then telling me to come pay you a house visit at another one of my friends’ houses, I am not going to assume that is a plea. A plea means you’re in danger—and let’s be real. There isn’t anything in Arbitage that could ever put you in real danger.”

A smirk played across Jalen’s lips, and he clapped Noah on the shoulder before guiding him over to one of the chairs. “Snarky little shit. I suppose I can’t complain too much. You aren’t wrong.”

Noah sat down, and Jalen took the chair across from him. The head of the Linwick family then yawned and picked up an empty teacup, examining it with a critical eye. Noah waited for a second, then glanced around expectantly.

“So… is there a reason you called me here? And where’s Tim? He’s not in trouble, is he?”

“Tim? Oh, no. He’s fine,” Jalen said with a dismissive wave of his hand. He leaned back to peer into the kitchen, then nodded to it. “Ah. There he comes now.”

Tim stepped out of the kitchen bearing a plate with three cups and a teapot on it. He walked over to the table and set it down, giving Noah a smile as he took a chair for himself and set about pouring cups of tea for all of them.

“It’s nice to see you again, Vermil,” Tim said. He slid a cup over to Noah and then handed Jalen another one.

“Much appreciated, Tim,” Jalen said as he took the cup and sipped from it, letting out a satisfied sigh. “That hits the spot. You’ve always been damn good at this.”

Noah stared at them in disbelief. He tried to muster words but found that none were immediately coming to mind. Tim and Jalen definitely knew each other, and it seemed like they’d known each other for some time.

Tim took his own cup and tasted it, then nodded to himself. “The brew went well today. Good leaves. Thank you for delivering them.”

“It wasn’t too hard. I just nicked ‘em from a tea shop when they weren’t looking,” Jalen said with a dismissive wave.

Noah opened his mouth, then glanced down at the tea. He raised the cup to his lips and took a sip. A familiar pleasant sensation greeted his tongue, and he almost burst into laughter. There was no doubt about it. This was the tea from the store that Silvertide had been at.

“So,” Noah said as he lowered his cup and set it on the table. “Does someone care to inform me what in the world is going on? You two know each other?”

“For around forty years now, I’d say,” Tim said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Jalen came by to use the transport cannon some time ago, and we got into an interesting conversation.”

“Interesting conversation, he says.” Jalen let out a snort and shook his head. “I tried to fiddle around with the cannon and figure out if I could take it apart, and he got mad at me. I’ve never been yelled at by an old man with the power of an ant before.”

Do you literally make all your friends by getting people pissed at you and seeing how they react? Bold. Maybe bordering on a fetish, but I won’t judge. It’s hard to imagine Tim getting pissed about anything, but if he was going to get mad, the transport cannon definitely would have been the reason why.

“Yelled is a strong word. I just gave you a small scolding. The cannon is very fragile. The magic is not to be tampered with.” Tim took a sip of his tea, then let out a sigh and shook his head. “Or at least, it shouldn’t have been. It’s back up and running, but only because people are manually running it.”

“We’ll get the key back soon enough,” Noah promised. “Don’t worry. We’ll get the transport cannon to its former state as soon as we can.”

Tim smiled and took another drink of his tea, then gestured for Noah to do the same. He did. It was good tea, after all. There was no reason to waste it.

“I suppose we should cut to the chase,” Jalen said. His voice was more serious than normal. “As amusing as you are, I didn’t call you here for no reason, Vermil.”

Noah set his cup back down on the table. “I figured as much. What is it, then? Something tells me it isn’t for a game of darts.”

“Maybe after,” Jalen said, a flicker of amusement passing through his eyes before his features grew focused again. He nodded to Tim. “As I said, I’ve known Tim for some time. I won’t lie and claim to be the greatest ally one can have. I’m a rather distracted man. Things don’t tend to keep my attention for long, but when they do, I pay close attention to them.”

“And?”

Jalen leaned forward and braced his arms against the table. “Tim hasn’t gotten stronger in years, Vermil. He’s been stuck in place, unable to advance since the day I knew him. And yet, when I found that he was caught up in a fight with Wizen and came to check on him, do you know what I found? Strength, Vermil. Not much, mind you. Tim’s strength has always been his mind, not his runes, but the pressure coming from him increased by a very, very slight margin. For a man who hasn’t changed in all the years I knew him, that’s quite the change indeed—and I think you’re responsible for it.”
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Noah didn’t let any shock show on his features. He raised the cup of tea to his lips, blocking out as much of his face as possible as his mind raced. He’d only repaired one of Tim’s runes. The change shouldn’t have been significant enough for anyone to notice.

He hadn’t even thought Tim knew anyone all that powerful, much less Jalen. The Linwick family head was the last person Noah would have expected to give a shit about Tim.

How goddamn sensitive is he if he could tell the difference between a Rank 1 and a Rank 2 rune for someone he barely spends any time with?

Noah had the cup of tea to his lips for so long that he ended up completely draining it. He kept his face straight as he lowered the cup back down to the table. Half of his attention was directed to keeping every part of his posture and body perfectly calm. If his heart so much as started racing, Jalen would probably be able to notice.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like the Rank 6 mage. While Noah wouldn’t have exactly called Jalen trustworthy, he was very straightforward. That did not mean he was willing to share the secrets of how Sunder worked with him.

What the hell do I tell him? I don’t think Tim would have spilled the beans. Maybe I can claim I got some form of really powerful soul healing potion? How would I excuse wasting something like that on anyone other than myself or Moxie?

“Your silence is telling,” Jalen said with a chuckle. He took another sip from his tea and leaned forward, eyes boring into Noah’s head. “No need to look like a deer in the torchlight, Vermil. You really shouldn’t be shocked. After all, you literally showed me how it was done.”

Noah blinked. “I’m not so sure I follow.”

I most certainly did not.

“Come on now, Vermil.” Jalen shook his head and tapped a finger on the table. A smug smile stretched across his lips as his tone grew increasingly confident. “During that class, I observed. You were literally teaching your students the steps to learning Formations, and that makes you a Formation Master. You’ve found the intricacies of how runes work and discovered a way to work them out of the soul without shattering it.”

Noah stared at Jalen. He sounded quite satisfied at his discovery of Noah’s secret, even though he was completely wrong about it. There was no need to point that out, though. Noah’s attention went from trying to keep the stress from showing on his features to trying to hold back relief.

He’s really damn perceptive, but nobody would ever be able to so much as take a guess at the existence of Sunder. I was hoping to keep the extent to which I understand Formations under wraps, but it looks like that was too much to ask for when he literally swung by a class. It looks like Tim also kept his mouth shut. Good man. He didn’t say anything, even though he’s friends with Jalen.

I can work with this.

Noah held his hands up and let out a defeated sigh. “Okay. You got me. I was really hoping it wasn’t that obvious.”

“It wouldn’t be to most. You’ve done a very good job of appearing to be completely incompetent,” Jalen said with a smirk. “My kind of man. Managed to hide yourself from the family for all these years… though I don’t blame you. They’ve turned into a hive of villains and scum.”

Isn’t it literally your job to keep that from happening?

Jalen caught the look on Noah’s face. His smile slipped away, and he let out a huff. “I know what you’re thinking, Vermil. But let me ask you something. Let’s say you stumbled into the responsibility of taking care of a group of rats. All of the rats hate you, and they do their best to fling themselves into every pot of boiling water they find. When you try to stop them, they bite your fingers. What do you do?”

“Build a cage?” Noah guessed, pretty sure he was missing the point but more than happy to let the conversation steer away from his abilities for as long as possible. It would certainly wrap back to them soon enough, but the more time he had to try and figure out some answers, the better.

“If only I could, but no. The rats don’t like being caged and find ways out.” Jalen shook his head, then sent a pointed glance at the empty cup before him. Tim picked up the tea kettle and filled it once more. Jalen nodded in appreciation and took a sip of the scalding tea before continuing. “You have to choose between trying to herd them or let them do what they want.”

“I’d probably do my best to herd them if I was responsible for their well-being, I guess.”

“And that’s what I did. For years, I tried to keep them on track. Actually, I’ve tried that multiple times, but in the end, I decided it’s impossible. Not without ruling over them like a lord. So I stepped back. Did less. Cared less. It made things easier, Vermil. There just wasn’t anything to keep my attention on anymore.” Jalen finished his tea in one swig, then waved the cup like a wand. His eyes locked with Noah’s, and the corner of his lip quirked up. “Until you. I’ve had a few blips that caught my eye, but nothing in the way of true strength. No insult meant, Tim. You aren’t strong.”

“None taken,” Tim said with an easygoing smile. He took another sip of tea. Between the three of them, he seemed to be the least concerned. Noah supposed that made sense, as he was the one that knew them both the best.

“I’m honored,” Noah said. “I do my best.”

“I’d say you do a whole lot more than your best. You’ve accomplished something that every single noble family in the entire kingdom is doing their best to figure out.” Jalen let out a bark of laughter. He rose to his feet and crossed his hands behind his back, starting to pace around the room. “How is it that a Rank 4 managed to work out what our combined forces couldn’t?”

“Technically not combined,” Noah pointed out. “Nobody works together.”

“Fair point,” Jalen admitted. He came to a stop beside Noah and shook his head. “But the question remains. You’ve unearthed some degree of understanding with regard to runes. I want to hear you admit it with your own words.”

“I have,” Noah said after a second of hesitation. If Jalen pushed any deeper, he wasn’t quite sure how he’d expand the lie. He had figured out a lot about how runes worked, but that wouldn’t do anything to help remove them from anyone’s soul without Sunder. Not yet, at least. Before he could open his mouth to say anything else, Jalen snapped his fingers.

“No!” Jalen barked. “Not another word.”

“I—Wait, what?”

“I don’t want to hear how you did it,” Jalen said. His eyes gleamed with excitement as he let out a delighted cackle. “That would spoil the fun completely. I just want to know that it’s possible. There’s something about runes we don’t know, and it’s simple enough that a Rank 4 can discover it. This is hilarious. If you say a single blasted word about how this is done to anyone other than your students, I’m ripping your head off. That includes me.”

Noah stared at Jalen as he practically pranced around the room, muttering to himself with a massive grin plastered across his face. He looked like a spring deer that had just been set loose in a field of the freshest grass. Noah couldn’t help himself. He started to laugh.

I should have known Jalen would be like this. He doesn’t give a shit about getting stronger for the reasons that the rest of us do. He’s already powerful. All he wants now is to find something interesting to do, and I’ve confirmed that there’s more to discover that he doesn’t know. That bit isn’t even really a lie. There’s a lot to runes that people don’t seem to understand.

Tim wordlessly poured Noah another cup of tea, then refilled Jalen’s cup as well. Jalen paused his prancing for just long enough to grab his cup and drain it.

“Thanks,” Noah said as he took a drink of his own tea. “While Jalen is distracted, how have you been?”

“Well enough, I’d say. I feel better than ever,” Tim said. “I’m a little disappointed about the transport cannon, but I’ll be back to running it today. It’ll just be much more restricted than it used to be due to the limits it’ll now have.”

“How much more?” Noah asked. “I was hoping to use it to send me out to fight some monsters.”

“For you? I’ll make an exception as long as you aren’t trying to go too far. Are you hunting for runes?”

“No. Energy, mostly.”

“Ah. There’s an area with some Rank 3s, if that would work? I could send you there for a few hours after our meeting with Jalen is over.”

“That would be perfect,” Noah said with a grin. “Thanks, Tim.”

And I can fix up more of your runes before I head out. I just can’t do that while Jalen is here. It would be asking for a bit too much trouble, even if everything was done inside your soul with a Mind Meld Potion.

Jalen finally came to a stop at his chair again. He slapped his palms down on the table and leaned over it. “Why are you not excited, Vermil? This is groundbreaking.”

“Because I’m the one who discovered it?”

“Ah, right.” Jalen pursed his lips. “So you did. I forgot.”

He sat back in his chair and pressed the tips of his fingers against each other. Then Jalen pursed his lips and fell silent. Several seconds passed as Noah and Tim watched him.

“So—” Noah started.

“Okay, you win,” Jalen said irritably. “Give me a little hint.”

Noah blinked. “What?”

“I want a hint. Where do I start?”

“Er… I suppose⁠—”

“Wait! I changed my mind!” Jalen held his hands up and jumped back to his feet, muttering under his breath. “That’ll ruin the fun. No, Jalen. No trading something interesting for a blip of momentary satisfaction. That was how you lost your first wife.”

You know, sometimes it’s easy to forget Jalen is batshit insane. Thank god this guy is kind of on my side.

Jalen ground to a halt and turned back to Noah. “Okay. I’ve figured it out.”

“You have?”

And what exactly is it you’ve figured out? There’s no way he actually worked out how runes work just by striding around the room for a few seconds.

“Yes. I have discovered that I have absolutely no idea as to how you’ve figured this out. Could you at least tell me if it’s something that can be discovered on its own, or did someone tell you how it worked?”

“It was me,” Noah said, holding back a laugh. “I don’t have a teacher.”

“I see. Very good. Very good.” Jalen nodded slowly. “Then it is possible. I have much to consider. I know I called you here, but with my suspicions confirmed, I can hold myself back no longer. There is too much to do.”

With that, Jalen vanished. Noah and Tim stared at where he’d been standing. Tim opened his mouth—and Jalen popped back into existence.

“I’ll be back in a few days for our darts match,” Jalen said, thrusting a finger in Noah’s direction. “Prepare yourself to lose.”

Then he vanished once more. Noah waited for a second to see if he’d return, but it looked like the enigmatic man had left for good this time. There wasn’t a single thing he could think of saying regarding what had just happened, so he took the next best option and decided to ignore it entirely. He slowly turned to Tim, then cleared his throat.

“Care for a trip to the transport cannon?”
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Noah and Tim arrived at the transport cannon just a short while later. It was, predictably, empty. Tim went right over to the controls, and his hands played across them like he was a musician plucking the strings of a harp.

Energy hummed within the control panel, and light flickered to life along it as the transport cannon turned on. Tim continued to adjust the levers, his brow furrowed in concentration. “It’s a bit harder to control everything now that the cannon isn’t what it used to be anymore.”

“How much harder?” Noah asked, a flicker of worry passing through him. He wasn’t keen on getting ripped to shreds by the cannon midway through his trip to wherever it was that Tim was going to send him.

“Don’t worry,” Tim said with a laugh. He pressed his palm into the control panel, and it emitted a loud hum. “Go head over to the entrance and lay down. I’m more than capable of controlling the cannon, even in this state. Just be aware you won’t be out for as long as usual due to the restrictions.”

“Do you know exactly how long it’ll be?”

“Three hours at most. We’ve got to ration the energy since it’s being filled by hand.”

Noah sat down on the metal of the cannon as the humming in the tower grew louder. Tim adjusted a few more settings, and Noah grimaced as the sound reached an uncomfortable level.

“Will you be here when I get back?” Noah called over noise.

“I can be,” Tim called back. “But why? I’m not needed to pull you back. The cannon will do that on its own. I’m setting everything up to make sure you return before it runs out of power. If its reserves get low enough to risk a failed recall for any reason, it’ll just immediately summon you back and use the rest of its power. There’s no risk of you being left behind.”

“It’s not that. I trust you to use the cannon,” Noah replied, holding his travel bag up and shaking it to draw Tim’s attention. “I’ve got a potion in here for you. After I get back.”

Tim’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

“Why not? I like to finish what I start, and it’s been far too long.”

Tim gave him a sheepish smile. “Well, if you’re going to insist, then I certainly won’t object. I’ll be here when you get pulled back. Now, get yourself ready. I’m sending you to a location called the Bleached River. It should be a safe area to land in, but it’s got stronger monsters than a lot of the other areas the transport cannon has sent you to before, so make sure you’ve got your wits about you.”

Noah nodded his understanding and lowered the bag, holding it to his chest and laying back in the cannon’s tube. It was a bit of a challenge to get himself to fit with the grimoire on his back, but he managed it anyway. The buzzing reached a crescendo. Power crackled all around Noah and flashed before his eyes in arcs of blue light.

“Good luck!” Tim called.

A burst of energy swallowed Noah’s response and body alike. The world dematerialized, and he shot off, a streak of blue energy carving across the sky and leaving Arbitage in its wake.
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The world slammed back to normal abruptly. Noah landed on his backside and skidded across white sand for a foot before coming to a stop. He muttered a slew of curses and shook his head off, pushing himself upright and shaking the sand out of his pant legs.

He hadn’t gotten a chance to ask Tim why the location he was being sent to was called the Bleached River, but that question looked to have been answered. He stood on the bed of an enormous, rushing riverbank. Water crashed up against the jagged rocks lining it and splashed over to land on top of the pure white sand that stretched as far as he could see.

I don’t think they’ve actually got bleach in this world, so I guess that’s the best translation that Vermil’s knowledge of language could give me. Definitely lives up to the name, though.

Noah turned in a circle. There was nothing immediately visible on the horizon, and the sky was completely empty aside from a few clouds and the harsh sun bearing down on his back from above.

It had only been a few seconds since he’d arrived, but it was already heating the shoulders of his jacket to a decidedly displeasing temperature. He got the feeling it wouldn’t be long before he was soaked through with sweat.

Good thing there’s a convenient river right over here to cool off in. I’m sure it totally won’t be full of ugly monsters.

He extended his senses into the ground to check for vibrations. The sand around him and the rushing water just a short distance away didn’t make that easy, but as far as he could tell, there wasn’t much around him—or at least, if there was, it wasn’t within the sand.

His powers were completely useless with regard to the river. The whole thing was moving, so it was basically one giant wall of information that provided absolutely nothing. It was also the most likely location to house monsters, given the location’s name.

That’s fine with me. I don’t need to go around killing anything yet. If I’ve got three hours before I get pulled back, I’ve got enough time to test out Crumbling Space. I’m not going to be relying on it in a fight yet, and the opportunity to see what I can do with it is too useful to pass up.

Noah extended his hand and focused his thoughts before reaching out to the new Rank 4 rune. He drew power from it, letting the energy course through his arm and into his palm. Tingles broke out along his skin and pressed against his fingernails like a nest of ants trying to break free of his veins.

Can’t say I love the feeling of this rune. Sunder is much smoother. Even the Fragment of Renewal is a lot nicer to use. I wonder if that’s due to Space Magic I’ve got in this or if it’s because I made a Rank 4 rune rather than a Master Rune.

Noah shrugged to himself. For the time being, it didn’t matter. What did matter was just how far he could push the rune. He drew out every last scrap of power the rune had to offer. It wouldn’t work with less. There was no reason to hold himself back. His eyes narrowed, and he pointed his hand at the air before him, picturing the white cracks shooting out in a straight line rather than in the spiderweb pattern that they’d taken the first time he’d tested Crumbling Space.

The power ripped out from his hand. Cracks of white nothingness ripped out through the air before him, but instead of following his desires, they just shot off in every direction, making the rough shape of a sphere.

Every direction, unfortunately, included his own.

Noah hurled himself out of the way as the air collapsed in on itself. He hit the ground with a grunt and rolled over to watch the energy fade from the air. There wasn’t anything there to break, so the magic faded without a single sound.

He stared at the air for a few seconds. Then he muttered a curse and pushed himself upright, brushing the sand off himself. His brow furrowed as he played the attempt back in his mind.

That’s rather odd. It straight-up just ignored what I wanted. I’ve never had a rune completely disobey me before. I didn’t get any feeling of Crumbling Space actually not wanting to obey my commands. I don’t think runes have that much autonomy… so did I just imagine things wrong?

That hardly seemed likely. He’d been pretty straightforward about his desires. If that was the case, it meant he’d literally just asked the rune to do something it couldn’t manage, either due to its normal limitations or due to a lack of energy.

That orb did seem like a default expenditure of power, just releasing it all at one point. Only way to find out why that happened would be to go find some monsters and fill this thing up so I can test it some more.

Noah let out a huff and glanced around. His eyes landed on the river once more. He wasn’t too keen on striding over to it as he was. It wasn’t that he cared all that much about dying. Dying was fine—but if he died with all his stuff on him and something dragged him into the river, then he wasn’t getting it back.

He used Natural Disaster to raise a platform from the sand, then stacked his grimoire, travel bag, and gourd on top of it. Noah turned toward the river.

Wait. Did I ever get a second set of clothes after I got killed in Bird’s Space Monster Wonderland?

Noah spun and pulled his bag open. He let out a groan. It didn’t have a change of clothes in it.

That left him with two options. The first was to hope he didn’t get killed and head out as he was. If things went poorly, that meant he’d be showing back up to meet Tim as naked as the day he was born.

The alternative…

Goddamn it. You have to be kidding me. This is karma for what I told Bird. I shouldn’t have tempted fate.

Noah took his clothes off.


Chapter Sixty-Four



The next two hours were ones that Noah did not care to remember. His prediction that the river would be the source of the monsters had been correct. And out of everything that he could have been up against, of course the one that had been most populous had been giant, ridged octopi the size of small houses.

There were a number of outfits that Noah was willing to fight monsters with tentacles in. The ideal one probably would have been a tank, but he’d have settled for full suit of airtight armor. Anything that gave him any protection from the squirming monsters would have been much appreciated.

Fighting them naked, however, was at the absolute bottom of his bucket list. Nobody in their right mind was going to get anywhere near anything with tentacles when they didn’t have clothes on. There was only one way something like that could go, and Noah had absolutely no desire to tempt fate.

As far as he could tell, there was only a single way to handle the situation, given the cards he’d been dealt. He had to make sure there was absolutely no potential way that the octopi ever got so much as near him.

Thus, two hours later, Noah stood on the scorched remains of what had once been a pristine riverbank. Scores of lightning had turned the sand around the river to glass, and huge gouges had been ripped out of the earth, leaving behind jagged holes.

Smoke twisted up from burnt pockmarks covering bodies riddled with enormous, seeping wounds. Piles of monsters had built up in the river, forming a makeshift dam that the raging water was still doing its best to break apart.

Noah’s breath came out in short puffs as his head swiveled back and forth to scan the river, his hands curled and raised before him. He’d had a few chances to test out Crumbling Space throughout the fight as it had refilled from all the monsters he killed, but every usage of the rune had gone nearly exactly the same.

Whenever he tried to make it stretch anywhere farther than the immediate area around him, it went rogue and collapsed in on itself. The rune just stubbornly refused to function at a range. But even when he restrained its usage, it could only stretch about a foot in every direction.

Noah took note of every test, but his active mind was far more focused on making sure absolutely nothing wriggly got anywhere near him.

No more monsters showed their faces. He’d already mowed through enough of them to leave quite the message and earn himself a considerable amount of energy. That didn’t mean the monsters would give up after all the power he’d been putting out, though.

Noah kept his guard up and continued to use his senses to trawl through the area around him. Fortunately, the time he had left in the Bleached River was coming to an end. He made a beeline back to his clothes and belongings.

The only thing that would have been worse than getting himself caught by a massive octopus while naked would be popping back up in the transport cannon to greet Tim buck naked and without all his belongings.

Granted, the solution to that would have been killing himself, which tended to be the fastest track to most of his problems, but that was a state of mind he was actively doing his best to pull himself out of.

Noah tugged his clothes on and nodded to himself.

Moxie would be so proud of me.

Once he was fully clothed and protected from the elements and errant tentacles once more, Noah took a moment to actually process his findings. Something was keeping Crumbling Space from extending any considerable distance.

There was a pretty good chance a part of it was because the rune wasn’t perfect, much less Flawless. It had a good way to go before it was at a point where he’d be completely satisfied with it.

That said, the restrictions on the rune seemed a bit much, even for its quality. It drew so much power and was so limited in range that it felt more like a limitation of the rune itself than his combination of it.

It’s that Space Magic issue again. There’s something holding it back. Maybe it’s just because controlling space just needs so much energy, or maybe it’s something else. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll be damned if I don’t figure it out.

At first, he’d been slightly worried that it might have been the same issue that he’d had when he’d made Natural Disaster at Rank 3, where the rune just wasn’t strong enough to contain its concept.

But fortunately or not, his testing had revealed that it didn’t seem to be the same issue. The Rank 3 Natural Disaster had lacked fine control and efficiency, but in general, it had been able to do what he wanted. Crumbling Space didn’t exactly feel inefficient, and it did exactly what he wanted when he operated in its constraints. It just seemed like it drew so much power that he didn’t have the energy reserves to make it do more than its base use-case.

Noah slung his grimoire over his back and picked up his gourd, waiting for the transport cannon to reactivate. Even if he hadn’t managed to get Crumbling Space to extend its range, his goal in coming here had been accomplished.

He’d gathered a considerable amount of energy. Natural Disaster had gone up by a fair amount and was now getting quite close to being completely full. Crumbling Space had also seen some solid rewards and was up to roughly 20 percent full. It had moved up more than Natural Disaster had, but that was only logical considering it was a considerably worse rune in its current state.

The only way to test that further would be to break the rune apart and reform it, but he wanted to get a little more testing in before he did that. Now that Crumbling Space had some more power filling it, he could get around two casts off with every recharge.

Noah didn’t get time to contemplate for much longer. A familiar buzzing sensation raced across his skin and prickled at the back of his neck. He blew out a breath and relaxed his body as blue light enveloped him.

Then he was gone, a streak of light hurtling through the sky back toward Arbitage.
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Noah landed in the tube of the transport cannon with a thud and a pained grunt. Tim waved to him from across the room.

“Welcome back, Vermil. Sorry about the landing. Running on a skeleton of the power we should have had isn’t doing favors for comfort. I hope your trip went well.”

Noah grimaced and rose to his feet, brushing his backside off and straightening his grimoire. It had absorbed a fair bit of the landing impact. He doubted it was too pleased with that, but it would get over it.

“It certainly went. Have you ever felt like a slab of meat in front of a starving dog? I have decided that I hate octopi and anything tentacle-related.”

Tim let out a small laugh. Noah was pretty sure his words had gone right over the man’s head, but that was fine. Nobody was going to understand what he was talking about without any context.

“I can’t say I’ve felt like that recently, but there was a time or two in my younger days,” Tim replied. “You made it back untouched, so I should hope that it didn’t go too poorly.”

“I killed the monsters I needed to. Is the Bleached River a common place people visit?”

“Not particularly,” Tim replied. “And now? Even less so. Why?”

Good. That means nobody is going to stumble across the pile of corpses I left in the river.

“Just making sure,” Noah said with a shrug.

“Just in case, I’ve already gone and scrambled the location I sent you to. I did it the moment you were gone,” Tim said, rubbing the back of his neck with a shameful expression on his face. “Twice people managed to follow you through the cannon because I never changed its direction. That isn’t happening again.”

“Thank you. That’s definitely a smart move,” Noah said with a nod of approval. He reached into his bag and pulled out the Mind Meld Potion he’d been carrying around. “So, shall we get to using this? No need to lose time.”

Tim’s eyes sparkled with delight, and he nodded. He hooked a foot into the trapdoor and pulled it open, then gestured to Noah. “After you. We shouldn’t be interrupted down here for the time being. Nobody will enter an active investigation area.”

“Doesn’t it being an active investigation area mean people will enter it?”

“Nope. They call it active, but there’s no new information the Enforcers can get here.” Tim shrugged. “What could they do? See a missing artifact? All that remains is a normal energy storage, and the only people that visit are space mages that come by to fill it up every morning and night.”

“Perfect,” Noah said with a grin. “In that case, lead the way.”

Tim clambered down the ladder, and Noah followed after him, pulling the trapdoor shut behind him as they went. A few minutes later, they made it all the way down into the core of the cannon.

The metal was still scorched from where Barb had blasted everything, but most of the damage had been repaired. Tim sat down in the center of the room, and Noah handed him the Mind Meld Potion before taking a seat across from him.

“Thanks again for this,” Tim said. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to properly repay you.”

“Not every gift needs to be repaid. That’s why it’s a gift.”

Tim smiled and raised the potion in a salute before breaking one of the seals and pouring half of it into his mouth. He handed the vial back to Noah, who broke the second seal and drained the rest of it. They both lay down as the potion’s effects took them into its arms and ripped both from the real world and into Tim’s mind.

Just moments later, Noah found himself standing in Tim’s welcoming soul. Seven runes floated around them—but only one of them was worth anything. Aside from the Rank 2 True Earth Rune, the rest of Tim’s soul was full of rubbish. Even so, things had come a long way from the last time Noah had visited. Many of the cracks had healed. Tim’s soul was far from strong, but it had recovered by leaps and bounds.

“Let’s get right to it,” Noah said, rubbing his palms together. “What rune are you thinking of next? And have you thought of what you want to go for with your Rank 3 rune?”

“Perhaps another True Earth?” Tim said after a second of contemplation. “And I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about the future. Perhaps I’m overly optimistic, but I’d like to combine the earth and wind somehow. I’m not sure how I’ll do it yet, but that’s what I’d like.”

“I can tell you from personal experience that you don’t want to combine two different elements too early,” Noah said, rubbing his chin. “Maybe wait until you hit Rank 3 to start combining any wind-related runes, but I’ll get one into your soul now so you can use it when the time comes. It’ll also help keep you from unbalancing your soul too much with a ton of Earth Runes.”

“I suspect you know more than me, so I’ll go with your suggestion.”

Noah nodded. “Sounds good. In that case, I’ll start with a Rank 2 True Wind Rune. Your soul looks a lot better than it did before, so we might be able to get several runes replaced today. Just keep an eye on things and let me know how you feel. We don’t want to push too hard and break something.”

Tim matched Noah’s nod. He held a hand out and called one of his poorly made runes to himself, then turned away from Noah. “Okay. I’m ready.”

“Great,” Noah said, baring his teeth in a grin and calling on Sunder until his veins turned black and power pumped through his veins like adrenaline. “Then let’s get you patched up.”


Chapter Sixty-Five



The air on the far side of the transport cannon, opposite to the tube, rippled. Bird’s form materialized from the anomaly, and she blew out the breath she’d been holding in her chest. A trickle of sweat rolled down the side of her temple, and she wiped it away.

Her eyes remained locked on the trapdoor that Vermil and Tim had just headed down, but her mind was far more focused on their conversation. Tim had clearly missed the meaning of Noah’s words, but she hadn’t.

Slab of meat in front of a dog? Talking about tentacles, and he went to the Bleached River?

A shiver ran down Bird’s spine. She hadn’t exactly been planning on trying to spy on Vermil. She’d just happened to be at the transport cannon when she’d heard the lift activating and rattling up, bearing Vermil’s voice with it.

She’d cloaked herself and hid in the corner just moments before he and Tim had arrived. It wasn’t like she’d been doing anything out of place. It was just that something about Vermil set her on edge. Up until a few short moments ago, she’d have been relatively willing to bet that he’d just been messing with her.

But why else would he talk like that if he hadn’t been using his… special fighting style? The monsters he’s talking about are Ridgerils. They’re big and have a lot of tentacles with sharp spines within their suckers, but Rank 3s shouldn’t be that much of a threat to a Rank 4. Especially not one as strong as him.

The only reason he’d be worried about them is if he were naked. I know I sure as the Damned Plains would have been. I wouldn’t want a tentacle within a hundred feet of myself if I were.

That can’t be right, though. I refuse to believe that such a stupid strategy actually makes enough of a difference that he’d push himself to such a degree.

There was only one way to find out. Tim may have scrambled the directions on the cannon, but Bird was no stranger to operating one. She crept over to the panel, and her hands played across it, her heart thumping and her fingers stiff.

If Vermil caught her, it would be difficult to explain what she’d been doing. The King family name would get her out of nearly every single situation, but the strange man didn’t seem to give a shit about propriety in the slightest. It was impossible to predict what he’d do.

Fortunately, they were deep within the transport cannon, and it wasn’t like Tim was the only person allowed to use it. The cannon shuddered as it rotated, redirecting itself, and she locked in place. Her breath caught in her throat as she peeled her ears for several seconds to listen for anyone coming up from below.

Nobody did. Bird didn’t give herself any longer to celebrate. She pressed her hand into the console, and a wave of energy rippled across it. A buzzing hum began to fill the room, and she stepped around the counter, hurrying over to the tube and lying down in it.

The cannon would call her back in exactly an hour. Even if there was anyone in the cannon when she returned, she’d be able to claim she was just using it for normal purposes. She’d just have to hope that nobody checked the direction of where it was pointed.

Any further thoughts were lost as the humming reached a crescendo and a wave of blue light enveloped Bird, yanking her away and sending her body hurtling through the sky.

Just a short while later, her feet slammed down into sand, and she took a stumbling step forward, blinking away the last remnants of confusion from the trip and quickly calling on her runes in case anything was still in the area.

There was nothing but sand and a flowing river. Bird blew out a breath and lowered her hands. The area around her was completely devoid of any threat for the time being. It was pristine and untouched, as if nobody had been here in quite some time.

Bird’s eyes narrowed.

“That isn’t right,” she muttered under her breath, turning in a circle to make sure she hadn’t missed something. “This is the standard location to visit the Bleached River at, but there’s no way Vermil was here. The sand is untouched, and there isn’t even a single dead monster.”

There’s no way I misheard them or they were speaking in code, were they?

Bird shook her head. That was impossible. Everything made far too much sense for that to be the case. This is where Vermil had gone. And that could mean only one thing. A prickle bit at the back of Bird’s spine.

Tim must have changed the preset location to send Vermil somewhere else in the Bleached River. But… the understanding of the transport cannon that would require is ridiculous.

Every single regulation says not to modify the coordinates that were preset for every location, especially on the fly. There are so many changing variables and possible ways things could go wrong that you’d literally need to be a genius in order to target it properly and avoid embedding your target in the middle of the ground instead of above it.

Bird swallowed. Her disbelief was irrelevant. Vermil had been in this area, but he definitely hadn’t been here. She only had an hour to figure out where he had been, but she was Otto’s right hand for a reason. Wherever Vermil had been, she’d sniff him out.
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Just about ten minutes before her time in the Bleached River ran out, Bird found what she was looking for. Her senses had picked up on fading remnants of magical energy just at the edges of her awareness, and she’d sprinted the entire way over.

Bird’s face went pale when the scene came into view. It was carnage. Warped planes of glass covered the sand where it had been melted together. Bloody streaks covered the edges of the scarred riverbank, along with chunks of blackened flesh.

She approached the river, her senses peeled to the max, and prepared to leap back. Ridgerils were ambush predators. They always made their first move whenever anybody grew close to their hiding spots within the riverbank, just beneath the water.

Nothing struck. Bird’s frown deepened. She edged closer to the rushing river and peered into it. Within its churning depths, she could just barely see a Ridgeril’s body impaled on a jutting stone.

Bird spun and strode down the bank with the flow of water, running for nearly five minutes. Whenever she glanced into the water, she found another corpse that the river had yet to wash away. Her face grew paler with every step she took.

Nothing had attacked her. Ridgerils weren’t clever. If they’d been there, one of them would have struck. And that could only mean one thing. Vermil had cleared every single monster in the immediate area out.

Even if the river had washed most of their bodies away, there was no way to deny it. Bird tugged on her hair and chewed her lower lip as she tried to figure out what her next step would be.

Even if she wanted to show anyone, the Ridgeril population would likely recover by the time she got them over. She’d only managed to notice anything because she’d arrived so quickly after Vermil had left.

The other monsters in the river should move down when they realize that there’s open space that they don’t have to fight to keep. I’m the only one who’ll know about this. But… what would telling anyone do?

Otto wouldn’t care. He doesn’t want power. Just interesting runes and money—which are admittedly the same thing. I don’t have a reason to report to anyone other than Otto. The only person this can benefit is me.

Benefit felt like a strong word, but the results were staring her in the face. Vermil had wiped out a ridiculous number of monsters. Even if they were just Rank 3s, he’d made it very clear exactly how he’d done it when he was speaking with Tim. Bird was certain that he hadn’t been using any sort of code now.

But beyond that, the style of fighting he used was secret. Vermil hadn’t revealed exactly how he’d fought the octopi to Tim. He’d just hinted at it.

Did he intentionally gift this to me to test me? Is Vermil a genius, a pervert, or a moron? I can’t tell.

Bird bit down on her lower lip and clenched her fists. All the thinking in the world wouldn’t change the information she had. Her duty, both as a mage and as a retainer to Otto of the King family, was to seek out power and information.

It didn’t matter what her target was. All that mattered were results—and results were abundant. Bird suppressed a groan. A rather large part of her wished that she’d never activated the transport cannon today. Better yet, she wished she’d just stayed at home.

But there wasn’t any way around it now. The lure of knowledge was planted in her mind, and she wouldn’t rest until she knew if it was true or not. Power was far too rare to come by for her to just pass it up because of stupid sensibilities. Bird set her jaw.

I’m going to actually have to test this fighting style out—just somewhere where absolutely nobody has even the slightest chance of ever seeing me. If they do, I think I might actually die of embarrassment on the spot.
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Four runes and an application of the Fragment of Renewal later, the Mind Meld Potion wore off. Noah and Tim both sat up in the core of the transport cannon. They rose to their feet and shook off the potion’s last effects.

Tim grinned at Noah. The childlike delight on the man’s face was contagious. “Quite a successful session this time around, Vermil. You must have improved since the last time.”

“Me? Forget me. I barely did anything. You were incredible!” Noah exclaimed, giving Tim a light punch in the shoulder. “Your soul is improving by leaps and bounds, Tim. We’ll only need one more shot at this before you’re completely ready.”

“I can hardly take any credit for anything,” Tim said, holding his hands up. “But I won’t press the matter any further for the sake of our agreement to keep things to the sanctuary of our minds.”

“Probably a good idea,” Noah said. “Tomorrow. Meet me here again, same time. We’re finishing this. No more delays.”

Tim swallowed, then nodded. “I will. Thank you, Vermil. I know I’ve said it before, but thank you.”

“Think nothing of it,” Noah said. “Remember. Tomorrow. Same time. Until then, I’ve got some more work to handle. There’s an advanced track meeting coming up tomorrow, and the exam isn’t too far away either. I don’t suppose you know anything about it?”

“I’m afraid not,” Tim said with a chuckle. “Do you really think your students would need the help?”

“No,” Noah replied. “I was just curious. I’ve got complete faith in them. I’m quite looking forward to the exam. It’ll be a chance for them to show how far they’ve come—not just to everyone else but also to themselves.”

“You aren’t even slightly concerned about the enemies you’ve drummed up?” Tim asked with a nervous frown. “I’ve got faith in your students as well, but they don’t have an easy road ahead of them. Jalen was telling me about the situation, and it sounds like some people might try to interfere with them.”

“Oh, I know.” A grin pulled across Noah’s lips. “I’m counting on it. You can’t carve a path to the top of the mountain without stepping stones to pave the way.”


Chapter Sixty-Six



Moxie sat in the thick forest of her mindspace and looked out over her runes, a contemplative frown on her lips. All seven of them were full. She’d gotten back to where she’d been before her runes had been shattered at the Torrin estate.

Seven Flawless Runes, when she hadn’t even known that there had been a stage beyond Perfect just a short while ago. And yet, before all the insanity with Flawless Runes and everything she’d learned in the last few months, she’d known the direction her Rank 4 rune would go.

Now she wasn’t so sure.

Moxie rolled a vine between her fingers and drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. It was tempting to just sit there and think. Thinking was easy. It didn’t require action. If one wasn’t careful, it would just keep pushing the subject at hand back until it was too late to deal with.

That wasn’t to say there wasn’t a time and place for thinking. She’d just gotten to the point where, perhaps, a different strategy was in order. One more inspired by Noah.

When thinking doesn’t get me anywhere, then it’s probably time to just do some stupid shit and see what happens. It’s a damn good thing we’ve got Sunder. If we didn’t, even so much as thinking about throwing something together without extensive planning would be a stupid move.

Moxie uncrossed her legs and rose to her feet. The plants around her feet rose, lifting her into the air above the forest so she could look down on all of her runes at once. They crackled and hummed with pressure. It was as if waiting for her to make a decision.

But even if she was going to brute-force things, she wasn’t about to just throw everything together into a random Rank 4. It needed a goal. The goal couldn’t be too broad, nor could it be too narrow. She and Noah had learned that for sure, so any rune she made had to fall in line if she didn’t want it to be a guaranteed waste of time and energy.

She still knew the general path that the Torrin retainers were meant to take. It was quite simple. Just keep stacking on thorny vines and sharp trees. Avoid just about everything else. It was a straightforward path. As long as one used Torrin runes the whole way up, it would take them right up to Rank 5.

Moxie’s lips curled in distaste. She held a hand out, and vines twisted up from the pillar supporting her, traveling up her arm and gathering in her palm. A small red bud sprouted from one of them, peeling open to reveal a four-petaled flower.

Evergreen wouldn’t have approved of this at all. She’d judge it as a completely worthless rune. Adding Sprouting Plant into my mix doesn’t give me any direct offensive capabilities and strays from my purposes as a retainer.

That’s probably what she would have said.

Moxie let out a small laugh. More buds bloomed along the vine, dotting its entirety with flowers. Evergreen wasn’t around to tell her what she could and couldn’t do anymore. And even if the flowers were a complete waste and ruined her progression completely, Noah could just sever the Rank 4 rune she made, and there would be another chance to do things differently.

Her chest tightened at the thought, and it struck her with startling clarity that she didn’t want to do things differently. A blush reddened her cheeks.

“How childish am I?” Moxie muttered to herself, running a hand along the petals of a flower. “Wanting to have flowers in my combination so badly that I’m getting worked up over the idea of it not working out. I haven’t even tried doing it yet.”

There was no answer. She was alone in her mind. But even so, she could almost hear what Noah’s answer would have been had he been there.

Who gives a shit? Just do what you want and make a rune that fits you.

Moxie set her jaw. It wasn’t like her desires were completely unfounded. The vines holding her up in the air retracted until they brought her back down to the ground, then withered away.

From the dry pile sprouted flowers larger than the ones before them. Moxie watched silently as they grew, then withered and died away as well. It was a process she’d been spending quite a bit of time studying as of late.

Noah’s suggestion to make her pattern the entire life cycle of a plant had been quite effective. Plants were surprisingly complex. There was so much that went on within them that it was borderline impossible to understand completely at her current stage.

But by taking just a single step back and looking at them as a whole rather than their individual parts, Moxie entered a realm in which she was far more familiar. Life and death were no strange concepts to her, and plants were the perfect actors in the play.

Add magic and they grew. Take it from them and the life left with it, causing them to wither away. Flowers sprouted around her feet as she drew breath in and died as she exhaled, their power taken to fuel the next generation.

It was meditative, in a strange way. Life and death were just two sides of the same spinning coin. That was a powerful concept. Of that, Moxie was certain. She just wasn’t sure how it would play into her current rune.

Neither life nor death was a concept that a Rank 4 rune was ever going to be able to fully encapsulate. And yet, runes were patterns. Noah had stressed that over and over again—and the more Moxie studied her own pattern, the more she came to see what he was talking about.

Even if the exact concepts within her pattern were too high-level to actually grasp with a Rank 4, that didn’t mean she couldn’t draw from them. Moxie let the pattern fade away and stepped over the pile of dead foliage, bringing her hands together.

The runes floating around her soul shifted. They rose and floated over to gather before her, looking down on her like seven churning eyes.

Sprouting Plant

Sprouting Plant

Sprouting Plant

Bloodletting Plant

Bloodletting Plant

Sowed Earth

Sowed Earth

“I definitely have a preference, don’t I?” Moxie asked rhetorically with a wry smile. “Noah’s right. I’m not going to try to avoid it. There’s no reason. We’re just going to do this his way. I know what I want, and I’m going to get it.”

Her hands tightened. The runes shuddered and grew nearer. Energy crackled as their edges touched and started to overlap. Moxie focused her intent. She’d come to learn quite a bit about the earth and plants in her lifetime. Every single bit of information and knowledge she had would be vital.

I might be greedy, but I don’t care. I’m tired of standing aside and setting my own desires out of the way to do the thing that’s been requested of me. It might be wrong of me to admit this, but I rather liked the Torrins, even if I hated Evergreen.

I like teaching Emily. When I was forced to be her guardian, I didn’t truly hate it. Not at the time. I was okay with living as I was told and just existing according to Evergreen’s will. That hasn’t been the case for a long time.

My runes are the last holdout. They’re the only things I haven’t taken back for myself. That changes now. My next Rank 4 is mine. Nobody else’s. It’s going to be exactly what I want it to be, and I want some damn flowers.

Moxie pulled her hands apart. Then she clapped them together, shoving the runes together with a burst of will. A brilliant crack rang out through her soul as the runes merged. A wave of power blew her hair back, and she gritted her teeth, focusing every scrap of her will.

Energy churned like a furious storm trapped within the confines of her soul. Moxie wrapped bands of will around the glowing mass of runic energy as it fought against her, trying to break free.

She gave it no quarter. Her intent was unflinching. She didn’t care if it was the right intent or if it was optimized to be the perfect warrior. She didn’t care what the most powerful or efficient runes had been researched to be.

The only thing she cared about was the rune she wanted. And in that, she was unshakable. She knew what she wanted, and the rune would become the manifestation of her desire. There would be no room for argument. No open spots for her intent to falter or leave a command unsaid.

A brilliant flash of light lit her mindspace up. It was followed by a powerful wave of pressure that slammed into Moxie’s chest like a six-foot wave. She staggered back and held her hands up, blinking furiously through the blobs of white that swam through her vision.

She’d made a Rank 4 rune. Excitement bubbled in her stomach, but she forced it down. Reaching Rank 4 was admirable, yes, but there would be no celebration until she saw if she’d been successful.

Moxie lowered her hands and squinted in the direction of the rune—and there she saw it.

Flowering Genesis

The rune was 10 percent full. A laugh slipped out of Moxie’s mouth, and she finally let her hands drop. A tear ran down the side of her face, but she barely even noticed it. She’d formed a Rank 4 rune—not the one she’d been told to make, but one she’d decided on entirely of her own volition.

Moxie drew power from the rune and tested the pressure that came off it. Power pressed into Moxie’s face like a strong wind, but it didn’t change or falter. She could barely believe it, but it was impossible to deny. As she tested out different parts of the rune, pulling the power into her body and letting it dissipate, there was no denying what she saw.

The rune wasn’t just Perfect. It was Flawless.

I guess I might not need Sunder this time around, Noah. I managed this one all on my own.

She knew that wasn’t entirely true, and it only made her smile stretch wider still. Even if Noah hadn’t been physically beside her, he’d still somehow been there in word and spirit. The rune was hers through and through, but it would have never even taken shape without him.

Moxie let her eyes drift open in the real world, leaving her mindspace behind and returning to her room. The world around her felt sharper—clearer, as if she could see in every direction rather than just through her eyes. In a way, she could.

Her domain had revealed itself.

Moxie had reached Rank 4.


Chapter Sixty-Seven



Now that Tim’s runes were just about completely repaired, Noah headed back to Building T. It had been a while since he’d last had a chance to sit down and practice with his violin.

Between teaching the kids, the shitshow that Wizen had caused, and all the other responsibilities he’d landed himself with, there wasn’t as much time for freedom as there had been before.

He drew up to the door and went to push it open. Noah froze. His domain prickled. There was another mage with a domain on the other side of the door. His eyes narrowed, and he drew on his runes.

They knew a number of people that had domains, so there was no need to go in swinging, but precaution never hurt anybody. Noah pushed, and the door swung open. He strode inside, Natural Disaster primed and at the ready, only to find that Moxie and Lee were the only ones inside.

Lee had perched herself on top of the desk and was chewing a strip of jerky, while Moxie had a small flower growing from a seed cupped within her hands. They both looked over to him as he entered.

“Oh. You’re back,” Moxie said casually. “How’d it go with Tim?”

Noah stared at her. It took him a second longer to register that the domain didn’t belong to another mage. It was coming from Moxie.

“You are not going to play this cool,” Noah said, striding over to her. Moxie burst into laughter, and the flower in her palms withered away as he lifted her off the bed and spun her around. “Did you seriously wait until I left to advance? How’d it go? Does your rune need any reworking? I’ve already used the Fragment, but⁠—”

“I’m fine, Noah,” Moxie said, putting a hand on his chest. “And it went really well. I didn’t exactly wait for you to leave, but the thought did strike me that it would be pretty funny if I ended up reaching Rank 4 before you got back.”

“Moxie was bouncing around waiting for you to return,” Lee put in as she stuffed the rest of the jerky into her mouth. “She only sat back down when I smelled you coming.”

“We agreed you were not going to mention that!” Moxie exclaimed. “I bribed you!”

“Oh, yeah.” Lee looked down at her now-empty hands. “I forgot once I ran out of food.”

“That’s a horrible excuse, and it doesn’t even work when you started ratting me out before you even finished eating.”

“I have a very advanced mind,” Lee said. She swallowed, then flashed them a toothy grin. “I think several steps ahead. Unfortunately for you, several steps ahead meant I’d already finished your food in my mind by the time I spoke.”

Moxie blew out an exasperated breath and thunked her head against Noah’s chest. “Well, I got to feel cool for a moment.”

Noah pulled her into a hug and ruffled her hair. “You’re always cool. You didn’t say if the rune needs to be modified, though. I still can’t really tell power from domains yet, so I can’t tell if yours is strong or not.”

“I don’t think I do, actually,” Moxie said. She moved to step back, and Noah released her. Her brow furrowed in concentration for a moment, and she shook her head. “I’ve drawn on its power several times, trying to use different components of it. The pressure doesn’t change.”

“Well damn,” Noah said, his grin growing even wider. “You managed a Flawless Rune on your literal first attempt? What’s the name of the rune you made?”

“Flowering Genesis,” Moxie replied, a touch of color entering her cheeks. “The name is a bit pretentious; I know.”

“It sounds cool,” Lee said.

“I’m with her,” Noah said, nodding to Lee. “What does it actually do? It’s a little abstract. Did you test to make sure the magic isn’t too high-level for a Rank 4?”

“That’s what I’ve been doing. Well, kind of. I’ve been a tad distracted bouncing around, as Lee put it,” Moxie said with an exasperated huff. She reached into a pocket in her jacket and pulled out another seed.

Pinching the seed between two fingers, Moxie pursed her lips. Energy prickled against Noah’s domain. His domain and Moxie’s seemed roughly matched, so her magic functioned without impedance.

The seed cracked apart, and a green sprig curled out from within it, quickly blooming into a flower. Noah watched it expectantly, but nothing else happened. He looked back to Moxie, who had a smug expression on her face.

“I think I might be missing something,” Noah said. “That’s a pretty flower, but I don’t see what you did with the Rank 4 that you wouldn’t have been able to do with a Rank 3.”

“I’ll give you a hint,” Moxie said.

The flower withered away. Noah’s brow creased, digging through his thoughts as he attempted to find what he was missing.

“You don’t have any death-related runes in there, do you?” Noah asked.

Moxie’s grin expanded as she shook her head. “None. I did take your advice about the life and death cycle of plants, but I have no idea where I’d even get a Death Rune—much less how one of those would be made. I don’t think it would be pleasant, and it certainly wouldn’t be easy to find.”

“Then the plant is dying because you’re cutting off power to it?” Noah guessed.

She gave him an encouraging nod, then gestured for him to keep going. Moxie was definitely enjoying this.

Why would a plant die after she stopped giving it power? All the other plants she’s worked with stay around afterward. I’ve assumed they just eat the magic she gives them and remain in their new state or something like that.

Her bed is proof of that. There’s no way Moxie is constantly wasting magical energy to keep it alive. Those plants are just… there. So why are these flowers just randomly dying the moment the magic fades?

“These new flowers are closer to a bolt of lightning than an actual flower, aren’t they?” Noah mused. “They’re so heavily reliant on magic that they can’t sustain themselves normally like a regular plant can—or maybe they aren’t a regular plant at all and are literally just pure magic?”

“You’re getting closer,” Moxie said. “Do you give up?”

“Hold on,” Noah said, holding a hand up. His nose scrunched, and he chewed his lower lip. The answer wasn’t coming to him. The plants were clearly different from her normal ones, but he just had no way to tell how. “Okay, okay. You win. What’s different about them?”

“These seeds are dead,” Moxie said. “And I don’t even need them. Take a look at this.”

She pressed her hand to the desk. A green sprout pushed out of the wood and bloomed into a red-petaled flower beside her hand in moments. Noah blinked, his confusion only growing.

“Okay. You’ve lost me. How are you making flowers without seeds? The first rule of magic at our rank is that we need something to start with. I’m far from a tree expert, but I don’t think flowers can sprout from wood.”

“That’s because Flowering Genesis isn’t trying to make plants sprout,” Moxie said. “It makes flowers from organic matter. Anything that has the potential to live or used to live—I can use it. I can control the kind of flower as well.”

“Wait. Anything?” Noah asked, his eyes widening. “Does that include currently living things?”

“As long as they don’t have a domain stronger than mine, yes. Lee brought in a squirrel, and I may have done a quick test before she put it out of its misery. I don’t think it would work against someone with a domain that repressed my magic, but if I was stronger…” She trailed off and shrugged.

Noah swallowed. That was a terrifying prospect. He still vaguely remembered a rumor that had gone around back when he’d still been a child in school. Kids had said that eating a watermelon seed whole could cause it to sprout inside his stomach.

That had been fake, of course, but it looked like Moxie had managed to make that particular nightmare a potential reality for her opponents.

While he stared off into space and considered the ramifications of Moxie’s new abilities, she picked a book up off her desk and flipped through it, the smug satisfaction on her face only growing with every passing second. “And when I said I could control the flowers, I meant it.”

She turned the book around so Noah could look at its pages. It was a treatise on poisonous plants. He looked back over to her.

“Has anyone ever told you how terrifying you could be before this? You’re going to end up in someone’s nightmares.”

“She can also make tasty flowers,” Lee added, hopping down from the desk. “We have an infinite food source.”

Noah sent a querying look to Moxie, who let out a sigh. “Tasty is an exaggeration. I made a fluffy-looking one, and she ate it before I could stop her. I’m still not actually sure what it was meant to be. It definitely wasn’t edible. I’m still nowhere near actually making proper poison yet. The idea honestly just hit me right after I formed my Rank 4 rune and ran over to the library to grab this. I’m hoping I’ll figure it out soon.”

“Everything is edible. Your stomach is just cowardly,” Lee said. She stretched her arms over her head and yawned, and a flicker of sadness passed over her features. “But we’re all Rank 4 now, even if my rune sucks.”

“It doesn’t suck,” Noah said. Lee glanced away from him, and he put his hands on her shoulders, gently pulling her face back to look at him. “Hey. Lee, look at me. The problem isn’t that your rune isn’t strong. The problem is that it’s too strong. You’re actively holding yourself back to avoid losing who you are. If you wanted to, you could become incredibly strong. That kind of sacrifice requires a lot more than just magical strength.”

“I know,” Lee muttered. “I don’t want to fall behind, but I still want to be me. Why is being a demon so unfair?”

“Because you can’t get power without giving something up,” Moxie said. “Demons are far stronger than humans of an equivalent rank, but no amount of power is worth becoming a monster. I’d take you over Azel any day.”

Lee gave them a small smile. “Thanks. I didn’t mean to take away from your achievement, Moxie. I’m really happy you reached Rank 4.”

Moxie scooped both Lee and Noah into a hug and squeezed them tightly. “There’s nothing wrong with having feelings, Lee. You can be happy about something and sad about something else at the same time. I’m never going to get mad at you for having emotions. I can’t imagine how you feel, so I won’t pretend otherwise, but we’re both here to support you with anything we can.”

“Thanks,” Lee said, her voice muffled from being squeezed against Noah and Moxie.

“And we’ll find a way to make sure you can get your rune completely under control,” Noah promised. “Don’t worry. You won’t lose yourself, and you won’t fall behind.”

Lee’s arms tightened around both of them, and she nodded mutely. A second passed. Then her stomach grumbled.

They all burst into laughter and stepped back as Lee’s cheeks reddened. “My stomach heard what you said about having different emotions and decided it was hungry.”

“Let’s go get something to eat,” Noah said. He paused to swing by the closet and stuff several changes of clothes that he had hanging in it into his bag. “Maybe we can grab the students as well. It’ll be a good opportunity to sync up before the advanced track meeting tomorrow.”

Lee wiped her face with the back of a sleeve and then looked up at him with a flicker of excitement. Noah wasn’t sure how much of it was real and how much she was hiding her true feelings, but he didn’t press the matter.

“Are we going to eat a bunch more food at the meeting?” Lee asked. “That was fun.”

“We very well might.” Noah nodded. “The best thing we can do is be prepared—but we can worry about that after eating.”

“Everything is better after eating,” Lee said with a sage nod, and they filed out of the room in search of their students and a meal.

For better or for worse, the three of them were all finally Rank 4.


Chapter Sixty-Eight



It took around an hour to herd up all the students from the various locations they were training in, but Noah managed to gather everyone. That came with the slight added problem of actually finding somewhere they could eat and talk without anyone overhearing what they were saying.

The solution turned out to be sending a food cart vendor home early for the day after buying just about everything he had. They brought everything over to Moxie’s classroom and laid it out on the tables while setting aside around half of it for Lee.

Noah let everyone have a few minutes to eat before he got things started properly. The kids already knew a fair bit about the situation, and there really wasn’t anything that was much of a surprise.

They already had a plan from the previous meeting that had worked quite well. Verrud and Jakob had broken off their attempts before they’d used up every strategy they had, which was quite convenient. It meant they hardly even had to do any extra planning.

The most important thing they could do was keep anyone from getting close to Isabel and Emily. While Noah hadn’t told anyone about Isabel’s secret, it was pretty clear that she’d mentioned something to the other students. Noah didn’t press to find out.

The kids trusted each other. That was all that mattered. He didn’t need to know every detail of what they’d spoken about when the results kept them safe.

Moxie and Lee went back over some of the strategies that they’d yet to employ throughout the rest of lunch. Chances were that nobody needed a review, but being prepared never hurt.

Eventually, the food and conversation ran out. There was only so much detail that they could go into preparations without knowing what Verrud and Jakob would actually try to do. All anyone could do was be prepared to adapt.

With that, Noah gave everyone the next class off to prepare for the advanced track meeting the following night and dismissed them. The kids filed out of the room, thanking Noah and Moxie for the meal as they left.

“That was nice,” Noah said, sinking down in his chair with a sigh. He rocked it onto its back legs and patted his stomach. “And I think I ate too much.”

“You need to train your stomach muscles better,” Lee advised. “Every time you eat is like lifting a heavy weight. The more you use your stomach, the stronger it will become.”

“You know what? I don’t think that’s how it works for humans,” Noah said with a laugh. Moxie walked up behind him and put her hands on the back of his chair, steadying it. Noah craned his neck back to look up at her from below, and she leaned down to give him a kiss.

“You taste like meat pies,” Moxie informed him as she pulled back.

“What a coincidence. So do you.”

Moxie laughed and pushed the chair forward so it was upright again. “Don’t go breaking the chairs in my classroom. They’re meant for kids, not adults.”

“Bah. You don’t even use the thing anymore. My windy old crappy room is far more picturesque.”

“More spots to hide there too,” Lee added. “I like the holes in the ceiling. It’s easy to sit in them and watch what people are doing below you.”

“There are holes in the ceiling?” Noah asked, blinking. “More than the one in the center of the room?”

Lee grinned in response. “I’m not telling you where. They’re mine.”

“Well, I suppose it hardly matters. It’s not like anyone else can use them, and there’s no way Arbitage is going to repair the old place. They’d have done that already if they were planning to.” Noah waved a hand, then pushed himself to his feet with more than a little effort. He’d definitely eaten a few too many meat pies. “Is there anything we’ve got to cover for the meeting tomorrow that we haven’t already done?”

Moxie shook her head. She started to gather the leftover paper from all the food. Noah and Lee joined her, though about a quarter of the papers Lee picked up vanished into her mouth when the others weren’t looking.

Once they’d gotten everything that Lee hadn’t eaten, Moxie took it and scrunched it into a ball. Her brow furrowed in concentration. A second later, the paper began to crackle. A stem rose up from it.

It grew thicker, and the amount of paper shrank, flowing into its stem. The flower grew to nearly two feet, forming a white bud the size of a head. It bloomed open as the last of the paper vanished into it, then withered away in Moxie’s hands until it was nothing but a dried stem.

“Convenient, huh?” Moxie asked, holding up the stem. She slipped it into one of her shirt sleeves. “I’ll study this more later. As for tomorrow’s meeting, I think there’s only so much prep anyone can actually do. Unless you’ve got Mind Runes, we can’t read Jakob or Verrud’s minds.”

Noah grimaced and went about returning the chairs in the room to their proper places. “I think I’ll pass on a Mind Rune. Just having one seems disgusting. I’ve got no interest in that kind of power. You’re probably right, though. If there’s nothing else we can prepare, how about we head back to your room and practice? Your new rune is, as you mentioned, really suited to your pattern—and I haven’t had a chance to play my violin recently.”

“I’m never going to say no to you playing music for me, so I’m sold,” Moxie said. “You coming with us, Lee?”

“Sure,” she said. “Can I eat the flowers when you’re done with them?”

“That may not be the best idea,” Moxie said with a small frown. “They could be poisonous.”

“To you.”

“Okay, fair point,” Moxie admitted. “Sure. I don’t see why not. Just do it slowly. I don’t want to find out that I’ve accidentally created demon poison.”

“The day I find something I can’t eat is the day.”

Noah pulled the door open and paused, glancing back at Lee and waiting for her to finish the sentence. She didn’t. She just stared at him.

“What?” Lee asked.

“The day you find something you can’t eat is the day what?” Noah asked. “There’s another bit to that phrase."

"Oh. Yeah, I haven’t figured it out yet,” Lee replied. She scratched at the side of her neck. “I’ll get it once I find something I can’t eat. I haven’t done that bit yet, though.”

“Huh. Fair enough,” Noah said. “Shall we? There’s a whole day ahead of us before we’ve got to put up with the idiots again.”

Lee bounced past him, and Moxie followed her, flashing Noah a grin as she passed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Moxie said. “I deal with an idiot every day.”

“You’re dating the idiot. What does that make you?”

Moxie snorted and linked her arm through his. Lee fell in beside them, and the three walked back to her room together.
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The next day flew by quickly. As Noah had suggested, he spent the entire time practicing his violin. Moxie alternated between listening and working on her own pattern, and Noah occasionally took a break from his music to give her pointers or take a look at her progress.

The Flowering Genesis Rune definitely suited the pattern really well. The only issue was that it required magic to actually use the pattern. That wasn’t the same as putting magic into the pattern, but it was adjacent.

That wasn’t as big of an issue as it might have been if Moxie were a student. She’d been using magic for a lot longer than the others had and had more than enough control over her abilities to make sure she didn’t mistakenly use power where she didn’t mean to—especially while they were in a room without any real distractions other than the occasional munching that came from where Lee sat on the bed.

But as all things had to, it came to an end. They slept for a few hours, then resumed practice all the way to when there was only a little more than an hour until the advanced track meeting was set to start.

Part of Noah wished they could just skip the whole thing. He crushed the thought. The meeting was too important to ignore, no matter how much fun he was having. It wasn’t just about the students either—Otto and several other important people would be present. Skipping out was just lost potential.

So, with just a little annoyance at having to put up with more bullshit from the idiots after his students, he set out together with Lee and Moxie to their meeting point at the transport cannon.

The kids were all already present and waiting in a small circle. Nobody else was in the area—there really wasn’t much reason for others to hang around transport cannon when its usage was restricted.

I wonder what Tim’s been up to since he can’t run the cannon as much as before. I hope he’s just messing around with his new runes and finding other things to occupy himself, but I know how much he loved the cannon. For that reason alone, I need to get that damn key back from Wizen.

“Is everyone ready?” Moxie asked, holding a hand up to block the setting sun from getting into her eyes. “Any questions or observations before we head out and get things started?”

“I’ve got one,” Lee said, raising her hand.

“I do not have any jerky in my bag.”

“You are lying. Front pocket. Left corner.”

Moxie reached into her bag in the location that Lee had indicated, then blinked. She pulled a strip of meat out with a baffled expression. “I didn’t put this here.”

“Oh, I know. I did,” Lee said, taking it from Moxie’s hands and chowing down. “I just didn’t want to carry it around. I no longer have a question.”

Moxie let out a sigh. “Thank you, Lee. Does anyone else have a question? Preferably about the advanced track meeting and not other topics? I’m always open to help with other matters when we’re a little bit less occupied.”

“What other matters?” Alexandra asked.

Noah bit back a laugh at the exasperation on Moxie’s face.

“Whichever ones you want,” Moxie said, rubbing her nose between the bridge of her fingers.

Lee slipped Alexandra a strip of jerky. Moxie caught the motion and narrowed her eyes, but Alexandra just gave her a small shrug and took a bite out of her ill-begotten gains.

Did Lee pay Alexandra off to ask that? She’s turning into quite the little prankster.

“At least nobody is worried,” Moxie said with a defeated laugh. “Come on, then. Let’s head over to the meeting and see how many people we can make cry before we’re done for the night.”


Chapter Sixty-Nine



Anumber of other professors had already arrived by the time that they got to the advanced track meeting. Several students were sparring or eating, and the hall was filled with conversation.

Noah’s group made their way over to the table, led by Lee. She plopped herself down right beside Gero and waved to him. He didn’t even mutter a word of greeting. He just took a large chicken drumstick off his plate and handed it to her.

It looks like Gero might understand Lee more than any of the other people in the advanced track. That’s interesting. He’s not at all talkative, and I’m not all that inclined to like him after he went after Alexandra, but he’s clearly quite observant.

Then again, it’s not all that hard to tell that Lee likes food. It wasn’t that crazy of a guess.

Noah’s students all sat down on the table a short distance from Lee, pinning Emily and Isabel in the center of the group to stop anyone from sitting beside them. Moxie walked over to stand behind them, a vine extending from the sleeve of her shirt to pluck a bread roll from the table and bring it back over to herself. She ripped it in half and handed one of the chunks over to Noah.

“Thanks,” he said as he took a bite out of it and scanned the room. Jakob and his students had arrived before them but had set up in the corner of the room and were in avid conversation with another professor that Noah didn’t recognize. There was no sign of Verrud yet.

I wonder if we overplayed our hand a bit too much last time. Did Verrud figure out I was onto him? Eh. I guess we’ll see soon enough.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Ulya heading over from the right side of the room. She raised the glass of wine in her hand slightly in greeting.

“I thought we were pretending not to know each other too well,” Noah said as he gave her a nod. “Is something wrong?”

“There’s nothing all that odd about coming to say hi to someone who just walked in. I was just coming to remind you of the other half of our deal,” Ulya said. “I want runes. If we’re working together, I’d like if you could invest a bit more in me now. I’m rebuilding my puppets, and if you’ve got something that can help me, I want it sooner rather than later.”

Fair enough.

“There’s a secret room at the side of the advanced track area. Go to it in about twenty minutes. I’ll spare you five minutes,” Noah said.

Ulya blinked, then inclined her head. “If you’re sure, then fine. I’ll be there. Thank you.”

You’re the one that asked me. Why are you asking if I’m sure?

Ulya headed off before Noah could ask her what she was on about. He didn’t want to draw any attention to their conversation, so he let her leave without saying anything else. Having someone in the advanced track that could feed him information when people didn’t know they were working together was too useful of a tool to waste.

“You heard that, right?” Noah asked Moxie.

She nodded. “Yeah. I’ll keep an eye on the kids when you’re messing with her. Lee and I have it covered. It really isn’t that much of a deviation from what we were already planning.”

“True,” Noah allowed, letting his eyes drift over the room. More professors had arrived in the short time since he’d last checked, and he spotted Silvertide and Tyler speaking with the kind, portly professor from the previous meeting and his student.

If Noah recalled correctly, the man’s name was George and the girl was Fiona. She was strikingly unmemorable, but he didn’t think that was an insult. Fiona was of average height and had straight brown hair that went down to just above her shoulders.

Her clothes and features alike were plain, and she carried no weapons. Noah would have looked right past her in a crowd if it hadn’t been for her eyes. They were sharp, like two diamonds glistening in milky seas.

Even from where he stood, he could see her gaze boring into Silvertide and absorbing every single word he said.

I wonder what her powers are. She’s supposedly the strongest student in the advanced track, but she’s high Rank 3 at most. Alexandra has Body Runes, which should put her toward the peak of Rank 3. I wonder which of them would win in an actual fight.

It wouldn’t be too long before he’d get a chance to find out.

Silvertide caught Noah looking in their direction and raised a hand in greeting. Noah’s cheeks reddened, but he returned the gesture. George followed Silvertide’s eyes and smiled.

What are they, both part of the cool old dudes club? Not that I’m complaining. They should extend honorary membership to Tim. Arbitage could use more cool old dudes moving in conjunction.

Noah continued to scan for Verrud, but the thin man was nowhere to be found. He wasn’t sure if that was something to complain about or not. On the one hand, it really did look like Jakob was keeping his distance.

On the other hand, it was vastly preferable to see both of his enemies and actually know what they were trying to do. It was a lot more nerve-wracking to try and figure out what their plans were than it was to actually deal with them.

There was only so long he could sit around with Moxie looming over his students. They were finishing their meals, and it wouldn’t be long before it would be appropriate for other students to approach them for a spar.

Lee, of course, was still mowing through food alongside Gero. The two were currently matched plate for plate. It was hard to tell if they were trying to have some sort of eating contest or if they were both just all-consuming voids.

A small frown passed over Noah’s features as he watched Lee. Her rune was a serious problem. All his words of support would mean nothing if they couldn’t find some way to actually repair it.

There was the option of having her balance it out with other—normal—Rank 4 runes, but that didn’t quite seem to align with what Azel had said. He’d implied that Lee was holding herself back by not using Demon Runes.

I’m not so sure he’s an entirely reliable source, but with how closely runes are tied to demons, it feels likely that Lee may actually need each of her runes to have some form of demonic connection.

The runes are literally her body. And, like it or not, she’s a demon. If she starts getting really high-level non-Demon Runes, they could actually start hurting her. In the end, it sounds like Azel actually cared about Lee. Considering he’s the only other demon we know, I think his advice may be the only thing we’ve got to go on.

Noah let his eyes drift over the room as he thought. It wasn’t like he could just find Demon Runes lying around for Lee to use. Right now, the most important thing they could do would be to find a way to control her existing Rank 4 and stop it from trying to overpower her personality.

That was easier said than done. He just didn’t have the understanding of demons or how their runes worked that would let him make an intelligent decision—but that didn’t mean he was out of options.

There were two people that had a chance of knowing something. The first was Father. He had a good chance of knowing something, but the idea of having to bargain with him filled Noah with distaste.

The second was Otto. Noah doubted he knew even the slightest bit about Demon Runes if Monster Runes as a concept were new to him, but Otto had been researching the runes that Noah had sold him.

If he’s figured anything out, then I might be able to use that as a springboard to try and fix Lee’s rune.

Unfortunately, when Noah glanced over to the spot that Otto had been standing in the previous meeting to see if he was there, there was no sign of the man. He did, however, lock eyes with Bird.

Bird spotted him looking at her with startling speed and immediately began to head in his direction. Noah suppressed a groan.

Oh, goddamn it. The absolute last thing I need right now is to speak with her and have someone overhear our conversation. I don’t think I’ve had a single interaction with Bird in recent times that hasn’t somehow gone wrong.

Then again, I do have a reputation to upkeep.

Bird came to a stop before Noah. She cleared her throat, then fiddled with the lapel of her jacket. Noah stared at her, waiting for the woman to say something, but she seemed to be at a loss for words.

You approached me! You can’t just walk up and say nothing!

“Is Otto here?” Noah asked awkwardly.

“Otto? No. He can’t make every meeting,” Bird said with a shake of her head. She looked over her shoulder before lowering her voice. “I came to speak with you.”

Damn it.

“You don’t have to look like you’re dealing drugs while you’re at it,” Noah grumbled. “What is it? Does Otto want another rune?”

“No, it’s not to do with that. It’s about your… fighting style.”

An image of dozens of squirming octopi flashed through Noah’s mind, and it took a supreme force of will to keep from slapping a palm into his forehead.

“Ah. Yes,” Noah forced out. “My fighting style. What about it?”

“Do you use a Shield?”

Noah hid a relieved sigh, and his shoulders slumped.

Oooh. Bird isn’t talking about the stupid naked bullshit I made up. She overheard that I don’t use a Shield and encourage my students to do the same when they’re training. That makes more sense.

“No. I think they’re crutches. The best way to train is by handling every fight completely naturally,” Noah said. “If you’re relying on something to protect you, then you’ll never be able to truly fight on your own. It’s better to toss the extra shit on after you’ve already figured out what you’re doing so that it’s an addition rather than an integral part of your identity.”

Bird’s brow furrowed, and she nodded thoughtfully. “I think I see what you’re saying. How did you even figure that out?”

“I got to test it out very extensively with a bunch of monkeys in the Scorched Acres,” Noah replied with a grimace. “It was not a pleasant experience, but I’ve learned a lot since then. My students use the same techniques and barely even need Shields.”

“Your students too?” Bird asked, her eyes going wide.

“Oh, yeah. They’ve gotten quite good at it. You’ll probably see during one of the exams at some point.”

Bird looked over her shoulder at the students, then back at Noah. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I—Never mind. Thanks for answering my questions,” Bird said. She massaged the bridge of her nose and let out a sigh. “I spent some time studying this technique… and I have to admit that it’s freeing.”

He gave her a knowing nod. “Don’t go spreading it around, please. Feel free to ask me if you’ve got more questions, though. I don’t mind helping out a friend of Otto’s.”

Bird coughed into a fist and looked away. “I’ll… uh, keep that in mind. Thank you for the tips.”

She made to turn, but Noah raised a hand. “Oh, hold on. I’ve got a request.”

“What is it?” Bird winced but stopped to hear him out.

“Could you ask Otto if he’d be willing to share what he found about the rune I gave him?” Noah asked. “I’m interested in the results.”

Bird’s shoulders relaxed, and she nodded. “I’ll pass it along.”

“Thanks.”

She nodded and headed off, slipping into the crowd. Noah watched her leave, his brow furrowed.

I wonder what her deal was.


Chapter Seventy



It had been a few minutes since Ulya had headed over to the secret room, and there really wasn’t any reason that Noah could see to make her wait any longer. Nobody was paying him much attention at the moment, so he had a great opportunity to slip away.

He stepped into the crowd and made his way over to the hidden room that Otto had brought him to the previous advanced track meeting. Noah slipped into it to find Ulya sitting in one of the chairs, waiting for him.

He slung the grimoire off his shoulders and set it down beside a chair as he lowered himself into it. “Right. Let’s get this underway, shall we? I’m a bit limited on time, and I have no idea what Jakob and Verrud are planning today.”

“Well… how does it work?” Ulya asked. “And if it helps, my puppet is in the other room, keeping an eye on things. Verrud hasn’t shown up to the meeting, and Jakob isn’t anywhere near your people. Neither are his students, though it looks like Yulin has been looking in their direction.”

Yulin? She seemed relatively intelligent. Could she be waiting for some sort of signal?

Noah shook his head. Sitting around in a secret room and wondering wasn’t going to do anyone any good. The sooner he got back out to rejoin the others, the better. He tapped the top of his grimoire. “It works by you telling me what runes you want and me seeing if I can get them to you.”

“That’s it?” Ulya blinked. “Nothing else?”

“I mean, if you ask for something I don’t have, I can’t give it to you. I’d recommend sticking mostly with Rank 2 runes if you can. I’ve got one or two higher-rank ones floating around, but I’d really rather not give those away.”

Ulya squinted at Noah as if trying to find the trick in his words. His tapping grew faster as he waited for her to come to a decision.

“How many?” Ulya finally asked.

“They’re Rank 2s. I don’t know. I’m not trying to give away my whole collection.” The grimoire trembled in approval at that, but Noah ignored it. “How many do you need?”

“It’s more about the type than the number. Silvertide gave me enough to rebuild. I’m trying to do more than just that now. I’m trying to improve. Do you have anything earth, metal, or crystal related?” Ulya asked after a moment of thought. “I could use all of those. The more, the better.”

“I’ve got nothing with crystal. I don’t think I’ve got metal either, but I have a stupid amount of earth.” Noah pulled the grimoire forward to rest it against his knees and placed a hand on the cover to pull it open.

Then he paused. His eyes narrowed, and he leaned down to look at the grimoire’s cover. “Runes, you hear me?”

The grimoire remained still.

“If I see a pair of tits, I’m ripping you in half,” Noah said. He leaned back, ignoring the baffled look on Ulya’s face, and flipped the grimoire open. Its pages rustled, and Noah was relieved to see that it landed on one covered with a variety of Earth Runes.

He’d gotten quite a few of them during his hunting session before returning to Arbitage, and Moxie hadn’t ended up needing help with making hers. Ulya had quite a selection to choose from. Her eyes widened as she read over the runes, and she looked up at Noah.

“I can take any of these? Are you really just showing them to me?”

“I never fully got the thing where it’s taboo to show people a rune,” Noah said through a sigh. “I mean, if you’re going to copy its shape with one of your own runes, you’re going through a ton of work. You can have the damn thing if you want it that badly. They’re only Rank 2s.”

“Don’t let anyone in your family catch you saying that if you want to keep your blood where it is right now,” Ulya muttered. She leaned closer to the book and read over it for several seconds. “How many of these can I have again?”

“Four?” Noah offered, testing the waters to see how Ulya reacted. He still wasn’t fully sure where the value of runes actually landed when dealing with nobles. For people without an insider to speak to, runes were prohibitively expensive.

Ulya was part of a noble family, though. At least, Noah was pretty sure she was. He didn’t actually know. Now that he thought about it, there was a chance she wasn’t. It was a bit late to worry about that.

Her expression hadn’t changed too much at the number he’d offered, so he’d probably landed his guess roughly in a ballpark where it was reasonable.

“Deal. I’ll take these then,” Ulya said. She pointed to four of the Rank 2 runes on the page. Noah couldn’t help but notice she’d chosen some of the ones that were the closest to perfect. He didn’t blame her—he would have done the same. He had enough runes to not be particularly concerned about the loss.

“Feel free. Don’t worry about damaging the grimoire. It can take it. Damn thing probably likes it.”

Ulya didn’t comment on that. She pressed her palm to the paper and closed her eyes in concentration. One after another, she drew the Earth Runes into her mindspace. Once she finished, she looked back to Noah and rocked back.

He closed the grimoire and moved it out of the way again. “Good. Now that that’s over, before I head back to the others, do you have anything interesting or important for me? If I’m paying you, I expect results.”

“There really isn’t much to report yet. I’m keeping an ear to the walls,” Ulya said apologetically. “From what I can tell, it really seems like Jakob isn’t doing anything. He hasn’t looked in Moxie’s direction a single time. As I mentioned before, the only one paying any attention to anyone is Yulin.”

“Have you noticed her doing anything aggressive? Maybe looking at other people?”

Ulya shook her head. “No. It’s curiosity more than anything else. She’s made to stand up and sat back down like four times this meal. Marley is beside her, but he’s more focused on his meal than anything else. From what I’ve heard of their conversation, the only thing they’ve talked about is preparing for the exam coming up.”

“No mention of my students? And how damn perceptive is your puppet?”

A grin flickered across her lips, and she rose to her feet. “Very. And no, nothing. It’s as if they’re completely ignoring you.”

Noah rubbed his chin and stood as well. It was possible that Jakob and Verrud had backed off because of how badly things had gone during the previous meeting. It was the smart move to do. Throwing yourself over and over again into a fight you’d lost multiple times generally wasn’t a strategy that worked for anyone other than him.

That’s a bit concerning. It means they’re a lot smarter than I was hoping. Even if Verrud hasn’t realized I know what he’s up to, if he’s toning down how overt his attempts are, then it’s a lot more likely he’s going to try to really screw us during the actual exam. This could be just to lull us into a false sense of security.

Noah pressed his lips together. It was so much easier to just cause chaos and distract people than it was to actually deal with scheming planners. Part of him was tempted to somehow pull Father into things, just to see the shitshow it would cause.

That was a godawful idea, but it was an amusing one. A small grin pulled at the corners of Noah’s lips, and he shook his head before nodding toward the door. “Stay here for another minute or so. I’m heading back to the others. Pleasure doing business with you—and I hope you don’t expect runes every meeting. I’m not made of money.”

Ulya coughed into her fist. “I’m not delusional. This is useful, even if I just end up using them for energy alone. Power is hard to come by. I’ll hold my end of the deal up.”

Noah inclined his head once more before stepping out of the room. The muted roar of the room hit him all at once as he closed the door behind him and worked his way through the crowd to rejoin Moxie and the others.

Ulya’s information looked to be correct. Nobody was really bothering his group. One student was off to the side, speaking with Todd at the edge of their little pack, but the conversation seemed to be polite at best, and nobody else was close enough to make anything of it.

“Anything interesting happen?” Noah asked as he joined Moxie.

She shook her head. “Nothing. It’s kind of boring, if I’m going to be honest. Not that I’m complaining. I was just prepared to deal with a whole lot more bullshit. I highly doubt they just gave up, though.”

“Same,” Noah agreed. “I’m leaning toward them having decided that it wasn’t worth trying at the advanced track meeting so soon after the last one. Unless they’re doing something that we’ve completely missed, I think they might be holding off until the next meeting or the exam itself.”

“The exam is the best time to try anything if that’s their plan. We won’t be there to interfere… but Alexandra beat Yulin. Unless Marley is considerably more powerful than her, they shouldn’t have a chance.”

“We don’t have any way to know if they’ve got more backup or not,” Noah said, his gaze scanning over the room. Aside from them, the majority of the other professors were moving around and mingling while their students sparred. “And we really aren’t getting that many of our own.”

“We’ve got Silvertide.”

“True,” Noah said. “I haven’t seen Tyler fight, but if he’s Silvertide’s student, I’m sure he can hold his own. Wouldn’t hurt to have a bit more backup on our field if we can get it, though.”

Moxie’s eyebrow arched. “You want to start mingling with other professors? Look at you. You’re actually starting to act like a noble.”

“Don’t insult me.” Noah gagged as Moxie snickered.

“It isn’t a bad idea. If we could get George and Fiona on our side, that wouldn’t hurt. They’ve got a lot of respect from the other students. Nobody has even tried to challenge Fiona.”

“Nobody is challenging our students either,” Noah pointed out.

“Do you really think anyone would so soon after the last meeting? If it had been anyone, it would have been someone with Jakob. It’ll take other people a bit more time to feel things out and try to get a better understanding of everyone’s strength before they try more. It’s hard to do that when we’re standing behind the kids like a brick wall.”

Moxie had a point. Noah scrunched his nose in annoyance. No matter how much he wanted to protect them, the kids needed to handle some things on their own. He couldn’t get allies for them, and if they were constantly floating around, no random students would approach. Especially not with Vermil’s reputation.

“Maybe we should back up a bit,” Noah said. “Give them room to breathe—but not too far.”

Moxie nodded. “I wanted to wait until you got back, but I’m in agreement. Lee’s still next to them, but she’s a lot more approachable than we are as long as you don’t plan to challenge her to an eat-off.”

They both took a few steps away from the kids, letting their conversation fall off as they headed toward the crowd. Finding a tall table nearby, the two of them settled in to watch.

A few minutes passed, and the crowd began to tighten. Nobody had approached their students yet, but Noah didn’t miss a few glances being thrown in their direction. He and Moxie had definitely been scaring the other kids off.

Noah’s Vibration Imbuements warned him of someone walking up behind them, and he turned, tapping Moxie on the shoulder as he did. He was prepared to face off against Jakob or Antony—but it was Silvertide that stood before them.

“Vermil. Moxie.” Silvertide inclined his head in greeting. His face was deadly serious. “I’m afraid I come bearing news.”

“Just news?” Noah asked, pushing away from the table with a frown. “What is it?”

“The Enforcers that went out looking for Wizen have found him. He’s figured out how to use the key and has been preparing a ritual to activate it.” Silvertide replied grimly. “We will be leaving in thirty minutes, when the mass portal our space mages are making has breached his defenses.”

Noah nearly choked on air. “I—What? That fast?”

“They are Enforcers, Vermil,” Silvertide said dryly. “Their title is not earned by chance. Enforcers are some of the most competent mages in Arbitage.”

It was sudden, but he had known the Enforcers were searching for Wizen. He just didn’t think they’d find him this quickly. Noah shook the reeling surprise away. It wasn’t going to help anyone. If anything, it was a good thing that Wizen had been located this early on.

At least they caught him before he managed to pull off whatever he’s trying to do with the key.

“Right. I know why you’re here, then.” Noah did a quick check of his belongings, but he had everything he needed. “I promised Brayden I’d back him up.”

“Not just you,” Moxie said. “I’m coming.”

“As am I.”

Noah’s senses tingled at the same time as he heard Lee speak. They all turned as she emerged from a shadow at their side.

“How good is your hearing?” Moxie asked in disbelief.

“Really good,” Lee replied. She nodded over her shoulder to the kids. “I already let the others know something was going on. They’re going to head back early. Don’t worry.”

Noah blew out a breath. There was no point arguing with Lee or Moxie. They were both Rank 4s and more than capable warriors—and neither of them were going to turn back when they set their mind to something.

“Just make sure to leave the really dangerous stuff to me, yeah?” Noah asked.

“Don’t worry. I’m not trying to get myself killed,” Moxie said with a snort. “I’ll leave the worst of the fighting to the people who are meant to do it. Extra backup isn’t going to hurt, though.”

“It most certainly won’t,” Silvertide agreed. “I trust the three of you are coming, then?”

Noah took one last look around the party, then blew out a breath and gave Silvertide a firm nod. “Yeah. We’re coming.”

“Then we march,” Silvertide said, spinning to stride out of the room. “Wizen must be stopped.”


Chapter Seventy-One



Silvertide led Noah, Lee, and Moxie out of the advanced track meeting at a brisk pace. He made a beeline for the transport cannon, moving surprisingly fast for a man who relied on a cane to walk.

They reached it just minutes later and ascended to the top. The control room was more packed than Noah had ever seen it. Brayden and Neir stood by the control panel, and Tim hovered behind the controls, his face creased in concentration as he adjusted them.

Dozens of other Enforcers that Noah didn’t recognize milled around the room, readying their gear and speaking in hushed, professional tones. Godrick was among them—Noah hadn’t been looking for him during the meeting, but it looked like the large man would be joining the mission.

“There are a lot more people here than I thought there would be,” Moxie said as they cut over to join Brayden and Neir.

“Wizen is a major threat, but not everybody here will be attempting to breach his sanctum,” Silvertide said. “We need to make sure he doesn’t send people back into Arbitage while we’re trying to attack him. About half of these Enforcers will be ensuring Wizen can’t open our portal back up or counterattack.”

“Is it easier to open a portal when there’s been Space Magic used in an area?” Noah asked.

“Yes,” Brayden answered for Silvertide, turning to give them a nod of greeting. “Considerably easier. Space Magic is its own greatest weakness. The more of it someone else uses in an area, the easier it is for other people to do the same.”

Interesting. It’s not like using Space Magic leaves behind more space to work with… Does it have something to do with how Space Runes are hard to use naturally? Maybe using them weakens whatever limit is restricting them normally.

“Are we expecting Wizen to try to counterattack?” Moxie asked with a concerned frown. “Is he actually strong enough to divert his forces like that?”

“It’s hard to say. Wizen is difficult to predict,” Neir said with a shake of his head. “We can’t say what he’s going to do or how he’ll react. It’s best to take precautions regardless. What I want to know is why we’re inviting Rank 3—wait. Weren’t you Rank 3?”

Moxie shrugged in response. “People don’t stay at the same rank forever, Enforcer Neir. Circumstances changed.”

Neir’s eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Both of you reached Rank 4 within just weeks of each other. It can’t be the Torrins… Do you have a noble family sponsoring you?”

“I don’t see how that’s relevant to the task at hand,” Brayden said gruffly. “They’re both capable mages, and we need backup. Enforcers can’t do everything on their own. Vermil has dealt with Father and Gentil, one of Wizen’s men. He’s more than capable of holding his own, as are the rest of his group.”

“True enough. At the bare minimum, more bodies wouldn’t go awry.” Neir let out an explosive breath and shook his head. “How long until the cannon is ready?”

“I’m expecting an hour at the minimum.” Godrick stepped through the crowd, squeezing his large body between the other mages with a grimace. He adjusted his coat and sent a look over to Tim. “Wizen knows what he’s doing. His spatial defenses are incredible, from what I’ve been told. I’ll be honest—I’m surprised it’s moving this fast at all. That old man knows his way about a transport cannon better than anyone I’ve ever met. If he wasn’t navigating where we were going, I don’t know if we’d be able to get within a league of Wizen.”

A flush of pride washed through Noah even though he had absolutely nothing to do with any of Tim’s accomplishments. It was just nice to hear someone actually acknowledging Tim’s talents.

Almost as if Tim could tell that they were speaking about him, he straightened up and gave a nod to an Enforcer that Noah didn’t recognize. They exchanged a few brief words before the Enforcer broke away.

Tim spotted Noah in the crowd, and he pushed away from the desk, hurrying to join them. Lines of worry creased his weathered face.

“You’re going to be going after Wizen?” Tim asked, raising his voice to be heard over the dull roar of conversation filling the room.

“Yes. I promised Brayden I’d back him up,” Noah said. “Don’t worry. I can handle myself, Tim.”

“I have no doubt of that,” Tim said. “And you’re in good company. Just be careful. That woman who attacked the tower was powerful, and if she was just one of the people working for Wizen, I shudder to think what he’s capable of.”

If you knew half of it, you’d do a whole lot more than just shudder.

“Are all the preparations for the cannon complete?” Godrick asked. A doubtful frown passed over his features. “It hasn’t been long.”

“I don’t need long,” Tim said. “The space in the caverns is warped, but I was able to find a pathway through. The more I fiddle with it, the more Wizen will be able to locate that something is penetrating his defenses. Right now, unless he’s just waiting for us to make a move, it doesn’t seem like he knows. All that remains is for the space mages to gather enough energy to power the cannon enough to send everyone over at once.”

“How long will that be?” Brayden asked.

“About forty-five minutes from what I was just told. The cannon is already locked in position. There’s nothing else I can do, even if I want to,” Tim said. “Don’t forget this is a one-way trip. I won’t be able to pull you back.”

“Wait, what?” Noah asked. “That’s news to me. Why not?”

“We’re going outside of the transport cannon’s effective range,” Neir answered for Tim. “It doesn’t have enough power to pull us back at that range. We’re already supercharging for a one-way trip, and the cannon uses more energy summoning people back than it does sending them out.”

“Ah. Fair enough. How are we getting back, then? If it’s this far, I really don’t relish flying back on a sword.”

“Once we’ve dealt with Wizen, the spatial distortion will fall, and we should be able to use the same principle that is currently working against us to make the return easier,” Godrick said. “The reduced space resistance around his area will allow us to gather at the top of his sanctum, and Tim will reactivate the cannon once it gets enough power, pulling us back.”

“Assuming we win, that is,” Neir added with a grim laugh. “Of the Enforcers that went to investigate Wizen, only a quarter of them were able to get us any word. The others have gone missing. He’s either killed or captured multiple Rank 5 mages.”

“He hasn’t been hit in a full-on attack yet,” Godrick said, crossing his arms. “He is a Rank 6, but we have Rank 6s of our own. Don’t start sowing doubt before we even arrive at the location.”

Neir held his hands up to signal surrender. Noah glanced around the room. The tension was definitely high. The Enforcers were stressed. Whatever they’d dug up about Wizen had given them a lot of pause, but leaving him with the artifact just didn’t seem to be an option.

Brayden moved closer to Noah, leaning down and lowering his voice so people couldn’t overhear him. “Sorry for dragging you into this, Vermil.”

“It’s fine,” Noah replied with a shake of his head. “Wizen and I weren’t on good terms. As much as I’d love to let you do all the work, I’ve got some chickens in the coop as well. We can’t leave him with that key.”

Speaking of which, we need to get it back in the cannon—with better defenses this time around—so Tim can keep doing what he loves.

And Tim… I don’t know how long this is going to take. God forbid something goes really wrong; I’d feel like shit if I actually just left him with one unrepaired rune.

“Remind me how long we have before things get started?” Noah asked.

“A bit more than half an hour,” Godrick said. “Do you have something you need to collect? I would hurry up if you do.”

Noah shook his head. He dug through his bag, then located his last Mind Meld Potion. He pulled it out and nodded to Tim. “Come on. That’s enough time.”

Tim’s eyes widened. “Here?”

Noah had already popped the cork off the potion. Godrick tilted his head to the side in confusion but said nothing.

“Nothing says I won’t get myself killed doing this,” Noah said, thinking quickly. There were too many people around him to even bother hiding that he was taking the potion—but that didn’t mean he had to give away what they’d be doing with it. “Now is the only time you’re going to get. I need someone who knows what I do to handle my affairs if something goes wrong.”

“What kind of affairs would you even have?” Neir asked.

Noah ignored him and held the potion out to Tim. The old man swallowed, then took the vial from his hands and downed half of it. He returned it and sat down as Noah did the same.

“I’ll be back in half an hour. Drag my body through the portal if you need to,” Noah said, a familiar buzzing enveloping him.

Then he was gone, sucked into Tim’s soul.

As soon as his body took form beside Tim, he shook off the fading potion’s effects and gave the old man a sharp nod. “Let’s move quickly. Bring your last rune over.”

Plans rarely go exactly how you want them to. I don’t know when we’ll get back to Arbitage, but I don’t want to leave Tim without a way forward.

Tim gave him a sharp nod. They both knew that now wasn’t the time to hesitate. Every second was of the essence. He held his hand out, and a broken Fire Rune floated over to him—the last of his old runes.

They’d already replaced and healed his Keystone Rune in one of the previous sessions, so Noah had high hopes that this one wouldn’t go too poorly. Tim’s soul looked far better than it ever had. The cracks had completely faded, and it was spacious for a Rank 2 mage, with more than enough room to hold a little extra if he needed it.

“Are you ready?” Noah asked. “And what do you want for your last rune?”

“Yes. And Wind would go fantastic.”

“Then let’s get to it.”

Tim turned around, averting his gaze so he wouldn’t see exactly what Noah did to break and repair his runes.

Noah got to work.
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Half an hour later, Noah’s eyes opened in the transport cannon once more. The conversation had grown considerably louder, but nobody had left yet. He sat up, and Tim rose beside him.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Noah rose to his feet and held his hand out, helping Tim up as well.

“You’ll follow through if I don’t come back, right?” Noah asked.

“Of course I will,” Tim said. He swallowed, then inclined his head slightly lower than he’d needed to for a simple nod of understanding. “You can count on it.”

Noah pulled his grimoire around and whispered into it, then found an old piece of Catchpaper in his travel bag. He really didn’t have much need for them anymore, but it would come in handy today.

Energy crackled against his palm as the Grimoire provided him with the rune he’d asked for, and Noah quickly traced it into the paper, folding it over once he was done. None of the other mages in the room were paying him enough attention to care what it was.

He handed the folded paper over to Tim.

“What’s this?” Tim asked, blinking in surprise.

“Something that I think will go a long way with you,” Noah replied. “Put it to good⁠—”

“We’re connected!” A mage yelled. “All Enforcers, prepare for the cannon to activate!”

Tim stuffed the paper into his pocket. “Thank you, Vermil. Stay safe.”

“You too,” Noah said.

Tim hurried into the crowd. All around them, the Enforcers started gathering into ranks. Lee and Moxie moved to stand directly beside him, and Silvertide took up the position to Moxie’s right.

“I have to say, your choice of pre-battle distraction is not what mine would be,” Silvertide said with a wry smile. “You seem more relaxed than I’d expect someone to be when they’ve never entered a major battle before. Are you prepared? We’ll be up against mages, not monsters.”

“They might be mind-controlled, right?”

“It’s possible,” Silvertide said with a troubled frown. “But we won’t have room for mercy until Wizen falls. This is not a battle we can take lightly. If it makes you feel better, it is unlikely that Wizen has many people he’s actively controlling. That would take an immense amount of magical power that I doubt even he has. I doubt he would waste so much when he has far better ways to fight us off.”

“Then we’ll be up against people that chose to stand in our way,” Noah said, setting his jaw. “In which case, they die all the same as monsters do. All that matters is stopping Wizen and getting out alive.”

“Spoken like a true soldier.”

“Prepare yourselves,” Godrick’s voice echoed through the room. A loud hum filled the air as energy prickled against Noah’s skin. “The transport cannon is activating! We don’t know what we’re up against, but your goal is to stop Wizen at any cost. Destroy or remove the key from his possession. Collateral damage is irrelevant. Do not engage Wizen directly unless you have no choice.”

Not exactly a rousing speech, but certainly to the point.

The roar of energy grew louder. Purple sparks flashed all around the group of Enforcers, and, out of the corner of his eye, Noah spotted Tim on the lift as it rattled down, bringing him out of the range of the transport cannon’s magic.

Then there was a brilliant flash. The world disappeared in screaming purple light, and they were all gone.


Chapter Seventy-Two



It was the longest trip with a transport cannon that Noah had ever experienced. Purple stretched and swirled around him. Energy prickled furiously all along his skin and, somehow, inside of him as well. His stomach clenched and flopped back and forth—and still the sensation continued.

He could have sworn that they spent nearly ten minutes hurtling through the ether before the ground finally and rudely made itself known once more. Noah hit it feet first with a grunt and stumbled, only getting lucky enough to catch himself on a wall. They’d arrived somewhere pitch black.

Other mages popped into existence all around him, and a wave of disorientation passed its way through all of them. It was a few seconds before Noah could think properly again. The others came around the same time, and someone sent an orb of light into the air to illuminate their surroundings. He quickly spotted Lee and Moxie beside him before letting his attention drift farther outward.

They’d arrived at a large cavern. Four large tunnels led out of it, and stalactites hung from the ceiling. Heavy notes of mildew and moss hung in the air around them, and he could just barely make out the distant vibrations of dripping water somewhere below them.

Nobody made a noise. The Enforcers quietly gathered themselves into ranks and stood still as Godrick made his way to the front. Several mages closed their eyes, likely scanning the surroundings to see if anyone had noticed their arrival.

Noah did the same. He focused on his body Imbuements and dialed up their sensitivity, searching for vibrations in the stone that would indicate the presence of one of Wizen’s men. Aside from the dripping water beneath them, he found nothing.

That said, that didn’t mean nobody was there. The information he could pick up on was hindered by the presence of everyone in the room around him and the natural vibrations of the earth itself. Someone could have easily been near the edges of where he could sense. Noah waited to see if anyone else would detect something, but it seemed that nobody did.

“Right,” Godrick said, his gruff voice muted as it broke the silence. “It doesn’t seem like any of Wizen’s men are in this area. That probably means we’ve made it in undetected, but we have no way to know for sure.”

“Where exactly are we?” an Enforcer beside Noah asked. “How far is Wizen from us?”

“We’re quite close. We should be below his sanctum,” Julius said, emerging from the crowd to stand beside Godrick. He leaned against his staff, the six bands on his jacket glistening in the light of the orb above him. “We can’t dismiss the possibility that Wizen knew we would arrive here, but the lack of a trap in the area makes it likely that he either doesn’t know we’re present or doesn’t care.”

“He’s not stupid enough to ignore an entire group of Rank 5 and 6 mages,” Silvertide said. “Wizen is arrogant, but he didn’t come off as an idiot when I spoke with him. If he didn’t have something here, it’s likely we actually managed to get in undetected.”

“The plan is the same either way,” Godrick said. He nodded to the pathways behind him. “We have to get the key—but to do that, we need to take fights on our terms. My team will actively seek out Wizen and bide our time for as long as possible while doing our best to avoid being spotted. Everyone else—kill as many of his men as you can on the way up. If he gets enough reinforcements, we could get overwhelmed. Our numbers are an advantage we can’t afford to lose. If Wizen starts using the key, my team will delay until everyone can make it.”

Everyone nodded. There wasn’t much more to say, and Godrick’s plan sounded solid in theory. If they picked Wizen’s people off on the way up, they’d have the advantage of surprise and would hopefully be able to swarm him when the time for the final fight came.

“We’ll have to be fast,” Julius warned. “Surprise is on our side, but I doubt Wizen will be caught off-guard for long. Move quickly and do not linger. Remain in groups whenever possible, but remember that our ultimate goal is getting or destroying the key—no matter the cost. Now break off!”

The Enforcers burst into hushed motion. They split into teams of four and disappeared down the tunnels. Silvertide stayed behind as the crowd thinned. Soon, he, Brayden, and Noah’s group were the only ones left in the cave.

“I’ll follow you all at a delay,” Brayden said. “I fight best on my own. My magic doesn’t take well to other people being too close, so it’ll be best if I can protect our flank until we run into something where I’m needed to back you up.”

“A sound plan. Shall we?” Silvertide asked, nodding to the leftmost tunnel. “I doubt we’ll be finding anyone particularly interesting early on. Wizen is going to have his strongest members closer to the core of his sanctum.”

“That makes it sound like you’re actively seeking out the strong ones,” Noah said as they all set off into the tunnel. Silvertide ran his hand along a thin bracelet that had been hidden by his jacket sleeve. It lit with light, illuminating the tunnel around them.

“Of course I am,” Silvertide said. “There aren’t all that many things I get to do in my old age. A good fight is one of them—especially against someone who deserves a whooping. I didn’t become a soldier for no reason, Vermil.”

“Fair enough,” Noah said before glancing around the cave. It really didn’t look like anything special. It was just a cave. That was probably the point. There was no reason to have a secret base if it had a glowing neon sign that gave it away. “Be careful, Brayden.”

“You too.” Brayden nodded to them as they headed out.

They walked at a brisk pace for several minutes, continuing down the tunnel as it sloped upward.

“Smell anything interesting, Lee?” Noah whispered as they walked. If anyone had senses they could rely on down here, it was her.

“Lots of stuff,” Lee replied, a pensive look on her face. “It’s weird. I can’t place any of the smells. There’s something masking them. I can tell they’re there, but…”

She trailed off and shook her head, unable to find words to properly describe her thoughts. Silvertide tilted his head slightly to the side but mentioned nothing else. They continued on, their steps marked by the faint tap of his cane on the stone.

Several more minutes passed. The tunnel stretched on, and they came to a branch. Silvertide set off along the leftmost path without hesitation, and they followed him. Noah didn’t know if the old soldier actually had a plan or if he was just confident about everything he did.

Noah couldn’t think of a better strategy, so he followed along and kept his runes at the ready. The tunnel branched out several more times before it ended its upward slope and flattened out, continuing straight for another minute. Lee stiffened and put a hand to Noah’s arm, looking ahead. Silvertide seemed to notice something at roughly the same time.

They all slowed, focusing on silencing their steps even further. Silvertide suddenly seemed to stop needing his staff to walk, and he held it at his side as they approached whatever he and Lee had picked up. Noah’s tremorsense caught movement just a short while later in a small chamber a short distance ahead of them.

Silvertide snuffed the light from his bracelet as they drew up to torchlight flickering from around a bend before them. They turned the bend and found themselves standing at the end of a much nicer hallway.

Tiles lined the ground, and there were several openings along the walls that led into what Noah presumed to be other rooms. His tremorsense told him that there was a single person each in the room just in front of them and to their right. The person was hunched over something and didn’t appear to be aware of their presence.

Silvertide didn’t even break his stride. He walked straight up to the room, forcing the others to hurry to keep up with him. Noah stepped into the doorway just moments after Silvertide had, readying Natural Disaster.

A dark-robed man was already midway through turning toward him when Silvertide ran a finger along the edge of his staff. Noah caught a glimpse of pale lips parting beneath the man’s hood in surprise an instant before a thin ribbon of blood bloomed at his neck.

The man’s body pitched forward, and his head rolled back. Silvertide stuck his staff out, catching the body and grabbing the man’s head by the hair before it could hit the ground. The scraps of his hood fluttered down and landed silently on the floor as blood started to pour from the corpse.

Holy shit. What the hell is Silvertide? I didn’t even see him move or notice him casting any magic.

Silvertide lowered the body to the ground and jerked his chin back toward the hall. “Come. We can’t be wasting our time. It seems none of the others happened to go in this direction.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re terrifying?” Noah muttered as they stepped back into the hall. “You didn’t even stop to check who you killed.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you are quite the conundrum, Vermil?”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “How so?”

“You carry yourself like a soldier. Your attitude and fighting style reflect that to the point where I sometimes start to think that you’ve walked the line between life and death more than I have. Then you go and say something like that.”

“Like what?”

“Being concerned about the enemy,” Silvertide replied. “We are at war, Vermil. The individual life does not matter. Wizen is not just a single mage. You’ve seen what he’s capable of at a massive range when he isn’t even interested in fighting. He’s now got a deadly artifact and is in the seat of his power. We can’t afford to think about who we’re killing. You have an odd mixture of willingness to kill and do whatever you need to in order to accomplish your goals, as well as a reluctance to actually put those ideals to the test.”

Noah’s brow furrowed as he thought over Silvertide’s words. “It’s not that I’m reluctant to kill. I just don’t want to kill anyone innocent.”

“Neither do I,” Silvertide said. “If someone lays their weapons down the instant we arrive, then perhaps they can be spared. But we cannot take risks. We only live once, and a blade to the back will kill me as surely as anyone else. You are going to have to choose which of your ideals you will stick to if you want to avoid losing either your life or those of your allies. You cannot have both, and you’ll learn that the easy way or the hard way.”

With that, Silvertide fell silent, and they continued down the hall once more. His words echoed through Noah’s mind as they headed deeper into Wizen’s sanctum. By the time they’d reached the end of the next bend, Noah’s jaw had set.

Silvertide had probably meant for his words to be pondered over, but he’d been right about one thing in particular. Noah was a whole lot older than he was—and he knew himself more than well enough to know which sins he could bear.

Losing Lee or Moxie wasn’t an option. If that landed innocent blood on his hands, then so be it. There was no room for mercy or caution when the danger was this high. Any threats would either be killed or get him first—and then he’d come back and kill them anyway.


Chapter Seventy-Three



With Silvertide at the lead, they continued deeper into the heart of Wizen’s sanctum. There were surprisingly few people in it, and the caves were… well, just caves. Noah wasn’t fully sure what he’d been expecting.

The tiled path led them past several rooms, but almost all of them were empty. The ones that did have anything in them only possessed furniture that Noah would have expected to find in a normal house.

Something about it almost felt wrong, but it was hard to place what. With everything Noah knew about Wizen, he’d fully expected to find something that would have fit into a supervillain’s lair. Some dungeons. Chains, screaming prisoners. Anything.

Instead, it just felt like he was invading someone’s underground house. That wasn’t to say that Noah felt bad about it, but it struck him that he would probably find half of the things he was expecting to find under Father’s house rather than here.

They ran into another one of Wizen’s men on their path deeper into the lair, but he met the exact same end as the first under Silvertide’s impossibly fast magic. The man didn’t even get a chance to notice that they were there.

“What’s up with this place?” Moxie muttered as she stepped over the dead man and continued down the hall. “There’s no way nobody has noticed we’re attacking yet.”

“It is a bit odd,” Silvertide allowed. They turned down a sloping corner and stepped into a slightly wider hall. It was equally deserted as the ones before it, but several branching paths stretched off from a dozen doors on each side of it. Silvertide let out a grunt. “That is a lot of paths.”

“This feels more like a maze than someone’s hideout,” Noah said. “And what’s the point of having so much space if you don’t use the majority of it? Every room just has random furniture in it, but he doesn’t seem to have anywhere near enough people to fill the rooms.”

“Perhaps its purpose is to confuse,” Silvertide said. His features darkened. “Or perhaps Wizen has far more men than we were led to believe. I did not think he had an entire army down here.”

“Nobody we’ve run into so far has been all that strong,” Moxie said. “If it’s an army, it isn’t a powerful one. And an army doesn’t do you any good if you’re not actually using them when you’re under attack.”

Silvertide pursed his lips, then shook his head. “There is nothing to be gained from speculation. Do any of you have an inclination toward any of the rooms before us? They are all the same to me.”

“I thought you knew where we were going,” Noah said. “You chose all the other paths so confidently before.”

“That would be because I was searching for people. There isn’t anyone left alive anywhere near us.”

Seriously? How does Wizen have so few people? Silvertide’s senses are nearly as long-ranged as Lee’s are, and she can pick people out from so far. Is this place really that big?

“Lee, any thoughts?” Noah asked. “You’re the one with the best senses here.”

It was a few moments before Lee replied. “I’m not sure. Silvertide is right. I can’t really smell anyone close by. It’s weird, though. There definitely were people here. A lot of them. But everyone is gone.”

“They left the sanctum entirely?” Moxie asked. “Or are they just not here?”

Lee shook her head. “The sanctum is big enough that I can’t tell without sniffing around more. But…”

She trailed off, and they all looked to her expectantly.

“All information is important right now,” Silvertide said gently, putting a hand on Lee’s shoulder with the patience of a man who had dealt with a lot more than most ever had the misfortune to see in life. “Even if you think it isn’t or don’t want to bother us with idle thoughts. You’d be surprised what the subconscious mind can pick up on.”

“I think I know where Wizen is,” Lee said. “He’s probably with the key, right?”

“Almost certainly,” Silvertide said. “You located the key? How?”

“I smell it,” Lee replied. She hesitated for a second longer, and a flicker of fear passed through her eyes before she quashed it. “And it’s getting stronger. I think Wizen is using it.”

“Where is he?” Silvertide asked. “We cannot allow that artifact to be used. It doesn’t matter if it’s for the portal to the Damned Plains or another purpose. It’s too dangerous in his hands.”

Lee pointed down one of the corridors to their right. They all exchanged a look, then set off down the corridor at a brisk pace that quickly went from a fast walk to a jog. Noah occasionally heard footsteps behind them that marked Brayden’s presence, but the large mage continued to keep his distance and hold up their flank.

The hall wound deeper into Wizen’s sanctum, but it was just as empty as the rest of the ground they’d covered.

“Wasn’t the other team meant to find Wizen first?” Moxie asked as they accelerated into a run. “Can we really handle him on our own?”

“We will analyze the situation once we are in position to act. If the other Enforcers have met equally low levels of resistance, then there will be others that locate him soon enough. Many of them have very apt sensing capabilities,” Silvertide replied. They skidded down a corridor and came up to a branching path. Lee thrust her finger down the right path, and they shot away again.

The slap of their shoes against the ground was the only sound in the caves as they raced through the empty stone halls. Noah scanned the surroundings with his tremorsense, but there really was nothing. It was like the entirety of the caves were just abandoned.

Minutes passed. There was one thing that was certain—Wizen’s sanctum was enormous. He practically had an entire underground village, and given how little they’d seen of it, it was probably more of a city.

Lee led them through the twisting tunnels, pausing occasionally to sniff at the air before once again taking off. She was doing a good job of hiding it, but Noah didn’t miss the growing concern on her face.

They were heading right toward the thing in life that she probably feared the most. After everything she’d done to escape the Damned Plains and how desperately she wanted to avoid returning, Noah couldn’t even begin to imagine how little she actually wanted to be here.

Lee’s hand shot up, and Noah nearly tripped over her at the abrupt halt. They stood before a normal-seeming tunnel, but her expression was deadly serious as she raised a finger to her mouth and nodded toward it.

“He’s really close,” Lee whispered. “And so is the key. I think they’re both just down this hall.”

Silvertide concentrated for a few moments. His brow furrowed, and he tightened his grip on the walking cane that he held at his side, unused. “I cannot sense anything. He must have a way to cloak himself very effectively.”

“He’s there,” Lee said firmly.

“We believe you,” Noah said.

Brayden drew up in the tunnel behind them, picking up on their abrupt silence and muting his steps as he walked to join their group. He sent a look into the hall, then tilted his head to the side.

“Wizen?” Brayden asked in a low tone. “Or a group of enemies?”

“Wizen, probably,” Noah replied before looking to the old soldier. “What’s the plan, Silvertide? I’m not keen on trying to fight Wizen on our own. I don’t think he’s going to go down very easily. Not to a group of Rank 4s and a Rank 5.”

“He may already be fighting,” Silvertide said. “If his cloaking is this good, it could include physical sound. We press onward to determine the situation and then make a decision once we have more information.”

It was hard to argue with that. Nobody said anything else as they fell silent, creeping into the corridor. A faint pressure built in Noah’s ears as they headed in. He swallowed to clear it—and a faint pop echoed through his mind.

The corridor changed. Firelight washed over what had been a dark path, and he found himself beside the others, standing at the edge of an entrance to a large cavern. Braziers ringed its edge. A brilliant crack of magic caused Noah to flinch, instinctively pushing the others back—but it wasn’t directed at him.

There was a thud as an Enforcer fell to the ground on the far side of the room, his body ripped apart by hissing gray energy. A cloaked man lowered his hands, the gray energy fading from his hands as he looked off to his left, toward something Noah couldn’t make out.

The man stood on a dais covered with blood and bodies. There must have been dozens of them. Wizen’s men and Enforcers alike were intertwined in the embrace of death. It looked like Wizen had lost a whole lot more than the Enforcers had, but Noah recognized at least four Enforcers that had been in the transport cannon with him, though he didn’t know their names.

Magic still smoldered from huge scorch marks along the walls. Massive cracks split the ground, and the temperature in the room was just a step below scorching. There was no sign of the key anywhere, but the look on Lee’s face told Noah that it was definitely close.

“Wizen.” Neir stepped out into the room, his face cold.

“You didn’t bring enough men,” the cloaked man said, and Noah recognized his voice instantly. It was Wizen. “I’m disappointed you thought so little of me.”

Neir didn’t respond. He made to lunge forward, but a hand shot from behind him and slammed down on his shoulder, halting the Enforcer before he could move. Godrick stepped out, blood trickling from a wound on the side of his head. His shirt was ripped apart, and he sported several nasty cuts.

“Godrick!” Neir exclaimed. “I thought⁠—”

“Wizen didn’t send enough men,” Godrick said, the corner of his lip curling into a grim smile.

“Can you really be so bold when the majority of the ones you brought with you already lie dead?” Wizen asked. “One survivor is nothing to be proud of.”

“You’ve been spending magical energy this whole time at an enormous rate,” Godrick said, ignoring Wizen. “There’s only so much power one man can have, and no Enforcer went down without a fight. You’re on your last legs.”

“Are you going to ask me to surrender? To give the key over?” Wizen asked, tilting his concealed head to the side. “Are you that certain that I cannot handle two more rats?”

He doesn’t notice us yet. This is a really good opportunity for a sneak attack, then. If we time it together with Godrick and Neir…

Noah glanced to the others behind him. Silvertide inclined his head slightly. They’d both come to the same idea. Amongst all of them, Silvertide was the fastest. He had to be the one to move first if they wanted the highest chance of landing anything. The old soldier gestured for Noah and Moxie to stand back, then readied his walking stick.

Godrick nodded to Neir, and the other Enforcer moved to the side, starting to flank Wizen. “Throw me the key. You can’t win this.”

Wizen arched an eyebrow in response. “What makes you so sure?”

“This is a path to mutual destruction. The key isn’t worth all this. You’re a powerful mage, Wizen. You could progress without standing in the path of the entire kingdom. This isn’t the right path. Even if you somehow manage to defeat us, the reward isn’t worth the cost.”

Wizen reached into his robes and pulled free a large dagger. Noah caught a glimpse of a key embedded into the blade’s handle as Wizen turned it over in his hands. “You cannot believe that I would go through all this trouble simply to hand the key back over, do you?”

“It’s that or death,” Godrick said grimly. “I’m not dumb enough to think that we can take you out without taking even more damage, but we’ve got more Enforcers on the way, and you’re one bad move away from death. Using that key is impossible—it requires too much power. You are doing all this work for nothing. Is it really worth it?”

A quiet laugh echoed from Wizen’s lips. “Yes, noble dog. It is. Heel.”

And that was it for their discussions.

Neir and Godrick shot forward as one. Silvertide’s magic flared, and he sent a blurred line of gray metal hurtling through the air toward Wizen with such speed that Noah could barely even track it.

A wall of flame roared up from the ground in front of Godrick, forcing him to fling himself out of the way to avoid getting melted on the spot. Wizen twisted, somehow managing to spot Silvertide’s magic coming. He carved down with the dagger in his left hand, and a red disk split the air, swallowing the attack before it could touch him.

At the same time, Wizen thrust his other hand toward Neir. A wave of gray magic leapt from it and slammed into the Enforcer with blinding speed. The magic picked him up and slammed him into the wall with such force that he was embedded straight into the stone. Dark energy hissed and popped around his body as his head slumped forward.

Lee drew in a sharp breath. Her eyes were locked on the burning red portal that floated beside Wizen.

“Neir!” Godrick yelled.

“You were incorrect on every count. I still have more than enough energy left to fight. There is nothing that any of you could offer me that would give me even a second of pause.” Wizen’s eyes burned like two icy flames in the sea of darkness beneath his hood as he turned to look straight at Noah’s group. “And the key’s powers are already within my grasp.”


Chapter Seventy-Four



Thin strands of metal hissed like a furious snake, shimmering around Silvertide as he leapt into the room and darted for Wizen. A pillar of fire materialized above the old soldier and crashed down toward him.

Threads of metal crossed over each other in a split second, forming a shield above Silvertide’s head and blocking the blast of flame. It roared past him harmlessly, licking across the floor and scorching tile black.

A thick beam of silver blurred toward Wizen. The cloaked mage raised a hand, and a wave of earth rolled up from the ground. The metal drove into it, grinding to a halt before it could pass through. It flicked back to Silvertide, who was forced to dodge to the side as a ball of fire materialized where he’d been standing.

Godrick slammed his hands together, pulling them apart to reveal two long blades that hummed with dull white energy, and burst into motion to join Silvertide’s fight. Brayden flickered and vanished from view, reforming in the room with his gigantic sword in his hands.

Noah’s violin materialized in his hands as the three mages bore down at Wizen from all sides. Lee took a step forward, but Moxie grabbed her, pulling the demon back.

“We fight from the back,” Moxie said, vines crawling out from her robes and working their way into the ground. “Wizen isn’t someone we can risk getting close to. Look at him.”

She was right. Noah’s attention was focused on pouring power into his song as he prepared a Formation, but it was abundantly clear that Wizen was nowhere near outmatched. Even with three powerful mages attacking him, he was holding his own.

Swirling red energy danced around the man’s body, absorbing Silvertide’s blows before they could reach him, and every part of the room seemed to have come alive in Wizen’s defense. Great swathes of stone ripped themselves free of the ground and formed into spikes and blades that jabbed at the Enforcers, forcing them to keep their distance.

Fire materialized in the air and lit the room with loud roars, and blades of wind whistled around Wizen with such intensity that their screaming nearly made Noah’s ears bleed. Fortunately for him, they also meant that he could play his violin without having to worry about volume.

Even though the violin was capable of repressing its song, being able to hear what he was actually playing as it was meant to be heard made things a lot easier. The bow flitted across the strings of the violin, and Noah’s fingers blurred as he poured magical power into the instrument.

The fight in the room below had grown more intense. What had once been a few individual strands of silver was now a veritable sea. Silvertide had filled nearly a quarter of the room with his rippling magical thread, and it swirled around his body like a cloak, blocking Wizen’s strikes before they could land.

Godrick’s swords seemed to sing a song as they danced through the air. He carved through fire, wind, and stone alike as he pushed to grow closer to Wizen, but the nearer he got, the more powerful the cloaked man’s magic seemed to grow.

Brayden vanished in a shimmer of purple—only to reform in the exact same spot as Wizen thrust a hand in his direction, his own fingers crackling with the exact same purple energy.

“Damned Plains,” Moxie breathed. “How is he doing that? He’s casting four or five completely different kinds of magic at the exact same time. That shouldn’t be possible.”

Wizen didn’t seem concerned with what was or wasn’t possible. His robes flapped furiously around his body like he was caught in the center of a violent storm. For an instant, his hood pulled back far enough for Noah to catch a glimpse of his lips, curled down in displeasure. “Is this all Enforcers have to offer? I suppose I should have known.”

Godrick pressed his swords together. A deep thump ripped through the room, and a white mist curled up around his body. A second thump followed, and another came after—heartbeats, magnified like Noah was hearing them through a stethoscope.

The mist curled around his body and formed into ghastly armor. Tendrils of it reached out and gathered at Godrick’s feet—and he blurred, vanishing.

He reformed directly in front of Wizen. The strands of white mist shot out like sword strikes, driving for every part of the cloaked man. Wizen clapped his hands together, and the spines pierced straight through his body. Godrick’s sword followed the spikes an instant later.

They carved a huge X straight through Wizen’s body, passing clean through him and coming out on the other side wreathed in white mist.

Wizen didn’t so much as flinch. Shimmering particles curled away from the path that the swords had followed as his body pulled itself back together like fog parted by the hand of a curious child.

A bolt of purple energy leapt from Wizen’s hand and struck Godrick’s armor, but it disintegrated as it touched him. Silvertide leapt at his back, sending a wave of metal crashing down toward him.

Wizen vanished, reforming behind Brayden. The latter man’s huge sword crashed down for his head, and he lifted one hand, stopping the blade in its path with his palm. He thrust the other into Brayden’s chest, and gray magic crackled around it—only to dissipate as Godrick appeared right beside Wizen, his white misty tentacles swirling around him.

“Better,” Wizen said as Godrick’s blades passed through his body once again. “I was wondering why you were holding off on using your domain. Not the most impressive I’ve ever seen, though. Rather small, isn’t it?”

The tendrils of white magic around Godrick screamed forth, driving into Wizen’s body from every direction. They pierced through him, sending foggy particles up into the air. The mage’s body transformed into a stream of black that flowed past Silvertide’s rippling ocean of metal and away from Godrick, reforming back into his normal body in the middle of the room.

Noah’s violin continued to sing as he pushed to finish the Formation. Wizen hadn’t paid him any attention yet. The man was either too caught up with the other mages or hadn’t heard the music because of the loud humming of Silvertide’s metal ocean.

I don’t know what’s up with Wizen’s magic or what he’s capable of, but if I can hit him with Sunder, it’ll probably cut through whatever protection he’s got that stops them from hitting him with magic.

Moxie hadn’t tried attacking with her vines yet, but that was probably for the best. It didn’t look like they’d be able to do much to him, so biding their time to wait for the right moment was the best chance they had at helping the others.

“What about you?” Wizen asked, looking at Silvertide. “No domain? I was hoping to see more of your famed abilities.”

Silvertide didn’t respond. He brought his cane down, and the waves of glistening metal slithered out in dozens of different streams. Wizen carved his dagger horizontally before him, ripping open a long, red portal.

He grabbed the edge of the portal with his other hand and pulled it over himself like a blanket. Silvertide yanked his hand back, and the silver averted its path, parting and into the floor before it could touch the portal.

It slithered back to Silvertide as Wizen released the portal and let out a low chuckle. “Is that really it? One mage with a below-average domain and the other none at all? The Rank 4 doesn’t count—he’s barely even a mage.”

Notes swirled around Noah, laden with thick magic. He’d already poured out over half of all the energy Natural Disaster had to offer, layering it so he could use the full might of Sunder. There would be no second chances with the Formation. He had to put every ounce of power he had in if he wanted to be able to hurt a Rank 6 as powerful as Wizen.

He was nothing like Evergreen—and he hadn’t even drawn his own domain yet, as far as Noah could tell. Wizen wasn’t taking the fight seriously at all. It almost seemed like he was just wasting time with them.

The three Enforcers bore down on Wizen, hurling magic and metal alike at him as they fought to find an opening in his defenses. Nothing worked. They were pressed back again and again, their magic failing to do anything more than pass through him.

It should have been impossible. Wizen had used enough magical power to wring three or four mages over, and yet he was still fighting at full force.

Maybe Wizen is conserving energy by avoiding using his domain? That could be it, but even so, how is he still going? He’s used so much power, but I don’t think he’s a Rank 7 or this fight would have been over before it started—even if he was just screwing around.

Noah didn’t let his mind wander too far. His Formation was nearly complete. Power gathered around him, swirling to life as he reached the final notes of the song. His bow danced over the strings, and his lips pulled back in a snarl. He poured power from Sunder into the Formation in the closing notes, interweaving it with the structure he’d built.

Wizen glanced up, then let out a sigh. “Ah. Finally.”

He thrust his hands out. A wave of purple energy ripped out of his body and slammed into everyone in the room, hurling them back like children. They struck the walls with three loud bangs.

Moxie’s vines erupted from the ground, forming a thick barrier at the entrance of their hall. Purple light ripped through them. Moxie raised another wave of vines even as the first ones fell, only managing to just barely stop the energy before it could reach them—saving Noah’s Formation in the process.

Shreds of them rained down all around Noah. His concentration didn’t falter. The song was nearly complete, and getting distracted now would only waste all the power he’d poured into the shimmering notes of the Formation that had taken form around him. He just had to trust that the others would keep Wizen off him for a few more seconds.

Things didn’t look good. Brayden’s arms trembled as he tried to push himself up, and Silvertide tried to reach the staff that had fallen at his side. Godrick had jabbed his swords into the ground at his sides and was up to one knee, but none of them could stand.

Noah muted his music, pressing to play the last few notes in silence to avoid drawing Wizen’s attention until the last possible second.

Barb dropped down from a passageway far above them, landing beside Wizen with a grunt. The hand that she’d lost back in Arbitage was still missing, but she cradled a bundle under her arm.

“Sorry,” Barb said with an apologetic smile. “I lost some of my equipment and had to go looking for it. You know how it is.”

“Why do I tolerate you?” Wizen nodded to the fallen mages. “Finish these ones off. I’ve gathered enough⁠—”

His head snapped around, his pale blue eyes locking with Noah’s just before he could play the final note.

Wizen blurred, appearing directly before him, and reached for Noah’s neck with blinding speed. Lee slammed into him, driving her palm into his arm and bringing her knee up into his elbow in an attempt to break it.

Her strikes bounced off his body, but they managed to redirect Wizen’s hand just enough to stop it from reaching Noah as he played the last note of the Formation.

The air trembled. A black spear materialized, carved down, and slammed into the cloaked man’s shoulder with the weight of a falling mountain. Wizen snarled in pain and twisted. A sickeningly familiar energy swirled around his hand and gathered at his fingertips as he slammed them into the spear.

For an instant, the two locked in place. Energy screamed around Wizen’s body, sending arcs of electric black power scorching into the ground around him and turning it to glass. He let out a roar of defiance. His hand squeezed shut. The spear shattered. Wizen stumbled, blood trickling down from his shoulder as he spun toward Noah.

“Impossible,” Wizen breathed. “You have Weave?”

He snapped his fingers, and the gravity seemed to multiply by a thousandfold. Sheer runic force slammed Noah to his knees. Moxie and Lee crashed down beside him, unable to even muster the force to fill their lungs with air to speak.

Wizen reached down and grabbed Noah by the collar, lifting him into the air. With his other hand, he dug the dagger into the air behind him and carved open a rippling red portal.

“I did not think anyone else possessed Weave,” Wizen said. His breath, only inches from Noah’s face, smelled like rotting carrion. “But you have found something that I have not, haven’t you? That was a different way of using the rune… or perhaps a different rune altogether? It will be mine. Come, Barb.”

Barb nodded and stepped through the portal as the duo disappeared. Noah tried to draw on his magic, but it was like breathing underwater. He couldn’t even muster the energy to blow himself up. Wizen had completely suppressed him, body and runes alike.

Wizen took a step toward the portal to follow after Barb—and a cry split the silence. Lee burst into motion and launched up from where she’d fallen, driving her shoulder into Wizen’s chest. A single red horn curled from her right temple, the left one broken off at the root.

A flicker of surprise passed over Wizen’s face, and he lost his footing for a brief instant. Lee’s fingers, sharpened into long claws, dug into the skin of his wrist as she hurled her full weight into the mage.

Wizen’s fingers loosened. Noah crumpled to the ground, still completely unable to move, as Lee threw both herself and Wizen into the portal to the Damned Plains.

The world seemed to drag to a crawl as Wizen’s body pitched into the red light. The instant he disappeared, Noah’s body fell back under the control of his own mind.

“No!” Noah screamed, lunging for Lee as she fell into the portal. His hand managed to catch her by the ankle—but the pull of the magic was immense and far greater than anything he could hope to resist.

There was nothing he could do to stop her from falling in. He didn’t even have time to think about his options. There was only a flicker of an instant to make a choice, but he didn’t even need that long.

His grip tightened. The portal yanked Noah off the ground and into its churning depths alongside Lee. He felt something wrap around his own legs, but he didn’t get a chance to see what it was.

The roaring crimson light of the infernal passage swallowed the world, and the Damned Plains waited beyond it.


Chapter Seventy-Five



All the air was knocked from Noah’s lungs as something punched into his stomach. The red energy of the portal vanished with a sizzle as he doubled over, coughing, and slammed into the ground. Rough dirt pressed against his cheek, and a dry, acrid stench worked its way into his nose—something between sulfur and burnt bread.

It felt like his body had been stuffed through a sausage grinder. Every single one of his muscles ached, and a furious headache pounded in his temple. Even though his eyes were still squeezed shut, the world shuddered, spun, and twirled like he was on a carnival ride.

One of his hands was still wrapped around something. It took his reeling mind a moment to remember what it was. He forced his eyes open and shoved himself up with his free hand, ignoring the sharp earth as it pushed into his palm.

Lee lay before him, her form back to normal. Her claws and horn had receded. He still had a vice grip on her ankle. Red dirt stretched out all around them, a ruddy color that would have looked right at home on the surface of Mars. Noah coughed some dust out of his lungs.

Something shifted behind him, and he jerked his head around, only to find Moxie pushing herself up. Her hair was covered with a fine layer of dust, and her clothes were streaked with reddish-brown streaks from the ground.

A vague memory of something snagging onto his leg before he’d entered the portal passed through his mind. She’d done the exact same move to him that he had to Lee.

Noah tried to speak but ended up coughing up more bitter dust instead. He doubled over, heaving and coughing in an attempt to empty his lungs. Moxie joined him in his coughing fit. By the time the two of them had managed to gather themselves again, Lee had begun to stir.

She sat up and looked down at the ground, rubbed it between two fingers, then let her hand drop once more. Lee blinked heavily several times to get the dust out of her eyes, then wiped her face with the back of her arm.

“Noah? Moxie? Why are you here?” Lee asked. She blinked again, then rubbed at her eyes once more. “Are you here?”

“As far as I know, yes,” Noah replied. His throat was dry and scratchy, but at least he could breathe properly again. He ran his tongue along his lips and grimaced in distaste. The bitter taste of the ground had still yet to leave his mouth. “Is everyone okay?”

“I’m alive, and it looks like the two of you are as well.” Moxie pushed her hair away from her face. “I think that’s the best we could have possibly hoped after that shitshow.”

“I don’t get it. Why are you here?” Lee asked, a note of panic entering her voice. “Why did you follow me? Don’t you realize what happened? We’re in⁠—”

“The Damned Plains,” Noah finished. He directed his gaze upward. A vast expanse of black stretched above him, entirely devoid of clouds or stars. Swirls of red energy slithered through the sky like serpents, passing over an enormous, light blue moon. “I know, Lee. Wizen got the key working.”

“If you knew, why did you follow me in?” Lee demanded, then doubled over coughing as she accidentally inhaled some of the dust floating around them. She wiped her mouth off with the back of a sleeve. “I pushed you out of the way so you wouldn’t fall in!”

“Which I deeply appreciate,” Noah said, casting his gaze around them. There was nothing but rolling red hills. Of Wizen, there was no sign. “You saved me from getting dragged along by Wizen. He wasn’t holding onto us when we fell into the portal, so it looks like we got sent somewhere else.”

“Maybe some god felt pity for all the stupid shit we’ve been through,” Moxie muttered. She started trying to comb the dust out of her hair, and Noah caught a faint tremble in her fingers.

He could feel the same shaking in his own hands, a mixture of fading adrenaline and worry swirling its way through his bloodstream and winding around his chest. They were in the Damned Plains.

“If you knew, why did you do it?” Lee’s gaze bored into his head, and her hands tightened in the red dirt.

“Because there was no damn way I was going to let you get sucked back here alone. When I realized that pulling you back out wasn’t an option, there really wasn’t any path left but forward.”

“Fortunately, I was close enough to do the same,” Moxie said. “I don’t even want to think about the shitshow that would have happened if I left you two idiots alone in the Damned Plains. The whole place would probably be burned to the ground in a month.”

Lee let out a choking mixture between a laugh and a sob. “You’re both so stupid.”

Noah braced his hands against his knees and rose with a grunt. He pulled Lee to her feet and pulled her to his chest with one arm, ruffling her hair with the other. “Stupid enough to get it patented. It’s not fair to expect someone to change who they are, you know.”

It was a few seconds before Lee gathered herself enough to respond. “Thanks. You’re still stupid. You should help Moxie up before she gets jealous.”

Noah let out a bark of laughter and turned to Moxie, who was watching them from the ground with a small smile that did little to hide the creases of concern in her brow. He held his hand out.

“You don’t think I can get up on my own? I was giving you a moment while I pondered our situation in hopes of finding a way out of it.”

“I’m confident a woman of your caliber is more than capable of standing on her own, but I suspect you appreciate the offer anyway—especially when it came at the recommendation of Lee. And I don’t suppose you’ve managed to figure out a solution to that problem?”

Moxie snorted and took his hand, letting him pull her up.

“Did we happen to steal the dagger off Wizen while we fell through the portal?”

Lee shook her head and pulled away from Noah. She wiped her nose with the back of a sleeve—a sleeve that had already seen a fair bit of wiping that day and was starting to get rather stained. “No. I wasn’t trying to hold on to him. We lost contact halfway through the portal.”

Moxie nodded sagely. “Honestly, that’s probably for the best. As for my solution—well, I think that’s pretty simple. All we have to do is track Wizen down and steal the dagger back from him.”

“You make that sound easy,” Lee said with a small laugh. She kicked the dirt at her feet and paused to watch the resulting cloud roll across the ground. “You don’t know what it’s like here.”

“You’re right,” Moxie agreed. “I’ve got no damn clue. And if I’m honest with you, I’m fucking terrified.”

“Then—”

“But I’d be terrified a hundred times over before I let either of you try to deal with this on your own,” Moxie said. Her gaze sharpened, and she gave Lee a flick on the forehead. “Don’t even try to suggest that we should have left you behind again.”

Lee swallowed and nodded. “Okay.”

“So,” Noah said, turning in a circle to see if there was literally anything around them. The only thing he found were swathes of sandy, red dirt. “I suppose we’re your guests now. Is all of the Damned Plains like this? A crash course could be useful.”

“It’s pretty varied. Not as much as the human world, but varied. It’s just that every part of it is awful,” Lee said. She sniffed at the air and grimaced, rubbing at her nose. “A lot of it is like this. They’re called Wastes. This is where many of the lowest-level demons and bottom feeders hide. I spent a lot of time in places like this.”

“They hide?” Noah looked around the sand, then drew on his Imbuements to see if there was anything nearby. There didn’t seem to be any movement around them that was out of the ordinary. “Where?”

“Not usually in the ground,” Lee answered. “There are other places. Caves. Cliffsides. All over. This area is just even more barren than most.”

“Any plants?” Moxie asked hopefully.

“Not really. Not here, at least.”

“That’s fine. I brought my own.”

“What else should we know off the bat?” Noah asked. “I vaguely recall you mentioning the existence of roaming demon cities. Can we⁠—”

“No. It’s too dangerous.” Lee shook her head firmly. “I know the mortal realm was different, but the limit here isn’t Rank 6. There are Rank 7 demons in many of the cities. They don’t just let you in. You need to prove your worth to them.”

“And how do we do that?” Moxie asked. “Kill a bunch of people?”

“Not too far from the truth,” Lee admitted. “You need to be of high enough rank or have someone vouch for you, and then you need to bring a suitable sacrifice to the ruler of the city you’re trying to enter. That’s usually some part of another demon you ran into. The stronger, the better.”

“So we just need to find a demon that acts like an asshole and we can head over to one of the cities?” Noah asked. “Because that seems like it would be the most logical first step. I’m sure the demons have some sort of information exchange, so we could try to learn about Wizen and what he’s up to.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Lee said. She poked Noah in the chest. “You and Moxie are human. There isn’t much more valuable to demons than that. You’re a walking source of food. Humans don’t just walk around in the Damned Plains.”

Noah winced. That was a pretty good point. “Never? Is it really that obvious? I never thought that much about it, but if you just feast on emotion… can you really tell who’s a demon and who isn’t? You didn’t even have horns until recently.”

“Well… your emotions taste better. You can’t really tell immediately, but demons and humans have differences. You know that. You’ve seen me and Azel. We don’t have domains and stuff. We also act really differently. A human would get spotted really fast.”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “That’s it?”

“What do you mean, that’s it? That’s a lot.”

“It’s definitely a problem, but if I’m understanding this correctly, you’ve just told me that as long as we act like demons and don’t reveal our domains, the other demons won’t have any way to know that we aren’t demons. Am I right?”

“Well… yeah. I guess,” Lee said with a small frown. “I haven’t put that much thought into it, but powerful demons can take on human forms.”

“Then I think we should go find that sacrifice and the nearest city,” Noah said, a determined smile pulling across his lips. “Because if there’s one thing I’m really damn good at, it’s bullshitting.”


Chapter Seventy-Six



It turned out that the Wastes were a fair bit larger than Noah had initially thought. Traveling through the ruddy, orange-red desert wasn’t exactly the most comfortable experience. He was fortunate enough to have brought his flying sword along with him, but since Lee no longer had her ability to transform, they all had to squeeze on and cling to each other for dear life.

After a few near-crashes, they eventually found a setup that worked well enough to let them stay in the air. Moxie stood at the front of the sword, and Noah held her to his chest while Lee clung to his back like a mixture between a monkey and a backpack.

They flew relatively low to the ground, not wanting to get too high and risk a crash being fatal.

Lee had been right about the desert being more than just dirt and sand. After just a few hours, they started to pass large protrusions of hole-filled rocks that rose up from the ground, some as large as three- or four-story buildings.

The holes were large enough for a person to squeeze into if they were so inclined, and according to Lee, many of them stretched far underground. Noah had no desire to investigate. From what she had said, the only thing that lived in the area were weak demons.

Several times, he could have sworn that he caught a glimpse of eyes peering at them from within the holes or from the edges of the stone structures as they passed. They were always gone by the time he checked again, and they were moving too fast and were still too far for his Body Imbuements to be of much use.

Hours flew by—literally—as they zipped across the Damned Plains. Lee occasionally yelled for him to change directions, but the Wastes seemed to stretch on and on, without an end in sight. The only way to track the time was by watching the enormous moon overhead. Something told Noah its cycle wasn’t the same as the ones he was used to.

Even though he could have sworn it had been nearly a full day of flying by how hungry he’d begun to get, the moon had only crawled a short way through the sky. That meant he was delusional, or the day-night cycles here were considerably longer than they were in the mortal realm.

Lee smacked her forehead into Noah’s shoulder twice, which was their established signal for ‘land the sword’. He adjusted his course, leaning forward and bringing it down toward a dune near a tall outcropping of black rock.

They all hopped off the sword as it slid to a stop.

“What is it?” Noah asked, glancing around the desert. It looked just about the same as every other part that they’d passed through to his eyes. “Do you need to relieve yourself?”

“No. We need a sacrifice if we want to enter the city,” Lee said. “And if you’re planning to pretend to be powerful, then we’ll probably need one for each of us.”

Noah tilted his head to the side. “Powerful means giving up more? From what I know of demons, I would have thought that showing up with almost nothing would have been a way to act superior.”

“No. Giving up more shows you’re so strong or rich that giving it away doesn’t even affect you,” Lee explained.

“Okay, I can see that,” Noah allowed. He glanced around again. “So… why did we stop here?”

“To get our first sacrifice. There should be something pretty strong in this area.”

“Really?” Moxie asked, looking equally as befuddled as Noah felt. “I thought you said these areas were mostly devoid of strong monsters.”

“That was back in the main part of the Wastes,” Lee said. She stared at them like they were spouting nonsense. “Look around. This part looks really different.”

“It really doesn’t,” Noah muttered. “What about it is different?”

“The moisture in the ground is way higher, and the rocks over there are more porous. They smell a bit sweet too. That’s because there’s some mushroom growth somewhere in them. Anyone could tell that.”

Noah raised an eyebrow and tapped his nose. “Anyone?”

“Any demon,” Lee corrected. “You should work on that if you’re going to pretend to be one.”

“You know, I don’t think every single demon has the incredible sense of smell that you do,” Noah pointed out. “You might be unique. Azel certainly didn’t seem to.”

Lee tilted her head to the side, thinking for a moment. Then she frowned. “Huh. Maybe. Either way, this place is super different. There’s definitely something a bit stronger that would have moved into this location.”

Noah used his tremorsense to scan through the red dirt at their feet. There was nothing in the immediate area around them. He exchanged a look with Moxie, but she shook her head.

“I’ve got nothing unless I want to use my plants, and I think I should save that for a more opportune time,” Moxie said. “I haven’t practiced making them out of any organic matter in the Damned Plains, so I don’t know how easy it will be. Better to keep the fast plants for fights. Can you smell anything else, Lee?”

The small demon tilted her head back and sniffed at the air. Her nose scrunched, and she waggled her hand back and forth. “It’s kind of hard to pick up really detailed smells in the Damned Plains. There’s probably something in the area, but the whole place smells and covers up a lot of the demon.”

Well, that’s a good thing. Even if other demons have Lee’s sense of smell, if it’s difficult to tell what people smell like, then I’ll have even more cover for myself.

“I suppose we’ll do it the old-fashioned way then,” Noah said, stretching his arms over his head. He was a bit stiff from the long flight. His mouth was parched, and he was hungry, so a decent fight would have been a blessing. Killing something would get them some energy to sustain themselves.

“Can you hold on to this?” Noah asked Moxie, holding up his gourd. “Just in case.”

“Yeah.” Moxie took it from him and hung it from her belt as Noah took the lead in heading toward the rock outcropping. She and Lee trailed along a few steps behind him, leaving enough space to make sure they didn’t get caught up in any sort of surprise attack.

Energy swirled within Noah, held at the ready and prepared to burst forth the moment anything startled him. Just because he had a life to spare didn’t mean he wanted to have to lose a pair of clothes. He only had a few pairs in his bag.

“What kind of demon could we be up against?” Noah asked as he stepped onto the stone and approached one of the large, spongelike holes that led into it.

“There are a lot of different kinds,” Lee replied. Her brow furrowed in thought. “It’s hard to say exactly which one would be here. The smell of mushrooms is actually pretty strong, so it might be something that really likes them. An Ettercap, maybe?”

“What rank are they on average?”

“I can’t remember,” Lee said sheepishly. “But I remember they were pretty strong. Every time one approached my hiding place, I ran. They’re not monsters I would take too lightly. They really like ambushing you, so watch out for⁠—”

Noah’s senses flared a warning as something shifted in the shadows. A flash of wrinkly beige flesh caught Noah’s eyes, and he spun toward it, thrusting his hands forward and releasing the energy from Natural Disaster that he’d been holding at the ready.

A brilliant flash of yellow light lit the cave, revealing a big, lumpy mushroom nearly half Noah’s height. It had a bright red cap covered with white spots, and, for a flicker of an instant, a shocked expression crossed the beady features on the mushroom’s stalk.

Then it exploded with a loud pop, splattering mushroom matter all over the ground as it pitched back, dead before it could even make a move. The three of them stared at the corpse as energy rose from it and entered Noah, who was too stunned at the pathetic attempt at putting up a fight to even try Sundering it.

“Er… was that a baby?” Moxie asked.

Lee poked at the dead monster with a toe. “I… don’t think so. It’s about as big as I remember them being.”

“Lee, one quick question,” Noah said. “When you said that the monsters in this area were powerful, was that in reference to how strong you used to be? Or how strong you are now?”

After a second of hesitation, Lee scratched the back of her neck and gave Noah a sheepish smile. “I think it might be a little bit of the first one.”

I can’t really blame her. After all the time she spent stuck here, wanting to escape, it’s only natural for her to have the memories of how dangerous the monsters that were once a threat to her locked in her mind, even if they don’t stand a chance against us anymore.

“It’s okay,” Noah said and looked down at the pulped mushroom. “Would this really be enough to be as a sacrifice?”

“Now that I think about it, I don’t actually know what the sacrifices usually were if you were strong,” Lee admitted. “I almost never went to the cities. They aren’t kind to really weak demons. But if the Ettercap is actually this much worse than I remember…”

She trailed off, and they all exchanged a look, coming to the same conclusion at the same time. If the goal was to come off as powerful as possible, they couldn’t roll up to the demon city with just a squished mushroom.

“We’re going to need to find some stronger demons,” Moxie said.


Chapter Seventy-Seven



Brayden wasn’t any stranger to delivering bad news, but he was used to the news being the edge of his blade. This time, it was words. As he looked out at Vermil’s students, his stomach clenched, heart heavy and neck cold, he found that he vastly preferred the former option.

There was no other option. This was his duty, no matter how distasteful it was—no, especially because of that. He gathered his breath and blew it out, words escaping his mind’s search no matter how hard he tried to find them.

“Where’s Vermil?” Alexandra asked, suspicion clear in her voice. “Why did you call us here?”

“Vermil is… gone,” Brayden forced out, his hands tightening around the base of the chair before him until the wood started to creak and groan. This definitely wasn’t the proper way to deliver the news. He didn’t know what the proper way was. All he could offer was the truth. “He was pulled into a portal to the Damned Plains, along with Lee and Moxie.”

There were several moments of silence as everyone just stared at him, processing his words. That only made it worse. The chair cracked and splinters crumpled under Brayden’s fingers, not strong enough to pierce through his skin. He wished they were. Pain would have given him something to distract himself from the stares boring into him.

It’s my fault. I wanted backup on this, and I knew Vermil was strong. I was right. If he hadn’t been there, I’d be dead. Silvertide and Godrick too, likely. And because of that… he’s gone.

“He’s dead?” Alexandra asked, her face going white. “How? What? He couldn’t⁠—”

“He’s not dead,” Todd said. He locked eyes with Brayden. “Right? You said he fell into the portal. All of him? With everything he had?”

“Everything,” Brayden said. “He was alive when he fell in, but⁠—”

“Todd’s right,” Isabel said. She swallowed, doing a good job of hiding the distress in her face, but her shoulders tightened, and her hands were stiff at her sides. “He didn’t want to go in, did he? He got pulled in?”

“Yes,” Brayden said. When he’d been young, there had been times where he’d wished that he could sink through the floor and disappear. And now that he actually could—he couldn’t. It was ironic. “He was trying to pull Lee out of the portal.”

“Why didn’t you do something about it?” James asked in a sharp, biting tone. Brayden recalled the boy having lazy, half-lidded eyes, but there was no trace of them now. His gaze was as sharp as a dagger. “Why didn’t Silvertide?”

“I’m sorry,” Brayden said, well aware the words were nowhere near enough. “I wish I could have. Wizen was far stronger than we expected. We were ready to face a Rank 6 mage, but he was greater than that. Not Rank 7, but… it doesn’t matter. They’re just excuses. The fact of the matter is that I was incapable of helping, and the others were the same. Vermil saved our lives.”

“I don’t really give a shit about your lives,” Emily spat. “Why Moxie too? What happened to her?”

“She jumped in after Vermil,” Isabel said before Brayden could respond. He blinked in surprise, then nodded.

“Isabel is correct. She grabbed his legs and jumped into the portal.”

The students all exchanged a look. Of them, Brayden was surprised to find that Alexandra looked the most worried. She wasn’t speaking much, but he recognized the panic swirling in her eyes.

“Do you know if they’re stuck with Wizen?” Isabel asked.

“It’s hard to say. Lee was touching him at the last moment, but she wasn’t holding onto him. It’s likely they were separated. If she held onto Vermil and Moxie, the three of them probably landed elsewhere in the Damned Plains.”

Isabel blew out a relieved breath. “Okay. They’ll make it out, then. Thanks for letting us know. Is there anything else?”

Brayden blinked. “What?”

“Vermil isn’t dead,” Todd said with a resolute nod to Isabel. “And he doesn’t lose. If he made it down there with all his stuff, as well as Moxie and Lee, then they’ll be fine.”

There wasn’t a speck of doubt in his voice. Todd spoke with something a step less than zealous fanaticism, but the complete and utter confidence in his voice was so firm that Brayden almost found himself believing it.

Do they know something about Vermil’s powers that I don’t? He never did tell me exactly how his body comes back to life… is it actually possible that he’d be able to get out of the Damned Plains? I know Vermil isn’t actually my brother anymore, but he’s just a Rank 4 like no matter who he is. There’s no way I’d be able to get out of the Damned Plains on my own.

“You mean he’s got a way out?” Alexandra spun toward Todd, hope flashing over her expression.

“No idea,” Todd said with a shrug. “But Isabel and I have been around him for a pretty long time now. There’s no way he’d get stuck down there forever, and he definitely won’t die.”

“How do you know?” Alexandra asked. “He’s in⁠—”

“No, Todd is right,” Isabel said. “Vermil won’t die, and there’s no way he’ll let anything happen to Moxie or Lee. All three of them are more than able to handle themselves. Damned Plains or not, they’ll find a way out.”

Emily swallowed and gathered herself, nodding in agreement with the others. “Yeah. It might be a while, but they’ll all get out of there. I don’t know how long it’ll be, and Moxie is probably going to be pissed, but they’ll get out.”

Alexandra and James’s worry was nothing in comparison to the other students’ growing confidence. Isabel and Todd both seemed completely and utterly convinced that there was no way Vermil, Moxie, and Lee would get stuck in the Damned Plains. Emily seemed more hopeful, but the amount of confidence they had seemed impossible.

Perhaps it was just desperation, but a small root of it took hold in Brayden as well. The kids knew something he didn’t. There was a chance that Vermil could actually get out of the Damned Plains, even if he couldn’t comprehend what it was.

“It’s fine, Alexandra,” Isabel said. “Vermil hasn’t shown us everything he’s able to do, and we know more than you, largely by accident. Moxie and Lee aren’t just any mages either. Just trust them.”

“What, don’t I get reassurance as—” James started, but Emily prodded him in the side, and he doubled over with a wheeze.

I’ve definitely seen Moxie do that to Vermil before. They’re actually quite similar.

Brayden shoved the worry clouding his thoughts down. It was shameful. Vermil’s students were taking the news better than he had. It was his responsibility to be the support, not theirs.

I’ve dealt with loss before. Even if Vermil manages to come back, the time he, Moxie, and Lee miss on training their students is my fault. I didn’t just come here to apologize.

“If there’s anyone who could make it back out of the Damned Plains, it’s probably Vermil,” Brayden said. He forced his hands to release the chair and crossed them behind his back so nobody could see him wringing them together. “However, there’s another topic at hand.”

“Is someone else dead?” Emily asked wearily.

“As long as you don’t tell me it’s Tim, I don’t think I’d really care,” Todd said, scratching at the side of his neck. He paused, a flash of fear passing over his features. “You did say Silvertide survived, right?”

“Nobody else you know is dead. A high number of Enforcers were killed, but⁠—”

“Oh, that’s fine.” Todd blew out a relieved breath. “Good to know.”

Good to know?

“What he means,” Isabel said, elbowing Todd, “is that we’re glad that we haven’t lost anyone else important.”

Why does it feel like these students are closer to soldiers than they are to normal young adults?

Brayden shook his head. It didn’t matter. They really didn’t have much reason to care about the Enforcers or Wizen. They had a slew of their own issues to deal with. Issues that Vermil and Moxie had been handling.

“Given the circumstances, your class no longer has a teacher,” Brayden said. “Arbitage requires all students within it to have a mentor if they wish to remain. No matter how sure we are that everyone is going to come back, Arbitage believes them to be dead.”

“What does that mean?” Isabel’s eyes narrowed, and she rose from her chair. “Are they going to kick us out?”

“No. This isn’t the first time a professor has gone missing or died while they had students under them. They’re going to assign you to a new professor.”

“Hell no,” Todd said. “Arbitage can find an anthill and sit on it. We don’t need them anymore. If they think we’re going to let some asshole noble boss us around, we’re out of here.”

Isabel looked to Todd, then back to Brayden and nodded. “I’m with Todd on that. Vermil and Moxie are the only professors I’m willing to accept. I’ve seen the other ones that Arbitage has to offer. I would be fine with Silvertide, but there’s no way he’s going to be able to take us all on. I’ll just wait until Vermil comes back.”

“That won’t be possible,” Brayden said regretfully. “If you leave Arbitage, you’d have to re-apply to get back in. And at least for you and Todd, I think you know the chances of that given how you entered the first time.”

Their expressions darkened, and the other students sent curious looks their way. Evidently, the full extent of their history wasn’t common knowledge. Brayden winced. He hadn’t even gotten started, and he was already making mistakes.

“Revin might be able to help,” James said, sounding like every word physically hurt him to speak.

Revin? I don’t recall anyone with that name.

“That won’t be necessary.” Brayden raised a hand into the air. “If you’ll all allow me to, I will take over professor duties until the time they return. I promise I won’t do anything that you don’t want me to. I’ll just be a sparring partner and a way to keep Arbitage off your backs until Vermil, Moxie, and Lee can take back over.”

The worry and stress in the kids’ faces receded.

“Seriously?” Emily asked. “Don’t you work for the Linwick family doing other stuff?”

“Let me handle the consequences. They aren’t your concern,” Brayden said. “I owe him this much. I won’t force it on you, but I think it’s the best option. Feel free to discuss it among yourselves. I’ll step out and wait⁠—”

“No need,” Isabel said. The kids all exchanged a look and nodded to each other before she spoke again. “Vermil trusted you, and if you taking over will let us wait until things are back to normal, that’s enough for us.”

Brayden blew out a breath he didn’t even realize that he’d been holding. Part of him had been worried that the kids would hate him. They probably should have. He didn’t know the slightest thing about being a teacher, but if he could repay Vermil even slightly, he’d figure it out.

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Brayden said.

“Not alone, I hope.”

Brayden spun as a new voice rang out. His sword flew to his hands, but a wave of runic pressure slammed into him before he could move. The air rippled, and a hooded man appeared, standing just several feet away from him.

The man reached up and pulled his hood back. Brayden’s eyes went wide.

“I’m quite peeved about this,” Jalen said. “Vermil and I had a game of darts scheduled.”

“You’re the guy that came with us to the advanced track meeting.” Emily squinted at Jalen. “Why are you here?”

“Because Vermil was turning you all into quite the little monsters. In his absence, I felt it would only be right if I were to aid in furthering your education.” A calculated smile pulled across Jalen’s lips. He flicked his fingers. The room rippled, and several more hooded people appeared behind him. “I’ve brought a few people that owe Vermil a favor along to help. I hope you don’t mind… but I don’t care if you do. I have high hopes for you all. If you’re even half as entertaining as Vermil, then this is going to be fun.”


Chapter Seventy-Eight



The six-foot-tall demon, its red skin covered in rippling muscles and with long, black-clawed fingers and two huge horns as long as Noah’s arms sprouting from its skull, died when a rock fell on its head.

To be fair to the demon, it was a big rock.

Noah released his grip on Natural Disaster as Lee and Moxie stepped out from the bend of the tunnel to join him. They’d been hunting demons for the better part of three days now, and he had to say that they were getting pretty good at it.

“Nice,” Lee said with an approving grin as she knelt beside the dead demon’s body. “You do a really good lost, terrified idiot impression. Do you have a lot of practice?”

“On some parts of it,” Noah replied, feeling the familiar tingle of energy rising up from the demon. He flicked his hand, severing the monster’s soul with Sunder. Runes swirled up from it, and his grimoire wasted absolutely no time in snatching them up.

It managed to get six of the runes down before the final one faded away into the ether. It seemed that absorbing Demon Runes took the grimoire a bit longer than normal ones.

Lee lifted the beachball-sized stone he’d yanked out of the ceiling and tossed it out of the way like it was a child’s toy. She sniffed at the body and nodded up to Noah. “This one was Rank 3. Pretty good. Could be a pretty good sacrifice, and you didn’t even completely ruin the body this time.”

“Look, that wasn’t my fault. I wanted to test out Crumbling Space,” Noah said crossly. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but why does every single demon we’ve run across seem so… stupid? You’re so much smarter than they are.”

Lee beamed at him. “Thank you.”

“That’s not that high of a bar,” Moxie said, laughing as she put a hand on Lee’s head and gave it a small shake. “This thing couldn’t even string two words together. I was under the impression that demons were more intelligent on average.”

“The strong ones are,” Lee said with a nod. “But there are a ton like this. Brutes at Rank 3 and below that are really strong when you can’t fight back, but they can’t do much against someone smart. You’ve also got a big advantage over them. The majority of them can’t project their magic outside of their body, and if they can, it’s really limited at this rank.”

That’s right. It’s easy to forget that demons can’t actually use magic in the same way humans can. Under Rank 4, they’ll basically just be physically strong for the most part. It’s kind of funny. Everyone in the mortal world is terrified of demons, but it looks like the majority of them would actually lose to the average mage.

It’s the ones at the peak we have to be worried about. That said, Lee was nowhere near this weak when we first met. What’s up with that massive discrepancy?

“But you’re ridiculously fast,” Noah said. “Why aren’t these ones that fast too?”

“Oh. That’s because this one is stupid,” Lee replied. She stood back up and looked back over to Noah. “His runes probably overwhelmed his mind, so he was just a brainless monster. Really dangerous if you’re weak, but to us now… not nearly as bad. The competent Rank 3 demons are different. They could be pretty fast.”

Noah nodded thoughtfully. That could pose a problem. Lee had gotten faster in the time he’d known her, so it was a little difficult to remember exactly how fast she’d been before. He was fairly sure he was fast enough now to put up a fight with the former version of Lee, but his body was still just a squishy human’s.

I need a way to deal with something if it rushes at me. Something like a Shield… but not a Shield, since those are only as fast as your reaction speed when blocking a physical attack. I’ll have to think about it. Even though I have to repress my domain, maybe I can find a way to use it more defensively in the worst-case scenario.

“Do you think this is going to be enough of a sacrifice at this point?” Moxie asked. She extended her hand toward the dead demon, and vines twisted out of her sleeve, running to wrap around the monster’s legs.

“Well, we’ve got four demons. Two of them are in decent shape, and two are a little bit squished. That’s more than I’ve ever brought before, especially since they’re all Rank 3,” Lee mused. She scratched the side of her nose, then shrugged. “I think that should be enough. It seems like a lot. It’ll definitely get us into the city. Rank 3s aren’t that common.”

“Great,” Noah said. “And a quick question. Do cities have actual food in them? I know demons consume emotion or whatever, but killing things to get sustenance is nowhere near as enjoyable as eating.”

“I don’t know,” Lee admitted. “I didn’t have the resources to trade for anything on the very, very rare occasion that I entered a city. They really weren’t safe to wander around in. Don’t think of them the same way as Arbitage.”

“More lawless?” Moxie guessed.

“They’ve got law. It’s just very different. Nobody wants the cities to be complete chaos, so the general rule of thumb is to not bite off more than you can chew and avoid causing too much trouble in a short period of time. If you don’t, you die.”

“So if I’m confident I can kill one bloke, I could?” Noah asked.

Lee nodded. “Yeah. If you’re strong enough. But a lot of demons band together for that reason. It’s easy to take one out, but if they’ve got a group of ten with ties to more, then it gets a bit harder.”

“So how does anyone even fight without bringing the entire city into a huge war?” Moxie asked as they started back out of the tunnel and toward the red desert outside.

“Depends. If there’s a good reason for the fight, then the other demons won’t interfere. So if you go around attacking people randomly, you’re not gonna get backup,” Lee explained. “Also, you can challenge people. If they accept, then it’s just the two of you against each other. There are definitely ways around it. We get bored too easily for any city to stay calm.”

That sounded about right from what he knew of Azel and Lee. They continued out of the cave and emerged into the glowing moonlight of the Damned Plains. Even though they’d been flying around for quite some time, the huge moon still had yet to complete its trek through the sky.

It was only just starting to dip below the horizon. Noah didn’t know what the sun would bring, but he was hopeful that they’d be in an actual city with some lodgings by the time it rose. He really needed to get a bath if he didn’t want to pass off as a stink demon.

Moxie brought their newly claimed demon corpse over to a small pile they had at the entrance. Her vines extended to wrap around all of them, tying the bodies together like the world’s most gruesome bouquet.

“Okay. We’re ready to go to the city, then?” Noah asked.

“Yeah. I think so,” Lee replied after a second of hesitation. “I think we’ve got everything we need.”

“You don’t sound too confident.”

“It’s been a while, and the memories I’ve got of it aren’t the best,” Lee said. “And they’re kinda blurry too. I don’t remember all that much. We should have what we need.”

“Eh. Good enough for me. Can you sniff out the nearest city? Probably not, since we’re still⁠—”

“Yeah. It’s over there right now.” Lee pointed to Noah’s right, and he followed her finger to stare into the desert. It looked completely barren.

That’s right. I forgot she mentioned that the cities moved around in the Damned Plains. Guess they’re more like tribes than actual cities. But how does she know where it is at this range?

“How in the world can you tell anything is over there? Your nose can’t possibly be that good. You’d be constantly getting overwhelmed just by existing.”

“Oh, I didn’t actually smell it this time. You can just tell. There are a bunch of Demon Runes in that direction. A lot of them.”

Noah blinked. “You can… detect Demon Runes?”

“Not individual ones. But when there are that many? Yeah. It’s just kind of this feeling. It’s way stronger in the Damned Plains for some reason. I don’t know why, but there’s definitely a city over there right now. We should be able to make it in a few hours of travel.” Lee hesitated for a second and looked down at all the corpses they had tied up. The flying sword definitely wasn’t meant to lug that many people around. “Maybe a bit more than a few. But soon.”

Interesting. Demon Runes are really different from human ones. I wonder if normal Monster Runes are equally as varied or if it’s just demons?

“If it’s just a few hours, I suppose we might as well get on our way. I’m curious to see these cities of yours,” Moxie said.

They all got back onto the flying sword, and Noah activated it. It lifted into the air, wavering slightly under all the weight it was under, but he pumped it full of Wind Magic from Natural Disaster until it was able to lift them and their sacrifices off the ground.

Then they were off, heading in the direction that Lee had indicated, to get their first look at one of the Damned Plain’s walking cities.


Chapter Seventy-Nine



Several hours of flight later, Noah finally got his first look at a demon city—and it became quite clear that something had gotten lost in translation. He’d been picturing a group of nomadic demons carrying their belongings around on their backs and packing up tents whenever they moved around.

That couldn’t have been further from the truth. The city wasn’t made from tarps and poles.

It was a monster.

A turtle, so large that it took Noah several seconds to even realize what he was looking at, loomed before them. The monster had a black-scaled shell, weathered from years upon years of travel through the Damned Plains.

Huge structures rose up from the turtle’s back, made from gray and black stone. They stabbed into the sky and cut through the swirling energy in the air far above. The demons had built an entire city upon its back, and it was easily several times larger than Arbitage.

Lifts and rigging hung off the side of the turtle’s shell, running all the way down to the ground and swaying dangerously. A massive yellow eye on the turtle’s wrinkled face stared off into the distance.

One of the turtle’s feet was several hundred meters off the ground, seemingly in the process of taking a step. Based on the speed at which it was moving, it would be quite some time before the foot landed.

Noah nearly lost his concentration and crashed the flying sword, but he managed to keep them off the ground. They weren’t too far from the turtle now, though its ridiculous size definitely made it seem closer than it actually was.

“What the fuck is that?” Noah screamed over the howl of the wind.

“I told you,” Lee called back. “It’s a moving city!”

“When you said moving, that was not what I was picturing!”

“How else would it move?”

“Don’t act like this is normal!”

“It is, though.”

Okay, fair point.

“Where exactly are we supposed to land?” Moxie yelled, twisting her neck to look over her shoulder and back at them. “Do we just fly up onto the turtle’s back?”

“No. We need to give the sacrifice. Go to the lifts hanging from it, and we can get into one of the lines. But… once we’re there, if something goes wrong, it might be really hard to get away. Are we sure this is the right move?”

“I don’t think we have many other options. We can’t just hide in the Wastes forever. There’s only so much we can accomplish there. The only path forward is through a city.”

Noah directed the sword toward the lifts at the bottom of the turtle and started mentally preparing himself. It had been a bit since he’d had to put on a front like this one, but he did have some practice pretending to be a demon from back during his first visit to the Linwick Estate.

It’ll probably be a bit harder to convince demons than humans, but I had Azel knocking around in my head for long enough to get a good feel for how they act.

“Any last-minute warnings before we land?” Noah called as they grew closer to the milling crowd around the base of the turtle. “And get your game faces on. From here on out, we’re all demons.”

“Yeah. Don’t let them know you’re human,” Lee said. “And if you start a fight, finish it. Mercy isn’t something that people respect here. Only strength.”

Silvertide’s words from back in Wizen’s sanctum passed through Noah’s mind, and his jaw set. “Yeah. I know.”

He landed the sword on the ground before they got too close to anyone. Flying in might not have been the most inconspicuous way to make an arrival. They all stepped off, and Noah scooped it up, sliding it back into its place at his side. Moxie’s vines lifted the bodies they’d been dragging along into the air behind her, and Noah took the lead as they headed over to join the people waiting beside one of the lifts.

After about thirty minutes of walking, they drew near enough that Noah could make out the individual forms in the crowd. A slight twinge of apprehension ran through him. At first glance, every single one of them was clearly a demon.

Almost none of them looked identical. Some had horns and claws, while others were covered with matted fur. There were a number of them with tails or jutting spikes protruding from their backs.

While not all of them were completely humanoid, most were. There were, however, almost none that looked completely human. A number of them probably could have passed as a normal person if they’d covered up scales or other anomalies, but it didn’t seem like they had any desire to do so.

“I thought a lot of demons just looked human,” Noah said under his breath.

“Most strong demons aren’t going to come in like this,” Lee replied. “They’ve got connections. We don’t.”

Now that they were a bit closer, Noah couldn’t help but wonder how stable the lifts actually were. They were made of dull red metal and connected with ropey sinew and black chains. The platforms were flat pieces of stone covered with runic inscriptions that looked like they’d been made hundreds of years ago.

Each platform was large enough to hold somewhere between fifty and one hundred people, depending on how close they were willing to get with each other. And fortunately, it didn’t look like there were nearly that many demons gathered around the lift that they’d arrived by.

It was roughly half full, and another group climbed a chain ladder hanging from the platform as they watched. A seven-foot-tall demon with gray skin clad in heavy red metal armor stood at the base of the platform, a huge halberd in his hands. He was joined by a second demon, this one female, clad in the same armor. She had the same skin tone but two massive wings jutting from her back. Even folded up, they took up a considerable amount of space.

Guards? The guy could have passed for human if it wasn’t for the skin color. It’s kind of hard to tell how strong demons actually are if there aren’t any domains. That’s slightly annoying.

He beckoned the next group—a pair of male demons with long horns and barbed tails—forward. They dumped a pile of dead Ettercaps on the ground before the guard. The demon stared at them, disdain evident in his yellowed eyes.

“This is it?” the guard asked as Noah’s group quietly joined the short line leading up to him. “You come to Treadon and offer Lord Belkus nothing but this?”

“Treadon is the name of the turtle,” Lee whispered into Noah’s ear. “We name our cities after the turtles. Belkus is the Rank 7 that controls the city. I haven’t been to this one before, but I’ve heard of it.”

“This is three times more than we brought last time,” the demon that had dropped the Ettercaps said. He squared his shoulders, but Noah picked up on the tremor that wreathed his words.

“And it is twice less than what you should have brought. We don’t need scum in the city,” the guard spat. He nudged the Ettercaps with a foot, then shook his head. “One Ettercap isn’t enough.”

“One?” The second demon took a step forward. “What do you mean, one? We brought three.”

“No, I’m quite certain I only count one,” the guard said. His lips pulled apart in a cold smile. “I can hold on to these for you while you get the rest.”

The pair of demons exchanged a glance. For a moment, Noah thought they would jump at the guard. Instead, they spun and strode away from the line to head back into the Wastes. The second guard watched them leave, her face impassive.

Well, if they were struggling with the Ettercaps, they couldn’t have been all that strong. Looks like the guards like extorting the people trying to go through the chump entrance.

The next group approached the front of the line. They’d brought an entire sled piled high with hoglike monsters along with them. There must have been ten or fifteen of them. The demons pushed it over to the guard’s feet. He examined it for a moment, then took a step back and nodded to the platform.

“Accepted. On you go.”

I don’t recognize the hog thing, but they definitely had quite a few of them. Guess they brought enough for the guard to take a cut without complaining.

The next groups approached the guard and passed on without any trouble, and then it was Noah’s turn. He stepped up to the demon, and Moxie’s vines dropped the corpses on the ground between them.

A slight crease ran through the guard’s brow as he studied their distinct lack of any demonic features. Noah held his gaze, but he didn’t miss the female demon shifting her stance to ready her weapon.

The hell? I haven’t even done anything yet.

“Sufficient, I trust?” Noah asked, jerking his chin toward the bodies. “I don’t have all day.”

“You trying to hide something? Drop the human forms,” the demon said. “If you’re banned from the city, changing your appearance won’t make a difference.”

“Ah. No, I won’t be doing that.” Noah scratched the side of his neck. “You can take my word for it. I’m not banned.”

“Yeah. That’s not happening,” the demon said. He tapped his staff on the ground. “You’d best have a whole lot more than this if you’re trying to slide in unannounced.”

Aha. So you can bribe your way in even if you do get kicked out. There’s no way I’m just going to turn around and go get more shit, though. We’ve already wasted enough time screwing around in the desert. Besides, I’m pretty sure that leaving now would be a pretty big sign of weakness.

“I’d say that’s more than enough as long as you don’t take half of it,” Noah said dryly. “Those demons had more energy in them than the majority of the other ones you’ve got in that pile behind you.”

“Except those were from people that weren’t trying to hide their identity,” the guard said. He pointed the halberd at Noah. “And if you’re too scared to show your true face, then I think you’d be best off turning right around and not showing your sorry hide here until you’ve got enough to pay the toll.”

I suppose it wouldn’t really make sense for a powerful demon to stroll up here in a disguise, so assuming that I’m just some random little shit that got kicked out of the city is a pretty safe bet.

“You want me to bring a better bribe?” Noah asked innocently. “That one took me so long to get, though. I don’t want to go back into the Wastes.”

“I don’t give a damn about what you want.” The guard let out a snort of laughter and pressed the tip of his spear into Noah’s chest. “If you want to save time, I’d suggest leaving quickly. I don’t see any other sacrifices lying around here.”

“You don’t?” Noah asked, tilting his head to the side as energy raced down into his palm. He put a finger against the tip of the halberd. “That’s odd. Maybe you should look again.”

He released Crumbling Space. Tiny white cracks raced out, barely even visible as they collapsed in on themselves. The head of the halberd screeched and warped, folding in on itself and shattering in a rain of metal that fell to the ground at their feet, leaving the guard with nothing more than a stick.

Noah clapped the guard on the shoulder while the man was staring at his weapon in disbelief. It had been some time since he’d called on all the vibration elements he’d imbued Natural Disaster with, but they came easily to him as he sent energy pouring into the demon’s body. A violent tremor ripped through the guard with enough force to make his teeth crack against each other. Noah slammed him down to his knees, then leaned down so their gazes met once more.

“I don’t know about you,” Noah whispered, “but I see one more sacrifice kneeling right in front of me.”


Chapter Eighty



The female guard took a step toward Noah, her eyes cautious as she readied her halberd. But before she could move, Moxie moved between them. The vines twisting from her robes rose up around her like the heads of a hydra.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Moxie said softly. “We still need someone alive to operate the lift.”

The guard at Noah’s feet stared up at him, jaw clenched and fury burning in his eyes. “Killing me would be stealing from Lord Belkus. You wouldn’t dare.”

Noah tilted his head to the side. Ironically, his guidelines as to what a demon would do were pretty much asking himself what Father would do in his situation. Straight-up killing a random guard probably wouldn’t be earning him many points in his favor, but Father wasn’t the type to back down without an ulterior motive.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Noah asked. “You aren’t important. I’d imagine one more sacrifice would more than cover the cost of removing an insect from the heel of my shoe. The only thing keeping you alive right now is that I’m too lazy to go back into the Wastes right now.”

“Who are you?” the female guard asked. She’d stopped before Moxie, her wings slightly parted in preparation to either fight or flee. Judging by the way she was carrying herself, it looked like she was at least a little bit more competent than the male demon. “I don’t know of any demons with your abilities. Was your arrival announced? If it was, reveal your identities, and we can put a stop to this.”

The male demon lurched, trying to sweep Noah’s legs out from under him. Instead of trying to dodge, Noah let the demon’s blow connect. As soon as it did, he sent a wave of vibration from Natural Disaster into the demon’s body, canceling out the momentum and causing the guard to convulse.

Noah drew on Natural Disaster once more, causing a powerful gust of wind to gather directly beneath the guard as he reached down. His dusty uniform fluttered around him as his hand wrapped around the demon’s neck, and he lifted him into the air with the aid of the wind centered around them.

As far as anybody else could likely tell, there was just a breeze rushing by, and Noah was just lifting the demon under his own strength.

“I don’t have to announce when I arrive,” Noah said. “My presence is warning enough. I do not have to inconvenience myself for the likes of you.”

He threw the guard to the ground at his feet, releasing Natural Disaster so that he wouldn’t have to keep drawing energy from it and risk somebody noticing that he wasn’t tossing people around under his own strength.

The demon scrambled to his feet and backed up until he stood beside his fellow guard. His hands twitched at his sides, and his gaze flicked to the shattered weapon lying beside Noah.

“I’m getting impatient,” Noah said quietly. He tapped his foot on the ground. “Make a decision. Minor inconvenience or not, it’ll be the same to me in the end—and that’s assuming your Lord even notices when you go missing.”

A second of terse silence passed. The guard’s jaw set. An instant before he could speak, any words he’d had planned were silenced as the winged demon held her hand up in front of him.

“Your sacrifice is sufficient,” she said, inclining her head just enough to acknowledge him but without getting too respectful. Her wings folded back in, and she moved to the side, nodding up to the platform.

Noah bared his teeth in a flat smile. “Very clever. It was a pleasure meeting you both.”

Lee scooped the haft of the guard’s weapon off the ground and examined it with a critical eye.

“I left my axe behind. Can I take this?” Lee asked.

“Feel free,” the female guard said, cutting the other one off before he could respond. “We have no need of a broken halberd.”

They stood to the side as Noah’s group walked past them and up to the platform. Instead of using the ropes, Noah wrapped his arms around Lee and Moxie and used a blast of Wind Magic to simulate a leap.

The magic launched them up onto the platform, and they landed with a synchronized thud. All the demons that had already gathered on it either averted their gaze or stared at them with terror in their eyes.

“When does this start moving?” Noah asked. “You’ve all been standing around for a while now, haven’t we?”

“I-it needs to be filled before the lift is operated, sir,” a short furry demon said, hiding behind a larger one that Noah presumed to be its father. Judging from their ratty leather clothing, he suspected neither of them was particularly wealthy.

“Is that so?” Noah glanced back down at the guards. They noticed him looking, and both winced. After exchanging a glance, the winged one strode over to a large metal box hanging from a thick chain at the turtle’s side and started fiddling with it.

A few moments later, the lift shuddered. Chains clattered and rang as they started to hoist the platform into the air.

“Ah. Lucky us,” Noah said. He turned away from the edge of the lift and let the corner of his lips pull up in a smile. “It seems we have to leave early.”

None of the demons responded. A few of them gave him shaky nods, but the rest just focused their gazes anywhere but him. He took the brief silence to stare up the turtle’s side as the lift clunked away toward the city at its top.

It was so high up that the only things Noah could make out were black scales. He knew the city was there, but it wasn’t anywhere near visible yet. The lift began to accelerate, and wind howled by as the air pressed down on Noah’s back, trying to squish him into the metal.

Minutes crawled by as the platform rumbled higher and higher. Nobody said a word. The peaks of the towering stone-and-metal city buildings soon came into view. Noah couldn’t even see some of their peaks through the swirling energy far above.

They were made of a fascinating mixture of metal supports and stone walls. Many of the buildings seemed to have gone for height over width and almost resembled spikes jutting out of the back of the turtle’s shell.

Sparks rang off a huge pulley system at the edge of the city, and the platform slowed, releasing the pressure that had been bearing down on everyone. It rattled to a halt, sliding into place on a much larger stone platform.

Several demons released tense breaths as two guards unhooked thick chains ringing off the platform, allowing them access to the city proper. Everyone on the platform promptly vacated it as quickly as possible, vanishing into the large crowd that milled about the lifts. Many of them stood in lines leading up to other lift platforms in a row off to both sides.

Noah’s group followed after the others. Fortunately, no guards gave them any bother this time around, and they were able to enter the city without any hassle. As tempting as it was to crane his neck back and look like a lost tourist, Noah kept his eyes straight ahead as they pushed through the crowd.

They stepped beneath a large archway and onto the main road, continuing along it until they drew up to a small nook between two towering buildings. Noah headed into it, Lee and Moxie following him.

“Not bad,” he said as they came to a stop. He’d fully expected it to be freezing up on the turtle’s back, even with Combustion, but he was surprised to find that it was actually rather warm, albeit breezy. “I’d say that went pretty well.”

“You’re a very convincing… well, you,” Moxie said. “And we’ve definitely had some exposure therapy.”

Lee chewed on the end of the stick that she’d taken from the guard. “I love this stuff.”

“Wood?” Noah asked. “You’re getting worse. At least you were mostly eating edible things before.”

“No. It’s dry sinew,” Lee said, still gnawing at the spear haft. “Wood is hard to get in the Damned Plains. It’s basically really stiff beef jerky. Want to try some?”

Noah sent it a suspicious look. “No. I think I’ll be fine. We just killed a bunch of stuff, so I’m not going to starve to death anytime soon.”

He paused, then a grimace passed over his lips. “Shit. We just left all our money with the guards, didn’t we?”

“Gold still works,” Lee said. “It’s just a little less common. A lot of demons bring it back after they leave the mortal plane, but not normal ones. It’s pretty much exclusive to the stronger classes.”

“Well, I suppose that works out, doesn’t it? I don’t have that much on me anyway. Moxie?”

“Around one hundred,” Moxie said after digging through her bag for a moment. “I wouldn’t mind finding a proper meal… but we really need to figure out what our actual plan is from here on out. We can’t just wander around the city getting into shit until we stumble into someone who can find Wizen.”

“Agreed. There’s no point finding Wizen until we have a way to actually fight him,” Noah said. “Which means we need either allies or power, and ideally both.”

“Allies?” Lee’s nose scrunched, and she pulled the chewed-up polearm shaft out of her mouth. “Here?”

“You turned out pretty well.”

“I’m unique.”

“That you are,” Noah agreed. “But I’m sure we’ll be able to find some demons that we can convince to fight for us one way or another—and that leads to the next thing. We aren’t getting anywhere as ourselves. I can bluff my way past some guards, but if we want to get stronger, we need runes. Especially you. If there’s anywhere we can find a way to fix your Rank 4, it’s here.”

“That’s true.” A flicker of worry and reluctance passed over Lee’s face, but she nodded. “And sooner would be better. Do you mean we’re going to pretend to be some strong demon?”

Noah scratched the back of his neck. “That could work, but I don’t know anywhere near enough about anyone in particular to emulate them. I think we need to leave things a little more open-ended. Do you know if the entirety of the Damned Plains has been explored?”

“I don’t think it has. Most of it is completely uninhabitable, and it’s huge. I’ve heard it’s way bigger than the mortal plane, but I don’t know enough to say for sure,” Lee said with a shake of her head. “We’d have to find someone who knows more about it for good answers.”

“Then we’ve got a start. I think I’ve got a plan that should fit our plans perfectly if we pull it off correctly.”

“Care to share?” Moxie asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Back where I’m from, there’s a pretty famous story about a beggar that pretends to be a prince.” A grin split Noah’s face. “He went by the name Aladdin, and I think he had the right idea.”


Chapter Eighty-One



“Let me get this straight,” Moxie said, squinting at Noah once he’d gotten through his slightly scuffed retelling of Aladdin. “You want to… start a marching band?”

“That’s one way to put it. We need to convince everyone that I—as well as you and Lee—aren’t just random demons. Demons place a lot of importance on actual power, and we aren’t going to be able to hold our own publicly if a Rank 5 or 6 comes after us. We need invisible power.”

“Invisible power?” Lee tilted her head to the side. “What is that?”

“Basically a threat that keeps most people from trying to fight us in the first place,” Noah explained. “Let’s say a Rank 6 demon thinks we’re alone and don’t have any powerful backing. Even if we tell them we’re powerful, the demon might be tempted to check. They might try to attack us or orchestrate something to test our abilities. But if we convince them that we’re actually backed by an enormous city of demons or some great power, they’ll be a lot more apprehensive about trying to challenge us. They might even fall in line—and that means our own power goes up even higher.”

Lee’s eyes lit up. “It’s like pretending to be a waiter, so a restaurant lets you eat all the food in their store rooms because you work there.”

“I—No, not really, but I figure you’ve got it close enough,” Noah said with a chuckle. “Do you know if music is as dangerous in the Damned Plains as it is in the mortal realm?”

Lee thought for a moment, then gave him a small shrug. “Not sure. Never really had the time to think about it. If it was, you’d probably just get killed before we managed to get a following.”

“That’s assuming we actually get caught,” Noah said. Pieces of a plan were knitting themselves together in his mind faster than he could pull them apart. The plan was a bit hairbrained, but he was pretty sure it had potential. “If we just burst out into the middle of the city and start doing things in the open, we’ll never get a chance to start. We need to be covert. Build up momentum slowly. A movement isn’t born in a day.”

“A movement makes it sound like we’re radicalizing the demons,” Moxie said. Her brow furrowed in thought. “That does seem like it has potential, but what are we even promoting? Playing music is going to catch their attention, but we need something to keep it if we want them to believe and follow us.

“I’m sure we can find something that the demons in the city want that we can back up. It’s basically running for office, but with much less lying than normal.”

Moxie snorted and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Let’s say we do. Wouldn’t the city know that we were playing inside its walls? We can’t pass those demons off as an honor guard.”

“Not most of them,” Noah agreed. “But no city knows every single person within it. We don’t pretend like everyone was with us from the start. If we can get some people on our side, we can get a few of them to pretend to be honor guard or something like that. As for the rest… we just have to go around and build up momentum, then do what we did in the first advanced track meeting. We can then claim that we’ve got a mixture of our own supporters in with the new ones, and it’ll be impossible to verify as long as we don’t get pinned down. The more mysterious we can get, the more people will speculate. They’ll do all the heavy lifting for us as long as we can lay the pieces for them to put together.”

Moxie and Lee exchanged a glance, but he could see that his words were getting to them. They both started to nod.

“Okay. Assume we somehow manage to pull that off,” Moxie said slowly. “What then? Bring a horde to try and find Wizen and take him down?”

“I doubt he’ll be strolling around in the open. We need the power to figure out what the hell he’s up to,” Noah said, chewing his lower lip. “If we could convince the city to lend us some aid, we could use their connections to put out feelers about Wizen or a way back to Arbitage. The Damned Plains are so huge that I can’t see any other timely way we can get information.”

Moxie’s fingers drummed against her thigh. She pushed away from the wall of the alley and started pacing back and forth. “Just how big are the Damned Plains, Lee? Before we throw caution and logic to the wind, is there any way we’d be able to get what we need from some sort of information broker or a library?”

Lee chewed on the end of her thumb. Then she shook her head. “Maybe? But we’d need to prove we were strong enough to get the information from them. We could just get attacked when we ask for something like that. Ways to the surface are the most valuable information in the entirety of the Damned Plains. We won’t be able to get it as we are.”

“Libraries?” Moxie tried.

“Also incredibly restricted. We could try breaking in… but I don’t think we’re faster than Rank 6 demons.”

Moxie thought for a few more seconds, then shrugged. “Okay. I’m out of alternative ideas. I think operation bullshit is the way to go. But… how do we even start something like that? We skipped over it before, but it’s the most important part of the whole thing. If we can’t get people to gather around whatever our cause is, then it’s dead in the water.”

That was definitely the question of the hour. And unfortunately, Noah didn’t have an answer to that quite yet. It didn’t look like Lee or Moxie did either, so they all fell silent for a minute as they thought.

“Food is always good,” Lee said.

That’s a Lee suggestion if I’ve ever heard one.

He made to smile, but then his mind actually finished processing what Lee had said. “Food is a scarce resource in the Damned Plains?”

“You have to hunt or trade for it. It’s not easy to get if you aren’t strong.”

“We’re not trying to recruit weak demons,” Moxie pointed out. “If our platform is just feeding the masses, we’re not going to get any momentum with the strong demons that we actually need on our side.”

“It’s a start, though.” Noah nodded to himself. A flicker of excitement began to build up in his chest. “We could begin with the demons that don’t have anywhere to turn. There have to be some that are hiding in the city, right?”

“Yeah,” Lee said. “If you stay out of the way, the city can be a good shelter. It’s not safe, though. The weakest demons will be in the Wastes. Anyone in the city would be strong enough to provide a sacrifice to get themselves in.”

“But there would be demons that just scraped their way in and are using the city to hide, eating scraps to survive?” Noah confirmed.

“Definitely.”

“Then we have a plan. All we need is something to cover our faces and some food. Then we put on a show.”

“I know where we can get all of that,” Lee said. “I smell the markets.”

A smile crossed Moxie’s face, unbidden. “Well, it can’t hurt to try. I have to say I’m at least a little bit curious to see how this will go. It’s worth a shot, at the very least. Lead the way, Lee.”
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Aylin had long since learned to recognize the sounds of Treadon. The clatter-thud of a guard’s footsteps. The jingle-rustle of wealth hidden within the flowing robes of a demon waiting to part with its wealth. The sandsong of the wind before a storm.

There wasn’t a single sound he didn’t know like the back of his scarred hand. The whisper of the streets was often the only warning one got. Being able to speak its language was the pathway to survival when the entire city waited to take their lives.

Fortunately, the streets rarely changed. The sounds were always the same. The guards always arrived in the same manner, and the merchants always tossed their scraps to the same spots. It was a necessary sacrifice, but it was easier than having to fight to protect their goods every day. Scraps of food were still food, and scraps kept the weak from becoming desperate.

There were just never quite enough. Aylin had gone hungry today. The sounds had warned him of guards. For what reason they arrived, Aylin didn’t know. He didn’t care. He had listened. Others had not.

He had lived. Others had not.

The reward of life did nothing to satisfy the burning knot in his stomach that threatened to rise and swallow his mind. It was a reminder of life, but not one he cared to have.

Aylin kept to the darkened corners of the alleys as he made his way, empty-handed, back to shelter. Sleep would be long in the making, but it would delay the hunger’s gnaw until the next day. He wasn’t desperate enough to return to the markets.

Not yet.

And then something reached his ears. A sound—and not one that belonged. A river of bumps raced down Aylin’s red skin and prickled at the base of his neck. It was a beautiful sound, like the song of a siren whispering down the streets of Treadon, just barely loud enough to pick up.

Curiosity was rarely a wise trait, but his head was light from lack of sustenance, and his feet were moving before his mind had caught up to them.

Aylin crept down the streets, approaching the strange sound. He grew more enraptured with every step, his pace starting to accelerate. He kept what little of his wits remained about him and ensured he moved as silently as he did fast.

Such a sound could not be a bearer of good news, but it was news nonetheless. If something had changed in the streets, he had to find out. He had to warn the others. That was why he investigated. Not mere curiosity, but duty.

At least, that was what he told himself.

Aylin turned a corner—and froze.

A man sat in the center of a large alleyway, a strange object braced against his body and a stick in the other, his face wrapped in a scarf used to protect from the storms. The beautiful noise filling the alleys floated from him, curling into Aylin’s ears like a worm.

And scattered across the ground before him, unlike heaps of trash, were several pieces of meat and bread. A trap. There was no doubt about it. As for its purpose, Aylin didn’t know, but it had to be a trap.

The gnawing pain in his stomach grew stronger.

Desperation.

Aylin’s hands clenched. He took a step forward. Fresh food. Not old, dry scraps. He took another step, keeping to the darkness of the alley in hopes that⁠—

The man’s gaze turned to him, and still the tantalizing song played. In a smooth motion, the man flicked his stick, striking a loaf of bread and sending it sailing through the air without missing a single note.

Aylin lunged to catch the loaf. His fingers wrapped around his prize, and he hit the ground in a roll before diving for the alley behind him. Only once he’d gotten back to his feet did he realize that the strange sound’s fading notes had vanished from his ears.

He glanced over his shoulder.

The man was gone, but the food remained. The back of Aylin’s neck prickled violently. Not a word had been spoken, but the message had been passed on all the same.

The covered man was far faster than Aylin. He had acknowledged Aylin’s presence—and done nothing. A trap it may have been, but Aylin could resist the urge no longer.

He took a greedy bite of the bread, barely even stopping to swallow as he scurried back over to the other food and stuffed it into his shirt. It was a gift, but there was no doubt in his mind that it came with strings.

Aylin took another huge bite out of the bread. Then, glancing around the street one last time, he took off, running back to his shelter. The others needed to eat—and be warned. A shiver of dread traveled down his spine. Nothing came for free in the Damned Plains. The only question was what price he had paid.


Chapter Eighty-Two



“It’s safe,” Aylin insisted, holding a half-eaten loaf of bread out. “I already ate some, and I’m still alive.”

The group of demons crouched in the room stared at him with a mixture of disbelief, hope, and suspicion. Their stomachs were flat and their clothes ragged. The room smelled musty and damp, but the scent did nothing to mute the cries of their stomachs. A dim red light filtered through the cracks in the low ceiling above them, washing over Aylin and his pile of food in rippling waves.

“I know you think that,” Violet said. She scratched at the horn protruding from the center of her forehead and worked her jaw. “But the Damned Plains don’t work like that. Nobody gives free food.”

“Any price is mine alone,” Aylin insisted. He took another bite of the loaf, and the other children flinched back. They stared as he chewed and swallowed, opening his mouth to show there was nothing left. “See? I’m alive.”

“What if eating the food enslaves you?” Torick asked. The boy was so thin that he might as well have been a dust-colored stick. All of them were—to some degree or another. Aylin and Violet were the ones that had gathered the most supplies in recent times, but they’d been spread too thin for too long.

There just wasn’t enough to go around, and they weren’t strong enough to wrest nearly enough from the others that lived in the streets. Aylin’s hands clenched as bitter anger swirled through his stomach. Unlike the food, it did nothing to fill him.

He couldn’t even hold anything against the other gangs. Not everyone could live. If they were stronger, they wouldn’t be sharing either. Sharing was mercy, mercy was for the strong, and they’d already taken out loans that they couldn’t afford to repay.

“Does it matter what it does?” Aylin demanded. He thrust a finger into Torick’s bony chest. “You’re a breath from dead. How are we supposed to get strong if we can’t even get out of bed?”

“You can. Violet can,” Torick insisted.

“Look at yourself!” Aylin said. He clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Forget that. Look at me. Look at Violet. She’s seventeen, but she looks five years younger than that. I’m no better. Do you really think any of us are getting out of here if we don’t take what opportunities we can?”

“This isn’t an opportunity,” Violet snapped, but Aylin caught her glancing down at herself before she spoke. “It’s a death trap. You’re desperate and starved. If you want to die, do it. Don’t bring us into it.”

“Maybe we could trade the food to other gangs?” Torick asked hesitantly.

“No,” Aylin and Violet said at the same time, causing the boy to flinch back.

“If we show others, they’ll just take it from us,” Aylin said. He took another bite of the bread. At this point, he was beyond the point of caring. Any damage it would do was already done. “We aren’t kids anymore, Violet.”

“You’re telling me to give up? Is that it?” Violet stepped forward and pressed her forehead to Aylin’s, her lips pulling back in a snarl. Her horn forced Aylin to take a step back to avoid getting stabbed. “Coward.”

“I’m not being a coward,” Aylin hissed. “You are. You’re too scared to do what we have to. I’m not a wizard. Miracles don’t materialize. We can’t do anything when we’re starved. I’m trying to help us.” He grabbed Violet’s shoulders and shoved her back. She stumbled, nearly tripping over her own feet. Aylin stepped after her. “You were stronger than me a month ago. The energy the food gives us is what we need to make something of ourselves. This isn’t just a meal. It's an opportunity.”

“An opportunity to lose who we are. There’s no way that food is safe,” Violet said with a firm shake of her head. “You’re just going to⁠—”

“It’s good.”

They both spun. Edda, the youngest of their group, gnawed on a piece of bread and looked up at them with large, watery eyes. She held the loaf out. “Sorry. I got hungry.”

“Shit,” Violet groaned, throwing her hands up into the air and slumping down to wrap her arms around her knees. “Damn it. Aylin, you idiot. You’ve taken her with you. I thought you were smarter than this. You’ve doomed us.”

“She’s fine,” Aylin snapped. “And nobody is doing anything if they starve to death. We used to have more than four of us. Bravery didn’t make any of us less hungry. It didn’t keep anyone alive. Do you think Cole⁠—”

A loud bang on the stone door behind them echoed out. Aylin and Violet both spun as it flew open. A square-faced demon ducked into the room, two black horns curling out from just above his ears. His body rippled with muscles, and he had to scrunch down to fit into the small room. It did nothing to make him any less intimidating. Aylin’s heart dropped into his stomach. He’d been so focused on their argument that he hadn’t listened to the sounds of the street until it was too late.

Yog. He’s in Golon’s gang.

“One of my boys mentioned you’d had a good haul,” the demon said, his lips pulling apart in a cold smile. “I hope you weren’t planning on keeping that all to yourselves. You know the rule on food you bring in when you’re staying in Golon’s territory.”

Violet sent a flat, furious glare at Aylin’s back, and it took every ounce of willpower he had not to wither under her gaze.

“You can have it,” Violet said. “Just take all of it.”

“No,” Aylin said. He set his jaw and stared up at Yog. “We’re not under Golon’s protection, and I didn’t pass through his streets. We don’t owe anything.”

“Aylin,” Violet hissed. “Just give him the damn food! Are you that determined to send us to an early grave?”

“I’m not giving shit,” Aylin said. He flexed his hands and swallowed. “This is ours. We aren’t sharing it. Golon hasn’t given us anything.”

“He’s given you your lives,” Yog said. “And he lets you stay in this house—but I don’t mind just taking what you owe. It’s more fun than the alternative. Are all of you little ditzes going to try this, or is it just the single idiot?”

Torick tensed. He looked from Violet to Aylin, trying to figure out who to side with. Then his hands clenched, and he took a step closer to Aylin. Violet let out a curse and moved to stand with them.

“I’m going to beat the shit out of you after Yog is done with us,” Violet muttered under her breath as she lowered into a fighting stance.

Yog started toward them—but he only made it a step. A sound split the air, one foreign to everyone other than Aylin. Yog was larger and stronger, but he still lived on the streets. The demon stiffened and froze as a haunting tune echoed down the alleys.

“What in the Plains is that?” Violet asked.

“It’s him,” Aylin muttered, the blood running out of his face.

“Who?” Torick asked. His eyes flicked from Aylin to Yog.

“The demon that gave me the food. He followed me back.”

“I fucking told you,” Violet snarled. “We need to get out of here. Yog, get out of our way. You can have the damn food if you want it.”

Aylin hesitated. He’d paid the price. He wasn’t giving up the prize. If the demon had shown up to collect on its debts, then it would be collecting them after they’d eaten. He took another bite out of his loaf.

Then the song stopped.

Yog glanced over his shoulder. Then he chuckled and shook his head. “Good acting, but that’s not going to work. I don’t know what that was, but it wasn’t near us. If you lot just joined up, you could make something of yourselves. Just remember that this is your choice.”

“It’s interesting that you bring up choice,” a voice said from behind Yog. The large demon spun, nearly knocking his head against the ceiling in his haste.

“Is our house a watering hole or something?” Violet muttered, anxiety twisting her features as she shifted from foot to foot. “Why is everyone showing up out of nowhere?”

“Show yourself,” Yog growled.

Aylin knew who it was before he stepped through the doorway. It was the demon from before, his face still covered in storm wrappings. He didn’t have the strange object that had made the hauntingly beautiful noise anymore.

“There wouldn’t be much point in speaking if I didn’t plan to show up, would there?” the demon asked.

“Who are you?” Yog demanded. He flexed his fingers, and the dark claws at their tips lengthened an inch. “This is Golon’s territory.”

“Colon?” The demon tilted his head to the side. He made no move to answer Yog’s question. “Unfortunate name. No matter. I assume he controls this area? That works. Take me to him. I need to borrow his people.”

Borrow his people? What does that mean?

“You can request an audience with him. I’ll escort you back,” Yog said, his lips pulling back to bare his pointed teeth. “Right after I finish here.”

That meeting definitely isn’t going to go well for him. Golon will kill anyone who starts getting strong enough to pose a threat to him.

“No need for that,” the demon said. “I don’t like to be kept waiting. I’m rather impatient.”

Yog’s back tensed. Anger rippled through his muscles. Then his neck ground down in a nod. His right hand twitched. “Ah. Of course. I’ll follow you right out, then. I’d hate to keep someone like you waiting.”

“Splendid. Thank you.”

The demon turned, and Aylin’s eyes went wide. That had been the most obvious bait that he’d ever heard. Turning your back on a prepared enemy was literally asking to get ripped open.

His mouth opened to call out a warning, but Yog was faster. The demon blurred forward, lunging for the back of the stranger’s neck. A brilliant crack split the air, followed by a sudden flash of light.

Aylin squeezed his eyes shut and let out a surprised cry. His vision returned an instant later. Yog’s pitched back, a weeping hole where his head and shoulders had been. Arcs of energy danced across the dead demon, his body scorched black all the way down to his legs.

The breath in Aylin’s chest felt like it had frozen solid.

Semi-external magic. Aylin hadn’t seen it, but the stranger must have punched Yog and released a burst of power through their brief contact. That meant he was a Rank 3 at the minimum—he could have been higher, but there was no way a Rank 4 demon ever would have bothered showing themselves in the slums of Treadon. Goosebumps wrapped down his spine, and he took an involuntary step back as the demon’s gaze moved from Yog’s corpse to him.

“Do you know who Golon is?” the stranger asked.

“I—Yes,” Aylin stammered, convinced that if his answer had been anything but affirmative, he would have joined Yog in the afterlife. “I do.”

“Good. Finish your meal,” the stranger said, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms. “Then take me to him.”

Oh.

I’m going to die.


Chapter Eighty-Three



Aylin’s eyes flicked from the stranger to the pile of food on the ground. His stomach twisted and clenched like it was being sewn into knots. Yog hadn’t even lasted half a second against the demon. The idea of trying to run was so laughable that it wasn’t even worth considering.

“I—can the others eat? Without incurring debt of their own? I will take you to Golon.”

Violet was right. I’m already fucked, but if they can get something out of this, then maybe it’ll give us enough energy to do… something. I don’t know what, but something.

“Huh? Go ahead,” the stranger said with a dismissive wave. “There’s too much for one person anyway.”

Too much? I could eat everything here and a thousand times more if I had the opportunity. Was something done to this food? Shit. I really should have listened to Violet. But if they don’t eat now, won’t we offend him?

Aylin hesitated for a second, then clenched his jaw. He was already dead. There wasn’t any point in being cautious about it. One death was no different from another. “Is it safe? I want them to live.”

“It’s food,” the stranger said. “As long as you don’t choke on it, I can’t imagine it’ll be very dangerous. Just get eating already. I wasn’t lying about being impatient.”

Violet exchanged a look with Aylin. She carefully picked up a strip of dried meat and lifted it, hesitating for a second before biting down. With her unspoken assent, Edda and Torick both dug into the food as well.

Aylin finished the piece of bread he’d already started, but he didn’t bother taking any more food, despite how badly he wanted to. There was no point in wasting it if he wasn’t going to live through the day.

Even if I somehow managed to escape, the stranger will just come back and take one of the others. I’ve got to play along.

Aylin’s remaining time depleted together with the food. They soon finished every last scrap, polishing the floor clean. Their efficiency was a mixture of hunger and fear, both of which made for deeply effective motivators.

As soon as they were done, the stranger looked at him and nudged Yog’s body out of the way with the tip of his shoe. “Come on, then.”

Jaw clenched, Aylin nodded. He started toward the end of the room—and Violet followed after him. He paused and sent her a baffled look, waving her away.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m coming with you.”

“What? No!” Aylin’s voice raised, and he flinched, glancing back at the stranger before returning his gaze to Violet. “You said it yourself. This is my fault. Just take the energy from the food and do something with it. I fucked up.”

“Sure did,” Violet agreed with a nod. “But I’m not letting you out there alone. You’ll just get yourself killed.”

“Do you not realize I’m already dead?” Aylin hissed under his breath. “I died the moment the stranger showed back up. The others need you.”

“He didn’t say he was going to kill you. That means you need someone to watch your ass so you don’t do something stupid again,” Violet said. She glared at Aylin, daring him to challenge her words. “They’ll stay here until we come back.”

“Are you an idiot? What are you talking⁠—”

“She’s welcome to tag along. It won’t change anything. Actually, it might make things easier,” the stranger said, his words driving the final nail into the coffin forming around Aylin. He nearly ripped the hair out of his own head as a wave of dread washed over him.

Damn it. Not like this.

Violet gave Aylin a small shove. “Come on. There’s no point in making him wait. Price for everything, remember? We’ll be fine.”

She sounded a lot more confident than she looked. It didn’t matter. There was absolutely nothing that Aylin could do but give Violet a stiff nod. He looked over her shoulder at the others and sent them a sharp look.

“Don’t you dare move an inch from this house. We’ll be back soon. I promise.”

Liar.

Torick and Edda both nodded. He saw the doubt in Torick’s eyes, but Edda was too young to even question him. Aylin still hadn’t actually figured out how she’d managed to get into Treadon in the first place. She’d never told them, and now he probably wouldn’t get a chance to find out.

He turned back to the stranger, who waited at the exit of the house. Then, together with Violet, he headed outside. The red light of the Damned Plains sky bore down on them as they all emerged onto the streets.

“Tell me about Golon,” the stranger said as they started walking. “He’s… what? The boss of this area? What rank is he?”

“He’s the streetlord, but we don’t live in his territory,” Violet said, her lips twisting in derision. “He just pretends that we do.”

“You don’t care for him.” The stranger’s words weren’t a question.

“He just steals from everyone weaker than him,” Aylin said, surprised to find that the words flowed easily to his lips. There was something oddly liberating about knowing that what he said didn’t matter. If the stranger planned to kill him either way, he could speak without worrying about pissing the demon off—at least until they reached Golon’s territory, that was. “He’s a Wastelicker, but he’s Rank 3. There’s nothing we can do.”

“Wastelicker?” A note of amusement tinged the stranger’s words. That was probably a good sign. Violet sent Aylin a sidelong look, and he coughed into a fist.

“Uh… someone who licks the salt crystals that form in the caves beneath the Wastes because they’re not strong or competent enough to get food for themselves. I know. Ironic. Violet says I should use it less,” Aylin said, then cut himself off as he realized that he’d begun to ramble nervously. He hadn’t expected to have to explain childish insults to someone who had just turned Yog into a burnt steak without so much as a thought.

The stranger chuckled. “I see. And that’s interesting. You have a name? What is it?”

A flicker of hope wound in Aylin’s chest before he could crush it down.

Why would he be surprised that I have a name? But the only reason to ask the name of someone you plan to kill is if they’re worth remembering. I’m not anywhere near strong enough for that. Is there a chance he plans to let us live?

“I’m Violet. He’s Aylin,” Violet said, answering to fill the momentary silent void as Aylin got lost in his own thoughts. He sent her an appreciative look, and she just shook her head.

“Both of you. Hm. Interesting,” the stranger mused.

They turned down an alleyway. There was a distant scuff. Aylin’s ears twitched, and he glanced up. A flicker of movement on a rooftop above them marked one of Golon’s spotters. Aylin hadn’t gotten a chance to figure out who it was, but they’d doubtlessly be sprinting back to warn the streetlord of their approach.

“They know we’re coming,” Aylin said nervously.

“Oh, great. That makes things a lot easier,” the stranger said. “Are they coming to escort us?”

“We’re arriving unannounced and with someone Golon doesn’t know. They’ll be coming to take us into captivity so we can speak with him. If he doesn’t like what you’ve got to say, we’re all dead,” Violet said.

“Hm.” The stranger shook his head. “I don’t much like the sound of that. I get you aren’t a large fan of Golon, but what about the rest of his people?”

Aylin shrugged one shoulder. He didn’t see why it mattered. “They’re… demons, I guess. They do what they have to in order to survive, even if it’s stealing from everyone. I can’t say I like them, but I understand them.”

“I hope they rot,” Violet said.

“I see. And how many people does Golon have working for him?”

“Maybe twenty or thirty?” Aylin guessed. “More than enough to make him completely unstoppable. He treats his own men well. They like him.”

“Why didn’t you join up?”

“Because we don’t want to be Wastelickers. I’ll starve before I work for that ass,” Violet said. “At least I know that I’m not living by standing on the backs of the starving. Also, he’s vile. His top people like him, but the rest let him do what he wants to them so they can survive. I’m not that desperate.”

Aylin was pretty sure that just about everyone who had joined Golon had probably said something along the same lines in private at some point. The difference between Violet’s words and theirs was that she hadn’t gotten to the point where she’d tagged on the not yet, at least to the end of the sentence.

Everyone seemed to, eventually.

They slowed as they drew to the end of the street and approached a large, open square. At one point, it had been a marketplace. Now, it was Golon’s ruling grounds. Dozens of leather tents were strewn about, surrounding a large, circular one at the back of the square.

A line of demons stood at the front of the tents, and Aylin’s ears picked up on twice as many of them standing on the rooftops all around them. They were completely encircled. His throat clenched.

“Who are you?” a large demon asked, stepping out from the tents and pushing past the line of demons. Aylin’s stomach clenched even tighter. It was Robon, Golon’s second-in-command.

Robon stood nearly five heads taller than the stranger and held a huge axe in his hands like it was a dagger. There were a lot of stories about Robon, and none of them were good. The demon was Golon’s personal executioner and had more kills under his belt than anyone in the camp other than Golon himself.

“You can call me Spider,” the stranger replied. “Would you happen to be Golon?”

“Me? No. I am Robon.” Robon snorted in laughter and nodded to another demon, who stepped out with a large pile of heavy chain links in his hands. “Don’t move. If you do, you’ll die. Once you’re bound and restrained, you can speak with Golon.”

“Oh. No, I don’t think that’ll work,” Spider said. “Just go get Golon and send him out here, would you?”

The demons around them burst into uproarious laughter. Spider watched silently until they all gathered themselves.

“There’s a serious misunderstanding here,” Robon said. “A random demon doesn’t just come in here and start making demands of a streetlord. You’re on our territory. You play by our rules if you want to live.”

“You know, given what I know of this place, I really should have guessed you’d say that,” Spider said. “But you don’t have the power here. I do.”

What is Spider doing? There are like thirty demons here! Is he trying to kill all of us? It doesn’t matter if he can kill one demon if he pisses off Golon’s entire group.

The gathered demons all stared at Spider in a mixture of derision and disbelief.

“He’s just asking to get killed,” one muttered, his voice reaching Aylin’s sensitive ears from a rooftop to their side.

“Just give him what he wants,” another said back.

“You?” Robon asked. “And tell me, how is that true? Have you not looked around? The only reason you still live is because we haven’t killed you and the scrawny rats that led you here.”

Spider glanced back at Aylin and Violet and lowered his voice. “Don’t move an inch. Stay exactly where you are.”

Aylin gave him a stiff nod, completely lost as to what the demon’s goals were. Once Violet did the same, Spider turned to Robon.

“That works.”

“What?” Robon’s brow furrowed.

“You’re so powerless that you don’t even realize how weak you are,” Spider said with a chuckle. “Allow me to expand your horizons. Every single one of you that dares—come try your luck. Come try to kill me or the weak children behind me. You won’t even step within five feet of them.”

And just like that, all the hope that had been building up in Aylin’s chest vanished like a snuffed candle. He exchanged a terrified look with Violet, but they were trapped. If they stayed after a challenge like that, Golon’s men would kill them. But if they tried to run, Spider would assuredly kill them instead.

A murmur of anger passed through the demons. Robon smirked and hoisted his weapon. “Don’t mind if I do. Golon doesn’t need to waste his time on someone like this. Kill them.”

The decision was simple in the end. Spider was closer to them than Golon’s people were, and so Aylin and Violet remained frozen in place as thirty odd demons charged toward them, death in their eyes.


Chapter Eighty-Four



Demons bore down on Aylin from every direction. He didn’t even dare flinch. It was impossible to tell just how literal Spider had meant his command of not moving. Every single breath he took felt like it was drawn on borrowed time.

Aylin’s heart leapt into his throat as he heard a rooftop behind him crack. A demon sailed through the air above them, aiming to land directly on top of their heads. Despite his best efforts, his eyes flicked up.

He couldn’t bring himself to stare straight ahead as he died. At the very least, he’d see his killer and bring the knowledge of their face with him into the afterlife. He wasn’t sure if it was the terrified adrenaline pumping through his veins or if it was just someone he hadn’t run into before, but Aylin didn’t recognize the large, gray demon hurtling down toward them.

“I’m sorry,” Aylin whispered, hoping Violet could hear him over the cacophony.

Then the demon vanished. An instant later, there was a loud crash. Aylin’s eyes flicked to the far side of the square, where the gray demon’s body slammed into the ground with enough force to crack the ground beneath him.

Spider lifted a hand toward the demons running toward them and then clenched his fist. For an instant, nothing happened. Then, almost in unison, the demons’ eyes widened. Their runs faltered as their hands shot up to their throats, eyes bulging and hands clawing at nothing.

The demons behind Aylin didn’t know what he did. They couldn’t hear the muted, choked wheezing. They couldn’t see the bulging eyes full of horror and disbelief.

“Cowards,” Robon snarled, spinning the axe at his side and striding toward Spider. “I told you to kill them!”

He lunged, and the demons that could still move all attacked. Aylin’s skull pounded, and his ears throbbed. For the second time, the streets spoke in sounds he didn’t recognize. He had heard the sigh of death before. He had seen the crunch of bones and the scuffle of a brawl.

But nothing like this. More than twenty demons bore down on them from every direction. Bows twanged from afar, arrows whistled, and feet pounded against stone. Every instinct in his body screamed for him to run.

He didn’t. Even if he’d wanted to, there was nowhere he could escape. The street whispered death, but that did not come to pass.

For the first time, the street lied to Aylin. The arrows dropped from the air of their own volition and tumbled to the ground harmlessly. Demons were ripped from the sky and slammed to the ground as a blur danced from one to the other, and Aylin realized he must have been going insane.

Nothing else would have explained the muted giggles that danced in the back of his head. Nothing else would have made the form that slipped from the shadows, tripping demons and yanking weapons from their hands, make sense.

More of Golon’s men pressed forward. They never made it. The square itself seemed to have come alive at Spider’s behest.

Aylin watched in growing disbelief as he watched grown demons—some of whom had terrorized him for years—start to fear. The confidence in their eyes faded as the crack of their limbs rang into the air, their weapons shattered, and the howling gales pummeled them.

Some still pressed onward. Robon bared his teeth as he pressed through the sudden howling wind, raising his weapon to bring it down on Spider. He trudged forward until the two were face to face.

They stared at each other for a brief instant. With a roar, Robon brought the axe down. Spider still didn’t move. Robon’s hand vanished.

His axe rang as it bounced off the ground beside Spider. Robon’s hand splattered down beside it with a wet thunk. Spider tilted his head to the side, then curled his fingers inward. Robon’s eyes bulged.

“What is this?” Violet whispered.

Every single one of Golon’s demons lay on the ground around them. Not one had managed to step within ten feet of them, much less five. Not so much as a single droplet of blood had made it onto the stone at their feet.

Demons clawed at their throats and scrambled back from Spider as if he were the manifestation of death itself. They all remained on the ground, not daring to so much as rise to their feet.

Aylin’s ears twitched. His eyes went wide as his skin chilled. The sounds of the street hadn’t dimmed. Over thirty demons had begun the fight, and over thirty demons still remained.

Spider released his hands. A dozen demons drew in desperate breaths and stared up at Spider with wide, terrified eyes.

Not a single one of them had died. Spider had broken them utterly and thoroughly, but even the demon that had been pelted into the ground had somehow survived the blow.

Aylin nearly took a step back before he managed to catch himself. Spider hadn’t said he could move yet.

“Who are you?” Robon demanded through gritted teeth as he clutched the stump of his missing arm. “What are you?”

“I am Spider.” The stranger raised his voice as he continued, “Where is your leader? He should be out here with his soldiers, not cowering while you bleed for him. I see no streetlord here. Only a Wastelicker.”

The word sounded so odd coming from Spider’s mouth that a terrified laugh nearly slipped past Aylin’s shock. Almost.

A murmur of discontent passed through the demons that were still in enough shape to actually speak. Just because Spider hadn’t killed anyone didn’t mean he’d left them all in good shape. More than a few were definitely unconscious.

The entry flap of the large tent at the back of the square moved. Even despite Spider’s evident strength, Aylin’s heart skipped a beat as a towering demon stepped out from within it. Golon rose up, standing over twice Spider’s height even despite the distance.

Four, muscled arms emerged from his red-skinned chest, and horns jutted out of his head every few inches, curling up like a crown. Each hand carried a jagged, deadly blade nearly as tall as Aylin.

The Rank 3 demon’s body was positively rippling with danger. Every single ounce of him was a weapon. A killing machine that had brought this area of the streets under his control. Aylin had never seen the monster in action, but he knew beyond a doubt that Golon had earned his title of streetlord through blood.

Golon’s angular jaw flexed as he took in the state of his men. His pitch-black eyes settled on Spider, and he strode across the square in his direction. “Trampling over Rank 2s is no feat to be proud of, wretch. Only a fool glories over his power when compared to the weak.”

Aylin almost released a snort of laughter. Even though the words were completely true, they couldn’t have possibly been more hypocritical.

“I take it you would be Golon?” Spider asked, not bothering to address anything the other demon had just said.

“You remember my name, then.” Golon’s lips curled back into a sneer. “Then you will remember the name of your killer as you pass on into the next life. It is unfortunate. Everyone here will have already forgotten⁠—”

A loud crack split the air.

Golon swayed in place, his mouth still halfway open, as his eyes drifted down to where an enormous bolt of lightning had just slammed into his chest with enough force to crush both muscle and bone. Arcs of electricity raced across his blackened skin and into the ground, joined by a river of blood trickling across his charred body.

The demon’s lips trembled. He took a step, pitched forward, and crashed to the ground with a wet splatter. His swords clattered from his hands and lay at his sides as blood pooled around him.

Aylin’s ears rang, and it wasn’t from the loud noise.

It should have been impossible.

It was impossible—and yet, his ears and eyes did not lie to him. Yog’s ruined corpse. The wind. Demons collapsing without so much as a chance to fight back, the forms in the shadows. And now Golon, dead in the same way as Yog.

Not to semi-external magic, but to true magic.

Spider walked up to Golon and squatted at the dead streetlord’s side. “I came to ask if you minded if I took over your operation. You don’t, do you?”

To absolutely nobody’s surprise, Golon didn’t respond. Spider nodded and rose back to his feet. He adjusted the lapel of his jacket and turned to the dozens of demons still sprawled across the ground.

“If your legs aren’t broken, get up.”

A little over three-quarters of them scrambled to their feet with such speed that it would have made a member of the guard proud.

Violet and Aylin exchanged a look. Aylin wasn’t even sure what the look was meant to be, other than to make sure someone else was actually present to confirm his eyes and ears weren’t lying to him.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Spider said, his gaze sweeping across the gathered crowd. “But I believe this would make me the streetlord, yes?”

Nobody said a word.

“That was not a rhetorical question.”

“It does, sir,” Aylin stammered.

The wrapping covering Spider’s face shifted, giving Aylin the sense that he was smiling.

“In that case, if you’ve got issues with my election, I’d like to welcome any challenges right now. All at once would be preferable. My patience is thin.”

Silence wrapped the square as the demons froze, not even daring to draw in a breath and potentially garner any further interest from Spider. The obscured demon waited for a few seconds before nodding.

“It sounds like nobody has any issues,” Spider said. “I believe that means you obey my orders now, correct?”

“We will do as you order,” Robon ground out, his voice shrouded in fear. The blood flowing from his arm had stemmed, but the pain in his posture was still evident.

Aylin doubted the demon was put out about Golon’s death as much as he feared for his own future. A streetlord’s second had to be a warrior capable of fending off pointless challenges. There wasn’t much use for a crippled second.

“Then I look forward to working together. As I suspect you are all intelligent enough to surmise, I am a busy man. I don’t have time to waste with petty squabbles or fools. Are you all certain you don’t want to challenge me?”

The only person here that would even dare breathe in your direction is already a burnt splatter at your feet.

Spider nodded to himself when it became abundantly clear that absolutely nobody was stupid enough to speak up. “Good, good. A few things to get you all started. First, I want everyone here to find every single person living in the area that I control—how far is that, by the way?”

When nobody answered him, Spider’s eyes flicked to Aylin.

“Up from the alleys behind us until Snakemouth tavern,” Aylin stammered. “After that is the area under Streetlord Rocci’s control.”

“Everyone in my area, then,” Spider said. “I want you to gather them and bring them here. Distribute food to all of them in exchange for information.”

“Information about what, Streetlord Spider?” Robon asked, finally finding his words again.

“Everything relating to the other streetlords in the city, especially the ones near us—but I’ll take anything that seems valuable as well. I want knowledge, not goods. Stop taking food from them as well. It’s worthless to me. We’ll have enough.”

If anyone else had given that order, they probably would have been challenged on the spot. Giving away food was the same thing as giving away life.

But it hadn’t been someone else. It had been Spider, and, with Golon’s body still at his feet, everyone dared to do nothing but nod.

“We will do as you command. Not a word will pass from this square of your powers,” Robon promised.

He was clearly doing his best to keep his spot as second in command. Aylin had no idea if the demon’s efforts would last long, but nobody in their right mind would speak up while Spider was still present.

“On the contrary. Let everyone know,” Spider said. “I want every single streetlord in the city to know.”

A nervous air built in the square.

“Know what, Streetlord Spider?” Robon asked hesitantly, as if scared to hear the answer.

“To know I’m coming for them, of course. Let them know that they can either bend the knee or I’ll kill them and their entire guild.”

Plains. He’s going to try to bring every single streetlord together? Why?

Spider’s eyes traced through the air and landed on Aylin. He stiffened at the sudden attention as every single demon turned to look in his direction. His stomach sank.

“One more thing,” Spider said. “I’ve got too much work to stand around here constantly wasting time. So, while I’m gone…”

Please, no.

“You’ll be taking orders from Aylin over here.”


Chapter Eighty-Five



The next few minutes were a blur. Aylin’s blood pounded in his ears so hard that he could barely even hear himself think. He vaguely remembered Spider leading him and Violet past the other demons and into Golon’s tent.

He was pretty sure he passed out at some point, because when his brain finally started working properly, he found himself seated beside Violet on a throne so massive that it had room enough for both of them. The tent around them was completely empty.

Granted, calling a large stone chair with bones littered across the ground at its feet a throne was a bit of a stretch, but a throne was made by the one sitting upon it, not its material. This had been the spot where Golon had ruled. Where he had made Aylin’s life agony for years, for absolutely no reason beyond that he could.

And now Golon was dead. Aylin sat on his throne, and he would have traded almost anything he had to be literally anywhere else. Violet’s hand found his on the cold stone, and she clasped it, her face several shades paler than normal and her eyes locked straight ahead. Her shoulders were stiff and her jaw set.

Aylin couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Violet this scared. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been this scared. Golon’s death had somehow made things even worse for them.

Despite everything, an amused thought flickered through his mind, and his lips moved before he could stop them.

“I bet you wish you stayed back now, don’t you?”

Violet snorted. “And miss this? No way. I’m having the time of my life.”

The intensity with which their hands clenched each other told Aylin that Violet most certainly was not having the time of her life. But even though Violet was just as powerless as he was, her presence somehow made the terror a flicker more bearable.

Maybe it was just the comfort that he wasn’t going to die alone.

Both of them flinched as the tent flap opened. Spider stepped inside, followed by another demon. Her face was wrapped in the same way his was, and she carried a huge leather box on her back.

As the tent flap fluttered closed behind them, the ground at their feet twisted. Shadows warped, and a third demon rose up from within them. She couldn’t have been much taller than Aylin. One of her two red horns was broken off at the base, and there was a mischievous grin on her face.

There are three of them. Are they all that strong? I don’t know if there are any gods listening, but if there are, please save me.

“You’ve scared them half to death,” the taller female demon said, a note of irritation in her voice. “Are you trying to give the poor children a heart attack?”

“They’ll be dealing with a lot scarier things than me pretty soon,” Spider replied. “And they’re doing great. Just look at them.”

The tiniest corner of Aylin’s mouth quirked up as he attempted to give them a nervous smile. Spider had assigned him to be the streetlord. If he couldn’t look the part, it wouldn’t just look bad on him.

It would reflect on Spider—and demons as powerful as he were not well known to be the forgiving or understanding types.

“See?” Spider asked. “He’s thrilled.”

“They’re just hungry,” the short demon said. She reached into Spider’s bag and pulled out two strips of jerky. She eyed them, then fell through the floor. Aylin nearly leapt into the air and screamed as she shot up from the ground directly before the throne. The demon thrust the jerky toward him and Violet. “Here! Eat up!”

Semi-external magic, but on the border of actual external magic. She’s probably as strong as Spider.

Aylin didn’t dare refuse. He and Violet both followed her orders, and he had to admit that the food was welcome. It probably would have tasted less like ash if he wasn’t so focused on survival.

“Better?” the demon asked.

Aylin and Violet give her a stiff nod.

“See?”

“You’re both idiots,” the female demon said. “You’re lucky I like you.”

The short demon vanished back into the shadows and reappeared beside Spider as he and the female demon drew up to stand a few paces away from the throne. Spider raised a hand and Aylin stiffened. If it wasn’t for Violet’s hand wrapped around his, he suspected he might have dove for cover.

“Relax,” Spider said. “I didn’t bring you all the way here just to kill you. That would be kind of pointless, don’t you think?”

Aylin and Violet just stared at him. Spider blew out a sigh and tapped his foot on the ground.

“I command you to speak with complete honesty, and I swear that I will not get mad at you for anything you say. Frankly, do you really think you’d be able to offend me? Why would I care about your opinion or get offended by you making a mistake?”

That… was a good point. Spider was so much more powerful than Golon that he couldn’t even comprehend it. To Spider, he and Violet were probably little more than bugs. To Aylin’s surprise, that actually did help.

A god didn’t care what a bug thought of it. There was absolutely nothing he held the power to do that could ever threaten Spider. As long as they didn’t fail to obey his orders, Spider would expend more effort killing them than not.

“I-I understand,” Aylin said, forcing his numb lips to move. “But we’re going to die anyway.”

“What? Why?”

“We aren’t strong enough to be streetlords,” Violet said as she found her own voice. “The moment you leave, we’ll both be killed. Even if the terror you instilled into the demons here is enough to hold Golon’s men back, it won’t hold back others. They haven’t seen what we have.”

“The other streetlords aren’t that much stronger than Golon, are they?” Spider asked, tilting his head to the side.

“They’re mostly around the same strength, I’d think. If they were stronger, they’d have taken his territory,” Aylin said. “But we aren’t like Golon.”

“That’s a good thing, because I’d have killed you already if you were,” Spider said. “Oh, by the way, I had some demons go retrieve your two friends. They’ll be safe. I just didn’t want to leave them alone, lest some idiot find them and kill them, starting a whole problem I really don’t want to deal with right now.”

“You… aren’t going to kill them?” Aylin asked hesitantly, not entirely sure what Spider was talking about.

“Why would I kill children?” Spider asked. “No. They’ll be fine. I’m more concerned with the two of you.”

“Even if you somehow killed every single streetlord, someone would eventually show up to challenge Aylin when you left,” Violet said. “Being streetlord without power is just a death sentence.”

“Well, logically. I’m well aware of that.”

“So… you do plan to kill us?” Aylin asked. He was somewhat surprised to find that he actually had the boldness to speak the words, but it was too late to take them back.

“No. I already said that would be a waste. After all the effort I went through to get you two here, why would I do that?” Spider held a hand out, and the female demon took the huge block of leather off her back.

Aylin’s eyes widened as Spider split the block open, and they widened even further as he saw what was inside of it.

Paper.

It had to be. He’d never seen paper, but it looked exactly like what he’d heard. Crinkly and thin, far lighter than vellum. And it just wasn’t just a single sheet. The box was no box. It was a book, and the book was completely stuffed full.

He couldn’t even begin to comprehend how expensive it was. Enough to feed everyone on the streets for years and then some, most likely. Violet’s hand gripped his own even tighter as she came to the same realization.

Spider wasn’t just a random powerful demon. There was only one explanation as to how he’d just be strolling the Damned Plains with a literal treasure horde. Spider was from the upper echelons.

Does he work for an archdemon? Is he an archdemon himself? Why would someone like that ever care about us?

“You know, I just realized I really don’t know anything about how this works,” Spider said, his face wrappings creasing as he straightened back up and looked away from the enormous book. “What kind of demons are you lot? Not hunger, I hope.”

“What… kind?” Aylin asked, blinking. “I’m not sure I understand your question. Do you mean what our Demon Rune is?”

Spider nodded. “Yes, that—and also what emotion do you consume?”

Aylin almost laughed, but it didn’t sound like Spider was joking. “I’m not strong enough to consume emotion yet. Neither is Violet. We wouldn’t be on the streets if we could. Right now, we can only process pure energy from eating food. I’ve got one Demon Rune. So does Violet.”

“Just a single Demon Rune? Nothing else? No name?”

“Yes. We’re only Rank 1,” Violet said, shifting uncomfortably. “That’s why we stand no chance as streetlords. They’re just Demon Runes. Plain ones. We can’t reach Rank 2 unless we get stronger or richer, and we can’t do that because we don’t have anything to build off.”

“Nasty cycle,” Spider said with a small nod. “Well, that’s simple enough. At least you don’t have bad runes.”

“Simple?” Violet asked, a flicker of irritation entering her words. Even in their situation, Aylin couldn’t help but feel the same.

They’d both fought tooth and nail to rip every dreg of life they could from the Damned Plains, and it hadn’t netted them so much as a single rune. Getting stronger wasn’t a luxury they could afford when even making it through the next day came at a steep cost.

“Quite,” Spider said. He ruffled through his bag, then blew out a breath. “Only have one of these left. I really should have bought more. I hope there are some apothecaries in the area.”

Before Violet or Aylin could ask what the demon was talking about, he reached into his bag and pulled out a vial full of glistening blue liquid. His eyes crinkled in a smile as he popped a wax seal off its top and held it out to Aylin.

“Drink.”


Chapter Eighty-Six



One drink and exactly thirty minutes later, Aylin died.

At least, a portion of him did. A demon was their soul, and their runes were them. It was difficult to state exactly where the mind started and the soul ended, but it was a common belief that every step toward the peak of power brought one further away from their former self.

He’d just taken over a dozen.

Spider had stuffed him like a pig on the table of some archdemon, ripe to be eaten. He had been polite but relentless, summoning rune after rune in the air before Aylin and waiting until he absorbed it before moving on to the next. Spider seemed to have a limitless supply.

It had taken Aylin minutes to draw every single one, and he feared to think what would have happened if he’d taken to it faster. He’d had thought it would end when Spider produced the sixth rune in a row, but the moment Aylin had absorbed it, Spider had given him strict instructions on how to combine it and what to focus on.

And by some miracle, it had worked—but Spider wasn’t done. Even as Aylin had stared at his newly forged Rank 2 rune, Spider did nothing but summon yet another rune to Aylin’s soul. Then he’d shattered it, commanding Aylin to draw the power into his newly made rune.

Spider repeated that until the rune was full—and yet, somehow, they still weren’t done. When Aylin finally managed to fill his rune, Spider did nothing but summon yet another rune and stare at him expectantly.

Then they’d repeated the cycle.

It wasn’t a miracle anymore. The shock and disbelief had turned into awe. Spider was no mere demon. He couldn’t have been an archdemon either—no self-respecting archdemon would ever have been caught dead giving away so much power to a streetlord, much less a starving child.

There was no doubt that the runes came with so many strings that Aylin may as well have been woven into a tapestry, but there was no refusing Spider. Even if he’d wanted to, he wasn’t so sure he’d have had the willpower to.

And so the old Aylin died at the lip of the glass vial with nothing but a single ratty Demon Rune to his name. In his place woke a newly forged Rank 3 demon. The energy pumping through his soul wound into his body and made every single muscle burn like it was on fire.

“Aylin?” Violet’s concerned voice broke through the ringing in his ears and the blood pounding in his skull. “Are you okay?”

He wasn’t so sure he knew the answer to that question. Everything felt so hot. So… different. It was his body, but it wasn’t. Runic energy worked its way through him and reforged the flesh in its wake.

His stomach filled out, and the little muscle he had hardened and thickened with power. His dirty fingernails darkened to an ashy gray, and he felt his teeth sharpening. His ears lengthened and narrowed at their tops. The burning heat started to abate, replaced by a comforting warmth deep within him.

A flicker of fear that he might turn into a lumbering hulk like Golon passed through him, but no such thing happened. His tongue ran along his lip.

He could taste the world, and its flavor was vibrant. So full of energy and potential—but that wasn’t all. Aylin’s ears twitched. Everyone was so… present. The panicked thump of Violet’s heartbeat beside him mixed with the flavor of her fear and concern.

He could taste her emotion. Even without looking in her direction, he knew exactly where she was. Her thoughts were so loud and flavorful that he could tell exactly what she was thinking.

So this is what power is? I feel like I know everything. Like I’m in control for the first time in my life. It’s incredible. I⁠—

Aylin’s thoughts ground to a halt. It wasn’t just Violet he could detect.

All the newfound power flowing through him seemed to freeze to a halt as his senses passed over the others in the room.

The short demon, her youthful features seeming to place her as not much older than he, tasted like an ocean of blood. Aylin reflexively flinched back as his instincts took over. Looking at her felt like gazing down into the open maw of an enormous, crazed beast a thousand times his size.

The taller female demon wasn’t much better. Instead of blood, she just tasted… wrong. Aylin couldn’t place the flavors enveloping her properly. It was a strange mixture of what he could only describe as sweet and earthy that might have been pleasant if it hadn’t been for the lingering aftertaste of rot.

And then there was Spider.

Aylin’s senses had always been sharp. He hadn’t been the strongest. He hadn’t been the smartest, nor had he been the fastest. The only reason he’d survived as long as he had was the whisper of the streets. The warnings that he could find where none other could.

And for the first time in his life, Aylin wished his senses hadn’t been quite so good. Bands of terror constricted around his chest and began to squeeze.

Spider was ancient death. The inevitable end that came for all. He tasted like rubble and crumbling civilization. The demon was so old that the city itself felt like Treadon was a child in comparison. A creature that lived as long as he had could barely even still be called a demon.

He’d never met an archdemon before, nor did he have the slightest desire to, but if Spider had claimed to be one, Aylin would have believed him without a flicker of hesitation. His soul was so ancient, so immense, that he couldn’t even begin to pick up on what else had gone into it.

“Aylin!” Violet said again, more urgently this time. She grabbed him by the shoulder, and he drew in a sharp breath, blinking furiously. The overwhelming flavor assaulting him finally relented as his attention was diverted.

“I’m fine,” Aylin rasped, his eyes flicking back to Spider despite his best efforts.

The ancient demon took a step back, scooping his huge book off the ground and handing it back to the taller female demon.

“You did well,” Spider said. “I’d say that should be sufficient to get you started. I don’t think you’ll have too much trouble early on, so it’ll give you time to get used to things.”

Aylin couldn’t muster words to respond. He wasn’t sure what he possibly could have said, even if he could. He’d dreamed of getting just a single extra rune, moving just a step up the ladder so he might have a better chance at survival, nearly every single night of his life.

And in a flicker of an instant, Spider had dragged him up to the level of a streetlord without so much as a second thought. Like it was nothing. It almost felt unfair—but little about life was, and Aylin was all too aware that the gift hadn’t come for free.

“I’ll do everything in my power to live up to your expectations. I don’t know much about being a streetlord, but any command you give me will be done.”

“Just try not to be too much of a prick,” Spider said with a dry laugh. “Focus on getting stronger. I can only take you so far, and there are others I have to work on as well. All you’ll have to do is be my face.”

“If any of the other streetlords try to challenge me, I’m not sure I’ll be able to do anything. They have much more experience than I do.”

“Leave the other streetlords and their gangs to me,” Spider said with a shake of his head. “Your only job is to keep this one under control. Trust me. They’ll fall in line easily enough. My power will be enough to hold any fools off for the next few days, and by that point, you’ll have come into your own well enough to hold your own.”

Violet glanced from Aylin to Spider in confusion. She’d clearly picked up on the shift in how they spoke. She knew there should have been no way for Aylin to ever be able to hold his own against anyone in the gang, much less even consider fighting a streetlord.

She wisely chose to avoid voicing her confusion. No matter how openly Spider beckoned them to speak, the taste of the man’s soul still made Aylin’s tongue feel like it was coated in a layer of ash.

“I’ll remain in this area for a short while. If someone does end up causing trouble that you can’t handle, then call me. I will deal with them. But if you’re capable of it, I’d suggest trying to deal with it yourself. It’ll be better for you in the long run.”

Aylin nodded his understanding. “What should I have the gang do? You said to spread word about your presence, but how? If they go to other streetlords and threaten them, they’ll just be killed. A challenge like that isn’t something a streetlord can ignore if they want to keep their power.”

“Wait a day—ah, a short while,” Spider advised after a second of thought. “Don’t send anyone out yet. Just focus on getting used to your changed self and preparing for the future. I will lay the framework for messengers. I’m pleased that you’re already thinking like a leader. Well done.”

I’m more just trying to keep us from all getting slaughtered. Would Spider even notice if that happened? I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

“Then I’ll do as you ask,” Aylin said.

“Good. I’ll be taking the tent beside yours. If you need me, that’s where you’ll find me. Just make sure you actually need me.”

With that, Spider swept out of the room. The other two demons followed after him, leaving Aylin and Violet in silence.

“Aylin?” Violet whispered. “What just happened?”

It was several seconds before Aylin responded.

“I think I just became a streetlord.”


Chapter Eighty-Seven



Noah left Aylin and Violet in their new tent as he led Moxie and Lee over to their temporary new lodgings. The tents really weren’t much, but they were better than ducking into an alleyway to speak.

“You make a really good demon,” Lee said in a low tone once they were inside the tent.

“I’m going to avoid taking that as an insult,” Noah said. They all sat down, taking advantage of the momentary respite to relax as much as they could. “Aside from you, I haven’t really been a fan of any demons I’ve met.”

“Aylin and Violet seem nice,” Moxie said. “When you aren’t traumatizing them, that is.”

Noah winced. “I’d love to be nicer with them. I really would—but I’m pretty sure that would be even worse, wouldn’t it? Like this, they can assume I’m just some powerful asshole with an agenda that they fit into. If I was acting nice, they’d be terrified. They’d spend all their time trying to figure out my motives.”

Moxie paused, then blinked. “You know, that’s surprisingly perceptive of you.”

“I am a perceptive man.”

“So you are. I just need reminders sometimes,” Moxie said, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I can’t say I love the strategy, but you’re probably right that it’s the best option. What about you, Lee? Any thoughts?”

Lee shrugged. “They’re alive. If they’d made it this far in a city, then they’re desperate to make it further. Terrifying or not, Noah is probably their best chance. Aylin and Violet were both starving to death when we first met them. They’d probably have both been dead in a few weeks. A month or two at most.”

“And now one of them is Rank 3,” Noah mused. He glanced at his grimoire, which was now apparently more than pleased to let Moxie carry it around.

They’d both been taken slightly by surprise when Noah had been first dressing himself up as Spider, and while Moxie was helping him look as mysterious as possible, she’d absentmindedly lifted it straight off his back.

The book was definitely far more intelligent than it had been when he’d first gotten it. It wasn’t just taking power from the runes he gave it. It was growing. Noah wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but the book had been playing along as of late, so he had no complaints.

“How many runes did it take to brute-force that?” Moxie asked. “I can’t imagine its cost was low.”

“It wasn’t,” Noah admitted. “I sacrificed two existing Rank 3s just to break apart for energy. Aylin wasn’t very experienced, so he lost a ton of power, but considering he’d literally never made a rune before, I don’t hold it against him. He seemed pretty intelligent.”

“What Rank 3 does he have now?”

Noah looked at her out of the corners of his eyes. “No idea, Lee. I can’t read Demon Runes. I gave him a bunch of Fire and Earth Runes and guided him on combining six Rank 2s, but the seventh one had his Demon Rune as part of the combination, so he had to do that one on his own. When they all combined, the Demon Rune swallowed everything, and now the whole thing is unreadable. The result felt pretty solid, though.”

“I can ask him at some point,” Lee said. A small frown passed over her features before she crushed it. “You were smart to stop before he hit Rank 4.”

Noah’s lips pressed thin. “Yeah. I remember Azel’s warning—and I haven’t forgotten your situation. We’ll find a way to make a Rank 4 without changing who you are, Lee. This is the absolute best place to do that. We have a lot of test subjects.”

“They’re people too,” Lee said. “They aren’t just subjects.”

He paused. They were people. He knew that. It was apparent enough that Aylin and Violet were really no different from Isabel, Todd, and all the others back in Arbitage. Now that he’d spent a little time with Aylin, he had to admit he didn’t want to see the young demon die.

But the other demons in the Damned Plains… They might have been people as well, but when he weighed their lives against Moxie or Lee’s—Silvertide’s words rang through his head once more.

“I haven’t forgotten that,” Noah said softly. “But you and Moxie are infinitely more important to me than any of them are. I’m not going to try to go around killing demons, but I think we’ll be running into more than enough of them that stand in our way for me to do a little experimenting. I can’t afford mercy to our enemies when so much is on the line.”

They all fell silent for a few moments.

“Thank you,” Lee said. “I didn’t mean to make it sound like I don’t appreciate what you’re doing. I was just thinking back to my time here. Before I met you and Moxie and everyone else. There are so many other demons that never got to escape. Demons that just had to adapt or die.”

“Anyone that we can help, we will. But not at the cost of your life. Not at Moxie’s either,” Noah said. His eyes drifted to the gourd at Moxie’s side, and his lip curled up in a small smile. “Mine… well, mine is a bit cheaper. I might be willing to sell a few of those.”

Lee snickered, and Moxie rolled her eyes.

“Just don’t sell them for too cheap,” Moxie said. “You’re like an addict. Don’t forget that killing yourself is not the best solution to every single problem.”

“Hey, I’ve been good about it recently.”

“Which is why it’s even more important to stop you from relapsing.”

They all fell silent as a demon passed by the tent outside, but they continued on without stopping. It seemed that the camp was too scared to try and challenge anything thus far. That was good.

Granted, the first step of the plan was probably the absolute easiest. It almost made Noah feel a bit scummy. Rolling up to a group of demons far weaker than he was and just blasting them to kingdom come made him feel like a bully.

Fortunately, they’d been assholes first. That made things much easier. If he’d managed to take over this gang without killing the former leader, it would have been harder to solidify power later.

If the only thing that demons respected was power, peaceful takeovers probably weren’t going to be too convincing. They’d learn in time. Even if one of the streetlords was strong enough to fight against him or if they banded together… the end would be the same.

“Do you really think Aylin is going to be able to keep control of the demons here?” Moxie asked with a note of concern in her voice. “He’s got the power now, but he’s still a kid.”

“I think necessity drives people to do great things, even when they aren’t ready to do them yet,” Noah replied. “And he’s got some time to get used to his new strength. If he’s smart, he won’t waste it.”

“We’ll help him, right?” Lee asked.

“Of course,” Noah said. “It would be a complete waste of his life, not to mention all our efforts, if he just got killed the moment we stopped paying attention. We’ll help him. He just can’t know how much we’re helping him, or he’ll start to rely on us. For this to work, he needs to be strong on his own. If he isn’t, he’s dead the moment we leave.”

Moxie and Lee nodded.

“So… what next, then?” Lee asked. “I doubt anyone is going to do much here, but it won’t be long before word spreads—especially since you didn’t try to restrict people from talking. The nearest streetlord probably already knows that Golon is dead.”

Noah smiled. “Oh, I’m counting on it. We’ve just been killing a little time to make sure the message has time to spread. I suppose it’s been long enough now.”

“So…” Lee trailed off, sending him an expectant look.

“Oh, go ahead.” Noah rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Just be careful and make sure not to get too carried away.”

“Okay,” Lee said with a cheerful smile. “I’ll bring you back something to eat!”

“Please—”

Lee vanished into a shadow.

“—don’t…” Noah finished, wincing. “Damn it. She’s totally going to bring back a corpse.”
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Vrith was having a good day for one reason alone—Vroth was not.

Ever since they’d been born, her brother had always seemed to have the upper hand. Vroth stumbled into the best runes. He’d gotten the most training. When they’d taken over a gang together, Vroth had become the streetlord.

Vrith didn’t mind taking the backseat. She didn’t mind working from the shadows—but she did mind getting absolutely no recognition for anything she did. It wasn’t easy corralling a small horde of demons and making sure they obeyed Vroth’s commands. It wasn’t easy training the youths they brought in, nor was it easy watching Vroth take credit for every damned thing she did.

Unfortunately, while Vroth was lazy, he was also powerful. Powerful enough to protect their gang, and powerful enough to keep Vrith from doing anything other than following his orders.

It was rare that Vroth had a bad day, but today was one such day.

“Who does this Spider think he is?” Vroth snarled, his furred fist clenching in fury at his sides. His lips pulled back in a snarl, revealing a row of pointed teeth. “What a ridiculous demand. Killing one streetlord, and he goes around acting as if he’s the new lord of the city.”

For all the bluster, Vrith knew Vroth more than well enough to recognize when he was scared. Golon wasn’t the strongest streetlord, but he’d been a respectable opponent. If he hadn’t been, they’d have taken the territory from him long ago.

There was no doubt in Vrith’s mind that Spider hadn’t killed him nearly as easily as the panicked rumors claimed. Rumors were just that. Rumors. They always exaggerated. They always changed reality to twist it into something more interesting—but there was truth at their base. Spider was a formidable opponent, and he was likely coming for them.

“I want him dead,” Vroth snarled. “Before he even has a chance to show his face here.”

As if anyone’s going to do that. If he’s strong enough to handle a streetlord, then he’s strong enough to deal with any of our subordinates, especially when it’s his own camp.

“Vrith, handle it.”

And just like that, Vrith was no longer having a good day.

“I—What? I can’t beat him. He killed Golon!”

“Golon was strong, but he was an idiot. It’s been a long time since you tried your hand against another Rank 3,” Vroth said, a hand clenching around the armrest of his seat. “You should be able to kill him before he even realizes you’re there. You’ve done it before.”

“Not against someone like this!” Vrith exclaimed. “Rumors are rumors, but we can’t just completely ignore⁠—”

“I am the streetlord,” Vroth snarled, cutting her off mid-sentence. “Are you refusing a direct order?”

Damn it. He’s terrified. Idiot is putting more stock in those rumors than he should.

“Vroth, sending me is a waste. Don’t buy into the rumors so badly,” Vrith said. “Spider doesn’t know what we’re capable of. Our best chance of killing him is together, not by going in alone.”

Vroth hesitated. His hand unclenched, and he leaned back, blowing out a slow breath and shaking his head. “You may be correct. I am being hasty. Yes. It would be impossible for someone that powerful to truly be here. A wise call, Vrith. It is a good thing I have kept you as my advisor.”

A relieved sigh silently slipped from Vrith’s lips. Her brother was rash, but he wasn’t an idiot. Now, all they had to do was⁠—

“Excuse me?”

They both spun. A short female demon stood at the entrance of their throne room, chewing on a large chunk of roast meat. Vrith’s blood ran cold. She hadn’t noticed anyone entering, and the door was still closed.

“Who are you?” Vroth demanded, rising to his feet. “How did you get in here?”

“I’m a muss… mess… uh, something,” the demon said, trailing off as she chewed thoughtfully on the meat. “I forgot. Anyway, I’m here to bring a message.”

“What message?” Vrith asked, flexing her fingers. Claws pushed out of the beds of her fingertips.

“Spider sent me to get your answer on if you’d decided to surrender yet.” The intruder held a hand up. She stuffed the rest of the food into her gullet and swallowed it in one bite. “I can wait if you need to think about it, but if you don’t have one soon, I’m going to have to kill you.”


Chapter Eighty-Eight



Vrith’s eyes darted around the room in search of any sign of the demon’s arrival, but there were none. The door was closed and locked. There were no large cracks in the walls or holes in the ceiling.

There was no way that anyone should have been able to enter without, at the very least, making their presence known. The back of her scalp prickled.

“If Spider wants to challenge me, then he should have come himself,” Vroth snarled, pushing out of his chair. Claws sprouted from his fingers soundlessly, and he bared his teeth. “He dares send a messenger to infiltrate my court?”

Court is a bit much, Vroth.

“You never said how you got in here,” Vrith said. “If you wish to bargain with us, then you should at least approach the proper way.”

“She is correct,” Vroth growled. His fingers flexed, and he took a step toward the intruder. “This Spider lacks understanding of how business is done. He has no respect. You have not even introduced yourself, yet you dare make demands and break into our sanctum?”

“Oh, sorry. I forgot about that bit. I’m Lee,” the demon said, completely unperturbed. “And I think you missed something.”

“Oh?” Vroth’s voice was like a deadly sharp razor as it ground out from between his clenched teeth. “And what would that be?”

“We aren’t bargaining.” Lee stretched her arms over her head and yawned. “And you aren’t worthy of respect. Can you just let me know what your decision is? Spider is going to be pissed at me if I start doing stuff without an answer, but I’m hungry, and you’re making me waste time.”

A deep sense of unease built in Vrith’s gut. Lee was entirely too unconcerned with everything. This went too far for it to just be a bluff, and they still had no explanation as to how she’d managed to break into their room completely unannounced.

“She’s got to have some form of artifact,” Vrith muttered. “Something that lets her conceal herself. That’s why she’s so bold.”

Vroth glanced to Vrith, then his lips pulled back in a smirk. “Is that so? Evading my awareness before I know of your presence is one thing, but don’t think you’re going to leave without my permission.”

Lee just stared at them. “That’s not an answer. I can’t leave until you give me one anyway, so could you just get on with it?”

“My answer to Spider will be your head delivered on a plate.” Vroth spat on the ground. “Try to run, messenger. See how far it gets you.”

“That’s a no, then?” Lee asked, tilting her head to the side. “Wait. Is that a no from you, or a no from your whole gang? Do you mind if I come back in a second? I need to ask Spider something. I can’t remember if I’m supposed to just kill you or if it’s meant to be everyone here.”

Vroth blurred, the only sound of his motion a single thud as he launched himself toward the arrogant demon. His claws flashed through the air like streaks of silver light, moving so quickly that Vrith could barely even follow him.

Despite her position, she couldn’t help but feel a flicker of admiration. This was the reason that Vroth was the streetlord. Vrith didn’t think of herself as a particularly slow demon, but Vroth was easily twice as fast as she was.

Fighting him was impossible. Every single match they’d had always ended in the exact same way. The same way it had already inevitably gone for Spider’s messenger. Complete and utter defeat.

There was a faint snik of claw carving through flesh. Vrith made to blow out a relieved breath, already trying to determine what their next step would be in dealing with Spider. Then she spotted Lee standing—not before Vroth, but beside him.

Blood dripped from her fingers, which had more than doubled in length and turned to razor-sharp claws. Vrith’s lips parted in disbelief as Vroth peeled apart like a rotted fruit behind Lee, split into six strips.

The remains of his body collapsed to the floor in a pool of bloody noodles that had once been her brother. Lee shook her hand off as the fingers returned to normal. Her eyes flicked to Vrith. A very un-demonlike whimper escaped Vrith’s lips, and she took a step back.

Vroth—How? I—No. This isn’t possible!

Vroth couldn’t lose. Not like that. He was the strongest demon she’d met, and this wasn’t even Spider. It was just his messenger. Vrith’s back hit the stone wall with a thud, and she realized that she’d been backing up. Blood pounded in her ears, and her palms prickled with sweat.

Lee hadn’t budged from her spot. Involuntary shivers gripped Vrith’s body. The small demon was so fast that Vrith couldn’t so much as see her move. Vroth hadn’t even stood a chance against Lee. Vrith’s survival instincts took over as she analyzed the situation, searching for a way out, and it took a remarkably short time for her to find it.

The only way out was death.

I’m going to die here? Like this?

“I remember now! Oh, crud,” Lee said, grabbing the back of her head and letting out a groan. “Oh, I screwed up.”

Vrith stared at her, not even daring to say a word. Perhaps the demon was just completely insane. If Lee didn’t pay her any attention and she crept around the side of the room, there was a chance she could slip⁠—

“You,” Lee said, thrusting a finger in Vrith’s direction and killing any hopes the demon had left.

“Y-yes?” Vrith asked weakly.

Lee grabbed a handful of the bloody strips that had once been Vrith’s brother and held them up with a distraught look. “Can you find where his head is?”

Vrith swallowed. Lee wasn’t just the fastest demon she’d ever seen. The short demon was a damned sadist. Even if Vrith hadn’t loved Vroth, he’d still been family, if only in the loosest sense of the word.

“It’s shredded,” Vrith forced out, “and soaked in blood. There isn’t much of it left.”

“Oh no.” Lee tugged at her hair. “How am I supposed to mount his head on anything? Do you know how to stick it back together?”

What kind of twisted creature do you think I am?

“No,” Vrith managed, mustering what little self-respect she still had left. If she was going to die, then she wasn’t going to do it scrounging around for a way to paste her dead brother’s head back together so someone could mount it from their wall. A proper demon would have charged Lee to die a proper death, but the only other thing Vrith could muster was a weak, “I don’t.”

“We’re in so much trouble,” Lee muttered, chewing on the ends of her fingers. “Spider said I had to mount the streetlord’s head from a stick if he refused the offer to surrender, then kill the whole camp. But how am I supposed to do that if he’s shredded?”

She can’t be serious. Is she genuinely asking for advice after shredding my streetlord in front of me?

“I—How would I know?” Vrith stammered. “And you’re the one that did it! How am I in trouble? You’re just going to kill me anyway!”

“You saw it,” Lee said. “You should have told me that I had to leave his head intact, so it’s partially your fault.”

“How does that make any sense?” Vrith demanded, incredulity somehow managing to overwhelm her mounting terror. “You’re the one that killed him! I didn’t know you were going to do that!”

“Yes, you did. I told you I would if you didn’t surrender.”

“Who would actually believe that?” Vrith asked. “Everyone threatens to kill people all the time! Nobody actually manages to do it that quickly!”

“Your fault,” Lee insisted. She chewed her lower lip, then cursed. “Spider is going to be so pissed. I screwed up.”

Vrith’s fear continued to mount. If a monster like this was so terrified of Spider, then the demon had to be leagues more powerful than she was. That was a scale that Vrith couldn’t begin to even comprehend.

“He might not let me eat jerky for a week if he finds out about this,” Lee muttered, but the blood pounding in Vrith’s ears was so loud that she completely missed it.

“I-if you let me live, I won’t tell him?” Vrith offered, more than aware of how pathetic her request was. There was no reason to leave someone alive with a secret when killing them would be far more effective.

Lee’s eyes lit up. “Oh! That’s it!”

Vrith blinked. “It is?”

“Yeah! I’ve got it!” Lee exclaimed. Before Vrith could ask what she meant, Lee scooped up the remains of her brother and started shoveling them into her mouth. The words froze in Vrith’s mouth, and she watched with horror as every last scrap of Vroth vanished into Lee’s gullet in the span of seconds.

What the fuck?

“Okay,” Lee said, wiping the blood from her mouth once she’d finished. She glanced around. “You don’t see any left, do you?”

Vrith nearly threw up on the spot. “I—No, I don’t.”

“Nobody else is here either,” Lee said. “Good. This is perfect.”

“It is?” Vrith asked weakly.

“Yeah. Here’s what happened. You killed Vroth.”

A spike of panic shot through Vrith. Lee was planning to pin the entire thing on her. Living a bit longer wasn’t worth it if it meant being punished by someone so awful that the cannibalistic monster before her was terrified of them.

“What? No! I’m not just going to take the fall for you! Just kill me already!”

“No! Then he’ll know something went wrong, and I won’t be able to stick anyone’s head up on a post. I already ate the other guy, so he’s gone. We’ve got to do it the other way.”

“I’m not going to let Spider torture me!”

“Torture?” Lee gave Vrith a baffled look. “Why would he do that? All we have to do is say that you killed Vroth before he got to answer my question! That would make you the streetlord, right?”

Vrith opened her mouth, then paused. She blinked. “I… suppose? But how would that help? Are you going to kill me and stick my head on a spike?”

“So you agree that you killed Vroth?” There was a dangerous glint in Lee’s eyes. “Which would make you streetlord?”

Something told Vrith that Lee wasn’t going to accept any answer other than yes. At the very least, it looked like Vroth hadn’t suffered long. She squeezed her eyes together and nodded. “Yes.”

“Great! So do you surrender to Spider?”

Vrith cracked an eye open. The same question Lee had asked Vroth. Lee watched her expectantly. The other eye cracked open.

A tiny flicker of hope caught in her chest as she realized the game Lee was playing at. If Vroth was dead before he answered her question, then Lee could redirect the question to the new streetlord.

If she said no, she’d end up just like Vroth, but with a head left intact to mount on a spike. But if she threw her pride as a demon to the side… there was a chance.

Vrith dropped to the ground and prostrated herself before Lee. “We surrender. Please don’t stick my head on a spike.”


Chapter Eighty-Nine



Liquid magma pumped through Aylin’s veins. His entire body felt like it had grown ten degrees hotter. He could feel every single one of his nerves—and not in a good way.

“So?” Violet asked, eagerness and trepidation mixing in her voice. “Do you feel different?”

Her heartbeat thudded in her ears, a constant rhythm that cut his words off every time he tried to form them. Aylin’s brow furrowed in concentration as he blocked it out.

“Yeah. It’s… strange. I don’t know how I’m supposed to describe it.” Aylin rubbed his fingers together. The beds of his fingers warmed, and a crackle of energy ran between them. He flinched, freezing in place. “I’m so much more aware. It’s like I was walking around with my ears sewn shut before. Now there’s so much information that I can barely handle it.” He caught the concern in Violet’s expression and quickly amended, “But I can tell that I’ll adapt to it. My body is just different. Not worse.”

Violet glanced over her shoulder. “He’s not here, is he?”

Aylin hesitated for a second before shaking his head. He was pretty sure nobody was in the tent other than them right now, but after what he’d seen Spider and his companions do, he had absolutely no plans of betting against any of them. “I don’t think so, but I don’t know.”

“I can’t believe he just… made you a Rank 3,” Violet said. She stared down at her hands. “Just like that.”

“It wasn’t for free,” Aylin muttered. “I’m supposed to be a streetlord. How am I meant to do that when the only people here only know me as the rat that lived in the gutters at the edge of their territory?”

“Most of them probably won’t recognize you at all,” Violet pointed out. “And nobody is going to challenge Spider.”

“Not Spider. Not anytime soon, at least,” Aylin agreed with a small nod. “But me? I’m a different story. The moment he isn’t paying attention, someone will try their hand. Why wouldn’t they? One subordinate is just as good as another. If someone can take me out quickly, nobody would assume Spider gives a shit.”

Violet gritted her teeth. She knew he was right, but they really didn’t have much option. Fleeing was impossible. Any chance of escaping Spider’s clutches had evaporated the instant he’d taken food from the demon—and taking runes from him had only solidified Aylin’s position even further.

“Maybe he won’t be so bad,” Violet said. “He ordered the gang to bring Torick and Edda here. Maybe we’re just useful to him as we are right now.”

“More likely, he’s bringing them here to remind me what he’s doing for us,” Aylin said with a shake of his head. “But you’re right. For a demon as powerful as Spider is, he’s treating us way better than I would have expected. Tools or not, I’m strong enough to actually get food now. We can eat.”

A small laugh slipped from Violet’s lips. “I guess that means taking the food from him was actually the right call. Your instincts aren’t completely broken after all.”

“More like I got lucky. Everything you said back in the hideout was right.” Aylin’s breath felt hot as he let out a sigh. His entire body brimmed with energy that he’d never felt before, to the point where he held Violet’s hand as limply as he could just to make sure he didn’t actually break anything.

She’d always been stronger than him—not by all that much, since they both had only had a single Demon Rune, but hers had been better. But now… Aylin had seen what a Rank 3 could do. Even sneezing while touching Violet could hurt her.

I wonder if Spider would be willing to make Violet and the others Rank 3s as well—no. I can’t go down that line of thought. If I begin relying on him for everything, then we’ll all become so indebted to Spider that we completely lose ourselves. I owe him too much, but the others don’t. Not yet.

Aylin’s ears twitched as conversation from outside the tent reached them. He still wasn’t used to their new sensitivity and the new flavors flooding the air like invisible broth, but he picked up something familiar.

Torick and Edda were nearby—and they weren’t alone. Aylin’s eyes narrowed, and he released Violet’s hand, sliding down from the throne and dropping to his feet. Rank 3 or not, his body hadn’t grown much in size, so Golon’s chair was far too large for him.

“What is it?” Violet asked.

“Torick and Edda are here, but something’s holding them up,” Aylin said. He paused for a moment, his ears twitching. “I think. I can’t really tell.”

Spider might have put him under protection, but that didn’t necessarily extend to Violet and the others. Aylin’s eyes narrowed, and he strode toward the exit. Violet hopped down from the chair and hurried after Aylin as he stepped out of the tent. Spider hadn’t told them to stay put, after all.

A small group of demons had gathered near the edge of the old market square, and Aylin recognized Robon near their center. Aylin and Violet pushed through the demons, weaving through the crowd until they broke through it.

“Violet! Aylin!” Torick exclaimed, spotting them almost instantly. He was doing a good job of hiding the terror in his expression, but his scrunched shoulders and the darting path of his gaze told Aylin that Torick was just as scared as he had been a few hours ago.

Actually, I’m still terrified. Just of Spider instead of the rest of these demons.

“Come on,” Aylin said, all too aware of the gazes boring into his and Violet’s backs. The sooner they got out of the public, the better. They didn’t need attention. Especially not when Spider wasn’t immediately around. “Let’s head back to the tent.”

“Throwing commands around already?” a demon that Aylin didn’t recognize asked with a cold laugh. “Didn’t take you long to get used to leeching off Spider’s power, did it?”

Aylin didn’t respond. The rules to survival were staying out of sight and attention. Every instinct he had screamed at him to hide, but he couldn’t. Spider had made that impossible.

Torick and Edda both stepped away from Robon, who did nothing but watch as they hurried over to join him and Violet. But before they could reunite, the demon that had spoken stepped into their path.

Aylin’s stomach clenched.

“You know, Spider didn’t say anything about what we had to do after they got to camp. He doesn’t care about the other runts,” the demon said. “Who’s to say what happens to them after they get here?”

“Are you an idiot?” Robon asked before Aylin could even get a chance to open his mouth. “Why would Spider call them here if he didn’t care? Are you trying to get yourself killed? Or did you want him to kill all of us?”

“He wants us for a reason,” the other demon countered. “He isn’t going to kill everyone. He’s just someone making a power move. As long as we follow his orders, he won’t care what we do between ourselves.”

“You’re going to get all of us killed with your arrogance,” Robon growled. “We both saw what he was capable of. What makes you think we’re worth an insect’s fart in his eyes? We’re just convenient. He made that clear when he chose a worthless street rat to be our leader. What kind of message do you think he was trying to pound into your thick skull?”

“You know what? I think you’re scared,” the other demon said, his pale gray lips pulling back in a cold smile. “You’re down a hand, Robon. I haven’t seen the new streetlord select a second yet. Maybe you’re worried about what happens when you get replaced.”

The tension in the crowd began to rise as murmurs rolled through it. Aylin sent a panicked look back at Spider’s tent, but the impossibly powerful demon was nowhere to be seen. Either he didn’t know about what was happening or, more likely, he just didn’t care.

Spider wasn’t going to step into every single minor conflict the gang had. And worse, Aylin got the feeling that the antagonizing demon was right. Robon was scared. Not so long ago, Robon had been an indomitable existence that Aylin couldn’t even dream of so much as even speaking beside.

But now, compared to the other demons in the camp, he wasn’t nearly as powerful as he once had been—and Spider hadn’t said a single thing about leaving the second in command alone.

The crowd pressed tighter, sensing blood. Robon’s jaw clenched, and he bared his teeth. “You want to try me? I could kill you with no hands. One is more than enough, Dreek.”

Aylin’s ears prickled as he picked up on a faint movement, and a taste brushed across his tongue. His gaze flicked back to Spider’s tent. The masked demon stood before it, watching them silently.

Shit. I have to do something. Spider made it pretty clear that he can turn anyone into a Rank 3 just at a whim. If I can’t prove my worth as a streetlord, then he’ll just replace me.

“Enough,” Aylin said, his voice coming out more as a squeak than a command. It was, unfortunately, just loud enough for everyone in the crowd to turn toward him. Hundreds of eyes bore into Aylin’s skull like sharp nails.

“What’s this?” Dreek asked, his lips pulling back in a smirk. “Does the new streetlord wish something of me?”

“Yeah,” Aylin said. He forced the words out of his mouth before he could falter. “Go do whatever it is you normally do.”

Anger twisted Dreek’s features. “Spider only said you were the streetlord, not that we had to treat you any differently than a normal streetlord. Do you really think he’d have that much trouble with a more capable person in your position? You’d best start watching your step more carefully.”

Dreek moved in Torick’s direction. Aylin had absolutely no idea if the demon was planning to try anything. He didn’t get a chance to find out. His body shifted faster than he’d thought it capable of.

He was still halfway through barking out, “Stop!” When he realized that his hand was lodged in Dreek’s back. A shocked silence gripped the crowd of demons like a constricting noose.

Aylin staggered back, ripping his hand free in a spray of viscera. He stared at his bloodied fingers and at the hole in Dreek’s chest just beyond them. Dreek let out a gasping wheeze. His hands clutched at the huge wound, and blood bubbled from his lips, muting any final words as the demon collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.

“Rank 3,” Robon whispered. “I know that strength. Impossible. How are you Rank 3?”

Words refused to form at Aylin’s tongue. A rush of violent freezing energy slammed into him, swirling through his soul like the caress of a freezing river.

“Spider willed it,” Violet said, striding forward and throwing her arms around Torick and Edda. “Aylin is the streetlord. There’s a reason for that. Does anyone else want to try him?”

Violet’s demands carved through the crowd like a blade. The demons backed away. Aylin’s ears twitched as he heard Spider step back into his tent, satisfied. Even though the demons’ awed gazes were on Aylin rather than the masked demon, a chill ran down his back.

Was he planning on this when he ordered for Torick and Edda to be brought here?

Aylin didn’t get a chance to think his fears through for long. His ears twitched, and he turned as a female demon leapt from one of the rooftops, landing on the ground beside him with wide, panicked eyes. The demon tasted like fear.

“Streetlord, we’ve got a problem,” she said nervously. “Vroth’s executioner is heading right for our camp.”

Executioner? I don’t like the sound of that.

“Idiot,” Robon spat. “He must think we’re weak because Golon died. But Vrith isn’t stupid. We haven’t seen her in a while. Is it possible she’s grown stronger? She was already a powerful Rank 3.”

Every single eye in the crowd turned back to Aylin. His heart sank.

Oh, damn it all.

“Do you desire a weapon, Streetlord?” Robon asked, his eyes flicking to Aylin’s bloodied hand. “It seems Vrith has come to challenge you.”


Chapter Ninety



It took every scrap of self-control that Aylin had to keep his eye from twitching. Today was just one thing going wrong after the other without so much as a breather in between them.

Is Spider the Archdemon of Bad Luck or something? How can so many problems even exist? The most important thing I’ve ever had to deal with was getting enough food.

It wasn’t like he could run, though. Retreating from a challenge was the same as admitting he had been defeated—and that would mean he was no longer the streetlord. There was no way Spider would let him or any of the others live if they didn’t have any worth.

Streetlords could always have their second fight in their place if a fight wasn’t worth their effort, but the closest thing he had to a second right now was Robon. At Rank 2 and down a hand, Aylin was pretty sure the large demon somehow had even less of a chance against Vrith than he did.

“Did you want a weapon?” Robon repeated, the stress in his voice evident. “We don’t have much time before Vrith arrives.”

I don’t know how to use a damn weapon. What good would one do me?

“No need,” Aylin forced out with a shake of his head. “I’m fine as is.”

Robon inclined his head. The crowd around them murmured.

“He thinks he can beat Vrith without a weapon? How strong did Spider make him?” one demon muttered.

“The boy is a street rat,” another demon said. “He just has no idea what he’s up against. Vrith is just going to take care of this for us, and Spider will put someone more competent in charge.”

Aylin tuned them out. Nothing they had to say would be of any use. Violet leaned close and lowered her voice to whisper into his ear.

“Can you fight someone like that?”

No. Spider didn’t make me that strong. And even if he did, I’m not immortal. I’ve barely ever been in a proper fight. Experience is going to count for more than anything else.

“I don’t know,” Aylin muttered back. His mind raced, and blood thumped in the back of his head, threatening to drown out the whisper of the streets. He could do nothing but shake his head.

Spider definitely wasn’t going to interfere. Really, he couldn’t. If Spider wanted Aylin to have any semblance of proper respect as a streetlord, he couldn’t step in to kill every single threat that cropped up.

Aylin swallowed. Then he set his jaw. At the very least, he didn’t want to fight Vrith here. Not where Torick and Edda could see. There was the very small chance that he could come out on top if he managed to catch Vrith off guard.

He had no choice but to try and take it.

“Take Torick and Edda back to the tent,” Aylin said to Violet, speaking with as much confidence as he could muster. “I’m going to go deal with Vrith. I’ll be back soon.”

It would be really embarrassing if I got killed after saying something like that, but it’s not like I can be embarrassed after I’m dead.

Violet’s lips pressed thin. She definitely didn’t want to agree to his request, but one look at the crowd and the panic on the other two demons’ faces was enough to force a nod from her.

“Be careful,” Violet said.

Aylin just nodded. The crowd parted before him, and he set off in the direction that Vrith was coming from, his back as stiff as a rod. He was pretty sure that his performance wasn’t fooling anyone. It didn’t matter.

If he fought Vrith away from the others, there was always the miniscule chance that Spider would pull one more string to protect his investment. Aylin was pretty sure that was the only actual chance he had to win the fight against another Rank 3, even with the element of surprise on his side.

He strode away from the square and soon broke line of sight with the market square. A part of him was almost thankful for it. At least he wouldn’t have a huge audience. There would doubtlessly still be spotters watching the fight, but there was nothing he could do about that.

I need to find a way to survive this. I don’t want to leave Violet, Torick, and Edda behind. They’re counting on me. If Vrith kills me, then who knows what Spider or the other demons will do to them.

But what can I do?

Aylin nearly missed a step as he heard footsteps coming toward him. He drew to a stop as he spotted a woman approaching from the far end of the street. She wore black leathers plated with metal around her vitals and bore two wicked-looking short swords at her sides.

He wet his lips, picking up on her taste. It was difficult to read the demon. There was bitterness and strength, mixed with iron determination and… fear? Aylin’s brow furrowed. That couldn’t have been right. He didn’t have time to wonder further.

That’s definitely Vrith.

Aylin remained locked in place as she approached. Despite his desperation to succeed, his legs wouldn’t let him walk any farther toward her. The Rank 3 demon moved with the deadly grace of a sandsnake slithering across the Wastes. Vrith was beautiful in the manner in which only a predator could be—the last thing that countless demons had likely seen before they’d been sent into the great beyond. Aylin’s heart sank even further.

A large part of him had expected her to be a hulking beast like Golon. He’d been hoping to rely on being faster than Vrith. Even if she’d been strong, it wouldn’t have mattered if she couldn’t hit him. That didn’t look like it would be the case. Vrith’s figure was lean, and her movements were practiced. She was probably faster than him.

Should I try to attack before she’s ready? Can I even catch someone like that off guard?

Before Aylin knew it, Vrith stood across from him. His ears twitched as he picked up on movement on the rooftops above them. Unfortunately, they weren’t there to help. They were spotters. Maybe from his own gang, maybe from another one coming to see what was going on.

“You are from Spider’s gang,” Vrith said, the words dripping venom as they rolled from her lips. She wasn’t asking a question. “Take me to your streetlord.”

“I—” Aylin’s voice broke, and he coughed. It was a small mercy that Violet wasn’t there. She never would have let him live that down, even as she accompanied him straight into the afterlife when Vrith killed them both. “I am the streetlord.”

Vrith stared down at Aylin. He’d grown slightly since reaching Rank 3, but she was still a full head taller than him. Her dark eyes sparkled with incredulity. “You?”

“Yes,” Aylin said, setting his jaw. This was it. At the very least, he refused to die like a sniveling cub. He shifted his stance and drew on his rune, letting the heat pumping through his body intensify.

The temptation to strike before Vrith could rose up within him, but he crushed it. That was the move of a weakling. A vision of Spider killing Golon flashed through Aylin’s mind.

If I manage to live long enough, that’s what I want to be like. And if I don’t… then the only thing I can do is choose to die like that. Not a coward, but a real Rank 3 demon. I won’t die while failing to get a cheap shot off.

“I’m the streetlord. Spider selected me to lead Golon’s gang.” Aylin locked eyes with Vrith and crushed the fear swirling in his chest with even more power. He drank from his rune and prepared to burst into motion.

His ears twitched as a footstep caught his attention in an alley beside them. He didn’t dare take his eyes from Vrith, but he tasted the sea of blood that was Lee as she emerged from the darkness.

“That’s him,” Lee said cheerfully. “You found him even faster than I did! That may have been because I stopped for a snack break, though. Whoops. Sorry, Aylin.”

The apology makes it pretty clear that she and Spider aren’t about to help me out. I’m on my own.

“It’s fine,” Aylin said through gritted teeth. The longer this dragged on, the more the anticipation ate away at his stomach. “If you’re here to challenge me, then I’m prepared to take your challenge.”

Will Vrith even give me the respect of a proper challenge? How is she going to attack? Her swords are sheathed. A kick? Her claws?

Vrith shifted. Aylin flinched, raising his hands—only to find that Vrith hadn’t drawn her weapons or gone to strike him. She’d dropped to her knees before him. As Aylin watched in abject disbelief, the terrifying demoness pressed her forehead to the ground.

“My deepest apologies. My name is Vrith. Vroth, the former streetlord of the Ravager gang, has been killed by my hand. I have taken his place.” Vrith lifted her gaze to meet Aylin’s once more. “And I have come to pledge fealty to you, as per Spider’s command.”


Chapter Ninety-One



Aylin couldn’t help it. His eye twitched. The emotion gripping his chest had been twisted and warped so many times that he couldn’t tell what it was anymore. There wasn’t even any relief. There was just a heavy weariness that should have come with hundreds of years of age—a weariness he’d managed to completely develop in the span of a day.

Kneeling at his feet was someone who should have been one of the strongest demons he’d ever met in his life. Just a few short hours ago, he would have sprinted in the opposite direction as hard as his legs could have carried him if he’d gotten wind that someone like this was so much as looking in his direction.

Now, he just wanted to ask Lee if she’d saved any extra food for him. His emotions were numb and completely shot through. He just didn’t have anything left to give.

“I politely request that you respond,” Vrith said, still prostrated before him. There was a line of taut anger in her voice that spurred him back into motion.

“I—Uh, sure,” Aylin said in what was likely the lamest possible way to accept a surrender in the history of the Damned Plains. “Sorry. I don’t really do this much. Am I supposed to say something else?”

Vrith ground her teeth in frustration. She definitely hadn’t meant for him to hear that, but Aylin didn’t blame her. He couldn’t even imagine how it had to feel to be in her situation. Judging by Lee’s presence beside them, he got the feeling that her surrender hadn’t been entirely voluntary.

“It is typically customary to offer terms of surrender.” Vrith chose each word carefully, speaking with humility so false that he could quite literally taste it. “The alternative would imply that you mean to take my entire gang as servants rather than members. I do not believe they will take kindly to it.”

Does that imply she would? What did Lee do to the Ravager gang? Spider’s entire group is just something else. I’m just glad they aren’t pissed at me, but I’m going to have to make sure it stays that way.

“Right,” Aylin said hurriedly. “Maybe we should do that somewhere more private, rather than in the middle of the street?”

“That sounds like a splendid idea.” Vrith’s words were still clipped, telling Aylin he’d evidently missed something.

“Oh. Uh… you can stand now,” Aylin said through a wince. He probably should have started with that.

Vrith rose to her feet in a fluid motion. She brushed her knees off and sent him a pointed look. “Thank you, Streetlord. Please feel free to lead the way to where we will continue our conversation. I will follow.”

“Uh, just Aylin is fine. You’re a streetlord too, aren’t you? It seems weird to keep using titles.”

Vrith arched an eyebrow but inclined her head. “Very well. Aylin, then.”

Lee gave him a thumbs-up. Aylin turned stiffly and started back toward the market square. Leaving his back open to Vrith made every single one of his senses scream at him in warning, but Lee was right beside them. She probably wouldn’t let Vrith just kill him for no reason.

Also, no self-respecting demon would prostrate themselves all for the sake of a sneak attack on someone who should be way weaker than them. Especially not a streetlord.

His ears twitched as the spotters on the roofs shot off, doubtlessly running to report the news of what had happened to the camp—or other camps. It wouldn’t surprise him in the slightest if some of the other gangs had sent spotters to figure out what was going on in Golon’s territory.

That was a problem to deal with later. He was a bit too concerned with the one walking behind him at the moment.

They soon made it back to the market square. Almost every demon that had been milling about had vanished, but Aylin tasted them behind the cover of their tents and heard them shifting nervously as they watched him and Vrith walk through the camp.

After all that talk, nobody was bold enough to stick around and see what would happen when Vrith actually showed up. Just how scary is she? I don’t know anything about her or Vroth’s gang other than the fact that she’s a Rank 3. I should really try to learn more if I don’t want to get blindsided every single time Spider tosses me into something.

Aylin automatically made a path back to Golon’s tent before he properly thought about who would be waiting inside it. He pushed the flap open and held it for Vrith. She sent him a slightly surprised look as she stepped inside, but her gaze quickly flicked over his shoulder.

“We are not alone,” Vrith observed. “There are others on your throne. Should I be rid of them?”

Oh, shit. I sent Violet back here with Torick and Edda.

The three of them were huddled on the throne, staring at Vrith with wide eyes. Violet managed to plaster a confident expression over her face, and a flicker of relief mixed with the fear in her expression when it became clear that Aylin hadn’t managed to get himself killed yet.

“No!” Aylin barked, terrified that Vrith would move before he could stop her. “They’re allowed to be here. These are my siblings.”

“Your… siblings?” Vrith asked, her brow furrowing as she looked from him over to the others. The confusion was evident in her tone. As to what she was confused about, Aylin was uncertain. “I see. Will they remain for the discussion of the terms of surrender?”

“You surrendered?” Violet exclaimed.

“No,” Aylin said. “She did.”

Vrith’s eye twitched. She clearly didn’t love being reminded of that, especially in the presence of a bunch of Rank 1 demons. Somehow, Aylin found himself sympathizing with her.

“Whoa. You beat her up?” Edda asked. “That’s so co⁠—”

Torick clapped a hand over Edda’s mouth, silencing the rest of her sentence before it could escape. Judging by the look on Vrith’s face, that was probably the right move. Aylin swallowed.

“Violet, could you take Torick and Edda to another tent? If anyone bothers you, tell them that I’ll… uh, rip their heart out and feed it to them, I guess.”

The threat sounded lame as soon as it left his mouth. Vrith lifted a hand and coughed into her fist, but not nearly fast enough to hide the corner of her mouth twitching upward. She thought he was an idiot.

Great. Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter what she thinks of me so long as she remains terrified of Lee.

“Are you sure?” Violet asked as she sent a look at Vrith.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

Violet nodded and hopped down from the throne, bringing Torick and Edda with her. “We’ll be close. If you need anything, just call. I’ll bring Spider.”

She herded the two younger demons out of the room, sending one last glance over her shoulder at him before letting the tent flap fall shut, leaving Aylin and Vrith alone in the room.

“Do they hide their power?” Vrith asked as she lowered her hand.

“No,” Aylin said. His chest clenched and his eyes narrowed. “Please don’t pay them any attention. Any insult they may have given definitely wasn’t intended. If you do anything to them, I’m taking it as a declaration of war.”

Vrith tilted her head to the side, studying his features intensely. “You actually care about them? Not siblings, then. No matter. What are the terms⁠—”

“Hold on,” Aylin said. “What do you mean, not siblings?”

“You care,” Vrith said flatly. “You will need a more convincing lie as to their identity if you wish to protect them. Siblings are a threat. A tool to be leveraged, but not something to be cared for. Calling them family will not stop them from being leveraged against you.”

“They are my siblings,” Aylin insisted. He wasn’t sure what gave him the sudden burst of confidence, but Vrith’s insinuation that he shouldn’t be allowed to care for the only family he had bothered him greatly. “We don’t have the same parents, but they’re my brother and sisters.”

Vrith’s expression was unreadable for a second before she responded.

“You show more steel now than you did when you came to meet me on the street.” A flicker of amusement, so restricted that it may as well not even have been there, flashed across her lips. Her expression then grew weary. “The terms of surrender, then.”

What do I even ask for? I don’t know the faintest bit about how this is supposed to go. How much am I meant to get? Am I supposed to offer something back in exchange for avoiding a fight?

“Right. The terms of surrender.” Aylin cleared his throat and nodded. “Er… no attacking my gang, I guess?”

“That would generally be the definition of surrender.” Vrith squinted at Aylin. “Are you making fun of me?”

“What? No,” Aylin said hurriedly as he tried to think of what else terms of surrender would involve. “How big is your camp? Do we need to consolidate our groups?”

“It is large, but perhaps we could handle logistics after we determine the actual terms,” Vrith ground out. She was definitely stressed, there was no doubt about it. Something told Aylin he was completely missing something. Unfortunately, he had no idea what it was.

“Just follow any orders Spider gives you, I guess. Keep running your gang normally aside from that. He hasn’t really given me any orders beyond that.”

“That’s it?” Vrith asked, blinking.

Did I miss something?

“I think so? I’ll be honest—I’m more lost than you are. Just do what Spider says if you want to live. That’s it. As long as you don’t cause trouble or anything like that, it should be fine.”

“Those are the terms?” Vrith’s eyes narrowed, poring over Aylin’s features with such intensity that he nearly flinched back.

“Yes,” Aylin said. “Just don’t try to find some weird loophole to hurt us, and we’ll be fine.”

Vrith extended her hand, still watching him with suspicion. Aylin lifted his own. She clasped the top of his arm, and he did the same to hers.

“I agree to your terms,” Vrith said. She released his hand, then shook her head. “Now that I have agreed—tell me. What is Spider going to do? Why would you offer such a deal?”

“I have no damned idea.” Aylin threw his hands up. “Spider does whatever he wants to, but I haven’t seen him hurt anyone who did what he told them to do. What is it that I missed in the terms? You’re acting like I completely passed over something really important.”

“I watched Vroth accept several surrenders during his time as streetlord. The defeated streetlords that got away in the best shape had Vroth’s symbol branded across his face and chest. The others were lucky to leave with both of their arms.”

Aylin’s face twisted in distaste. “That’s vile. You thought I’d require something like that?”

“I will not seek to change your mind now. The terms have already been agreed upon,” Vrith said quickly.

“I have no plans of trying to do that to anyone.” Aylin shook his head, somehow feeling even more tired than he had before.

Vrith’s features twitched for a second as she fought an internal battle. He wasn’t sure if she won or lost, but she eventually managed to force a pair of words from her mouth.

“Thank you.”

“Yeah,” Aylin muttered. He massaged his forehead.

Can I please just sleep? I’m so tired. I can’t deal with anything else today. There shouldn’t be⁠—

“We should discuss logistics now,” Vrith said. “The new chain of command and my place in your gang must be determined.”

Gods save me.


Chapter Ninety-Two



It didn’t take Aylin long to reveal just how little he knew about logistics—or anything streetlord-related. Vrith’s stare bored into him, making it quite clear how evident his lack of understanding was.

“You don’t know the ranks and roles of your own people?”

“Forget ranks,” Aylin said, throwing his hands up. “I don’t even know their names.”

That only made her confusion grow even stronger. “Why would you need to know their names?”

“So I know who I’m talking to…?”

“It shouldn’t matter. As long as you know what purpose they serve, a name is irrelevant. Names get you attached.”

“They’re part of my gang. Aren’t I supposed to care about them or something like that?”

Vrith squinted at him. “Why are you asking me? You’re the streetlord.”

“So are you,” Aylin pointed out.

“A streetlord that surrendered. You just didn’t take my title from me for some reason.” Vrith shook her head. “Worst streetlord I’ve ever met.”

Aylin couldn’t keep an exasperated sigh from escaping his mouth. He was beyond the point of worrying about pissing Vrith off. She was just as screwed as he was, and he just didn’t have the energy to walk on eggshells anymore.

“I’m going to come clean with you. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Coming clean should imply that you’ve got something to reveal. You’re as transparent as a pane of glass,” Vrith said through a laugh, but Aylin didn’t miss the unease that settled around Vrith’s shoulders and bore down on her neck. “That’s an interesting way to break me. I didn’t see it coming. Where’s the real streetlord, then?”

“Still me,” Aylin said.

“What?” Vrith blinked and frowned. “I’m not following where this is going anymore. Are you the streetlord or not?”

“I just said I am. I just have no idea what I’m doing. Golon is dead, but I didn’t kill him. Spider did. He just put me in charge.”

“I’d gathered that much. The part I don’t get is why you know nothing. Your reaction speed should put you somewhere around low Rank 3. I’ve seen how fast you’ve moved when you get startled. You can’t get to that rank and be as clueless as you’re acting, so what gives?”

Aylin let out a short burst of laughter. It hardly mattered if he revealed how he’d become a Rank 3 to Vrith now. She’d find out at some point soon enough anyway. Spider had only told him not to share specifics, after all.

“I was Rank 1 about a day ago. Spider made me a Rank 3.”

“He made you a Rank 3?”

“Just like that.” Aylin nodded. “Don’t ask for more. I won’t say. But I was starving together with my siblings before he showed up. He killed Golon, took over the gang, then brought me to Rank 3 and said I was in charge so he wouldn’t have to deal with it.”

“What the fuck? How powerful is Spider? What kind of demon can just… make a Rank 3 at will?” Vrith muttered. She swallowed heavily, and realization set in on her features. “That’s why you were close to a bunch of weak demons. You were the same as them just a short while ago.”

“Yeah. And now I’m this.” Aylin gestured vaguely around himself. “So you’ll have to forgive me if I have no damned idea what I’m doing. Until recently, the only thing I knew about streetlords was that they were terrifying and to be avoided at all costs.”

Vrith tilted her head to the side and studied Aylin’s features for a few seconds. “And you haven’t passed out from terror yet?”

“I’m working on it,” Aylin replied dryly. “Give me a little while for everything to catch up with me, and I probably will. It’s not like passing out will help anything.”

“I knelt at the feet of a street rat. How far I have fallen,” Vrith grumbled. Then she hesitated, an inscrutable expression replacing the annoyance. “Wait. You came prepared to fight me? Did you truly believe that you had the slightest chance to defeat a trained warrior if you’ve never been in a proper fight in your life?”

“I’ve been in a proper fight! But no, I didn’t think I’d win. I was hoping you’d be a big hulking demon that I had a chance of outrunning, not… well, you.”

Very eloquent, Aylin. Well done.

“You knew you were likely to die and came anyway? You could have sent a second—or did you not know?”

“I knew, but I heard enough of your reputation to know that you’d just kill my second and kill me next. There was no reason to just waste someone like that, and I didn’t want to force my siblings to watch me get killed. Besides, I always could have gotten lucky. You never know.”

The corner of Vrith’s lip curled up. “Yes, I do. You would have died had we fought. You knew it too. I saw it in your eyes the moment we drew close. And yet you remained. Brave, for a street rat.”

“A streetlord,” Aylin corrected, a flicker of heat coursing through his chest as he held Vrith’s gaze. “I’m a street rat no more. I may not have deserved the gift, but I got it nonetheless.”

To his surprise, Vrith inclined her head in acknowledgment. “A street lord indeed. Well spoken. How old are you? You seem more… apt than I would have expected.”

“Nineteen. Violet and I used to be in a caravan, and we’d read everything we could find. It helped. We had hopes of becoming merchants.”

“Merchants? Quite the change of path.” Vrith’s expression flickered. “You do not look nineteen.”

“The caravan got destroyed. We’ve been living on scraps for years, even before we got to Treadon. It’s not really that much of a surprise that I’m small when I haven’t been able to get any energy. And you aren’t that much taller than me.”

Vrith arched an eyebrow and took a step forward so they were chest-to-chest. She looked down at him, standing literally a full head taller. “Reality begs to disagree.”

She had a point. Aylin cleared his throat and stepped back, catching a smirk as it flickered across Vrith’s features.

“You’re like ten years older than me. I’ll catch up.”

“Ten? I’m twenty-one. I’ve worked quite hard to reach Rank 3 by this age, not to mention my position as the Second of the Ravager gang, so I’ll thank you not to—” Vrith caught herself as she caught a small grin cross Aylin’s lips. She blinked, and her eyes narrowed. “It seems your fear of me has evaporated.”

“You weren’t as scary as I thought you were. Don’t get me wrong, you’re still terrifying… but Spider and his group are scarier.” He paused for a moment as the rest of Vrith’s sentence processed, and he tilted his head to the side. “Wait. Second? You said you were streetlord.”

Vrith froze for an instant, but she recovered quickly. “I took over shortly before Lee’s arrival.”

Aylin tasted falsehood in the air. It was so faint that he barely even picked up on it. He took a step closer to Vrith and sampled the air again. There was no doubt about it. Vrith was lying.

“That… isn’t true,” Aylin said slowly.

“Yes, it is. I am the streetlord of the Ravager gang.”

“No, it isn’t.” The taste was stronger now. “You still think of yourself as the Second, don’t you? Why? If you’d actually killed Vroth, you’d definitely imagine yourself to be the streetlord. Does that mean someone else⁠—”

Aylin didn’t even see Vrith move. One moment, she was in front of him. The next, her hand was pressed against his mouth and her side pressed to his back.

“Not another word,” Vrith hissed—but it wasn’t a threat. It was a plea. “Please. You can’t. I don’t know how you know, but you can’t say anything. Lee will kill both of us if you do.”

She pulled her hand away from his mouth, and Aylin twisted to keep eye contact with her. Pushing further probably wasn’t the wisest move, but something tugged at his chest. A desire—a hunger—he couldn’t quite place, but it was insatiable.

“Tell me. I won’t tell anyone else,” Aylin promised. “You have to follow my orders, don’t you?”

Vrith’s jaw clenched. She glanced around the room.

“Nobody is here. I’d taste them. Or hear them. One of the two. We’re alone.”

“Fine,” Vrith said, speaking in little more than a nervous whisper. “You’re right. Vroth challenged Lee when she showed up. Lee killed him. She was meant to kill the whole camp because he refused Spider’s offer, then put his head up on a stake to show what happens to those who disobey Spider.”

“Gods,” Aylin said. His stomach twisted with something new. He couldn’t tell what it was, but it almost felt good. Satisfied. “What happened? How did you survive? A deal?”

“Because Lee made a mistake. She accidentally shredded Vroth’s head, so she couldn’t stake it anymore.” Vrith glanced around the room once more, then managed to lower her voice even further. “We agreed to pretend that I’d killed him instead of her. I then obviously accepted the offer. It was that or death. But if Spider finds out…”

The knotting sensation in Aylin’s stomach released, replaced by satisfaction. It almost felt like he’d just had a full meal. Vrith’s features twisted, and she sent him a shocked look, taking a step back.

“Did you just steal my energy?”

“I—What? No. I was just curious. I didn’t steal anything.”

“Yes, you did.” Vrith stared at Aylin, looking simultaneously offended and impressed as she let out a whistle. “Shit. You’re a knowledge demon.”

That feeling was me consuming Vrith’s energy?

Spider’s forced advancement must have caused his rune to advance to the point where he could start consuming energy naturally. He’d always been inquisitive, but he hadn’t imagined that he’d actually be able to consume knowledge.

I’m also pretty sure it’s a huge taboo to steal energy unless you’re strong enough to justify it.

Aylin’s cheeks heated in embarrassment, but the more he thought about it, the more Vrith’s words made sense—and the more he wanted to consume more. He swallowed the feeling down and shook his head. “Uh… sorry. You might be right. It was my first time.”

“I’m delighted to hear I was your first,” Vrith said dryly. She blew out a breath and shrugged. “Well, given the circumstances, I suppose losing a little power isn’t too much to complain about. You really do need to work out how you’re going to put on a better front with any other streetlords. I doubt Spider is going to have all of them on as many strings as I am. They’re going to figure you out in seconds. I’ll go back to my camp and handle all the shit that you should⁠—”

“No,” Aylin said. Two simultaneous thoughts struck him. The first was annoyance that he wouldn’t learn whatever it was that Vrith was going to be doing. The second was an idea. “I’ve got a better way to do this.”

Vrith tilted her head to the side. “Oh?”

“Stay here. We’re in the same boat. We can help each other. Become my second.”

“You mean you want to snack on my knowledge.”

“Streetlords get to choose how resources get distributed, don’t they?” Aylin asked. “I could make up for that.”

Vrith held his gaze for a second. Then she crossed her arms. “I’ve been a second for all my life. Who would choose to be a second over a streetlord? Even if it’s under you, I’d still have an entire gang.”

“What’s better? Being one streetlord out of dozens, or being the second-in-command of the demon in charge of all of them?”

She let out a burst of laughter. “You think Spider’s going to put you in charge of every single gang? What happened to all that fear?”

“This is the fear talking,” Aylin said. “Do you think I want this? I don’t—but look at the facts. Lee sent you to me. Not to Spider. What does that mean for the other streetlords? They definitely had spotters watching us.”

Vrith hesitated for a second. Then she paled. “Oh, shit. You might actually be right. But why would Spider put someone like you in charge of so much?”

Because it’s so far beneath him that I literally don’t think he cares. We’re just one moving piece in whatever plan he’s got going.

“I don’t know,” Aylin said, and a hunger gnawed at his stomach. “And as much as I’d love to find out, it changes nothing. Do you accept my offer or not?”

Vrith’s lips curled up, and she extended her hand. “You make a very convincing offer, Streetlord. One I find myself unable to refuse. I just hope you’re better than my late brother.”

Brother? Vroth was her brother? How is she even holding it together right now? I’d be breaking down if Violet or one of the others had gotten murdered in front of me. Although it doesn’t sound like she was very close with him.

Now I want to know why… but this isn’t the time.

“My name is still Aylin, not streetlord. I don’t need an overinflated sense of ego,” Aylin said as he clasped Vrith’s arm. “And I can’t make any promises, but I look forward to learning from you.”


Chapter Ninety-Three



Noah was glad he’d kept his face wrappings on. He’d been sitting around and fiddling with energy from Crumbling Space when the flap to his tent had flipped open. He and Moxie both looked up to find Violet standing on the other side, her face pale. Two smaller demons huddled behind her, one male and one female.

Violet’s eyes widened, and she froze in place like a deer in the headlights. “I—Sorry! I didn’t realize this was your tent.”

“It’s fine,” Moxie said. “It’s not like we’ve got it marked. Do you need something?”

The demon shook her head hurriedly. “No! No, I’m fine. Aylin just told me to take Edda and Torick to another tent so he could speak privately with Vrith. We’re completely fine. He has things handled.”

She didn’t sound completely convinced. The way she was rambling made it clear how worried she was for Aylin, but the news she brought made Noah tilt his head to the side.

He sent them off to deal with her alone? He’s starting to get bold. I hope the runes aren’t changing him too much. I didn’t really give him much more in the way of Demon Runes—most of them were normal. I’ll have to keep an eye on the kid. As badly as I need to research how Demon Runes actually work, I don’t fancy making him my test subject.

“Well, you’ve found a tent.” Noah nodded to the ground across from him. “Come in. It’s safe here, and I haven’t had much chance to speak with you properly.”

Moxie sent him a warning look, and she nudged him with her foot. He would have been mildly offended if he hadn’t already established a bit of a poor track record. That was just the way things had to be done in the Damned Plains, though.

Giving the kids something specific to fear was a great way to make sure they didn’t fear literally everything else. Until he knew them better, there wasn’t much else he could offer without piquing their suspicion.

Violet hesitated for a second. Her eyes flicked from Noah to Moxie, then to the smaller demons behind her. She brought her expression under control and stepped into the tent, holding the flap open for the others.

Noah didn’t bother hiding his curiosity as the demons sat down across from him and Moxie. He really didn’t have much of a frame of reference for how demons aged beyond Lee. Aylin’s group were all clearly young, but he and Violet were the closest to normal humans among them.

Torick was a little less than a head shorter than Violet and had interlocking plates running just beneath his flesh. They didn’t look anywhere near strong enough to block much damage, but Noah suspected they’d grow as he grew more powerful.

He was pretty sure Edda was the youngest of the group, both by her appearance and by the fact that she was the least scared of the lot. Her gaze swept over the room in search of something that Noah and Moxie didn’t seem to qualify for.

If anything, she reminded him of Lee. Her horns were too large for her head—as were her eyes, which burned like two little embers.

Which is an interesting thought. I swear Lee told me that her parents produced asexually, and she was just a blob before she took on a human form relatively recently. I suppose that was her talking about Skinwalkers and not demons—that or Azel was into some really weird shit.

“Is there something we can do for you?” Violet asked as she shifted, trying to make herself comfortable.

Moxie lifted a hand, and vines curled out of the ground, twisting beneath the demons to form into seats. The casual display of external magic caused their eyes to widen in shock. Noah arched an eyebrow in Moxie’s direction.

It doesn’t matter how soft the plants are when the only thing they’re going to be thinking about is if they’re going to be fertilizer. Actually, do they know what fertilizer is? I haven’t seen any farms in the Damned Plains.

“Not really,” Noah admitted. “But we aren’t going to hurt any of you. I already had this discussion with Aylin, but it genuinely just isn’t worth the energy. Moxie—that’s my companion, by the way—and I just have a set of standards. There are proper ways to treat people that we abide by whenever possible, and that includes making visitors comfortable.”

Violet nodded stiffly. Torick opened his mouth, and she shot him a sharp look. His mouth snapped back shut. Edda remained silent as well. It wasn’t hard to tell who spoke for their group.

“You can speak freely. I really don’t have any need for terrified subordinates,” Noah said. He braced his chin against a palm and studied the demons as they tried to figure out what they could say without offending him. The longer the silence dragged on, the more uncomfortable they became.

“Why did you choose Aylin for all of this?” Violet finally asked out of desperation to break the oppressive silence. “Is it really just because he was there?”

“Yes,” Noah said. “Though he took to it well. A lot of demons wouldn’t have been able to do what I needed. A stronger one might have been too unmalleable. He had a mixture of strong will and weak runes that suited my purposes.”

“Did you really just make him a Rank 3?” Torick asked. Violet winced, but Noah just nodded.

“I did. It was simple enough. I needed someone loyal to me and strong enough to protect my investment.”

“Could you do it again?” Edda asked. “I wanna be strong too.”

Violet clapped a hand down on Edda’s shoulder and sent the demon a sharp look. “I think it’s quite fine, Edda. We don’t need to trouble Spider any further than we already have, and you don’t have any way to repay that kind of gift.”

It would be a good idea to get all of these kids relatively powerful to protect them… but I’m already experimenting on Aylin. I can frame it however I want, but the truth of the matter is that I’m giving a demon more runes and rapidly accelerating their growth. That can do a lot of damage. Until I actually understand how much damage that can do, I can’t afford to just go around handing them out to random children.

Aylin will just have to be supervised closely to make sure he doesn’t change too much too fast. He won’t be hitting Rank 4 anytime soon anyway. It should be fine.

“How old are you?” Noah asked, cutting Violet off before she could scold the others any longer.

“Me?” Edda asked. She blinked at him with her wide eyes. “Fourteen.”

I would have guessed around ten. That must be because of how little food they’ve managed to get until recently.

“You’re a bit too small to handle more runes right now. You need more meat on your bones,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “Having power also means needing the power to control it. You aren’t there yet.”

“Does that mean you would give it to us?” Torick asked hesitantly. “If we got stronger, would you help us too?”

“If you wanted me to. You’re all close to Aylin. That makes you targets for the other gangs.” Noah didn’t bother mincing his words. These kids had grown up in the Damned Plains. They were no strangers to the way life worked. “The stronger you are, the more help you can be to both me and Aylin. I just have no need to rush anything.”

“What about me?” Violet asked, finally giving up on her own reluctance. “I’m no weaker than Aylin was when you changed him.”

“I could do some for you. I don’t have the potion I’d like to use to do more,” Noah said slowly. “But before I do something like that—why do you want me to help? You were reluctant to accept anything before.”

“Because I’m worried about Aylin. He’s my brother,” Violet said. She swallowed but held Noah’s gaze. “And I can’t do anything for him the way I am now. When word spreads to the other gangs that Vrith joined us, they’re going to start testing us foe real. There are going to be fights. People will try to assassinate him. The really dumb ones might go for you. And I’m sure you’ll be fine—but he might not be. He needs help.”

The more she spoke, the more determined Violet’s words grew. Her worry and concern for Aylin were stronger than her fear of Noah.

I can’t tell if I should be impressed at the level of passion someone this young can have to protect their friend or be depressed that they’ve gone through so much shit that they feel the presence of death lurking so intently.

She kind of reminds me of Isabel and Todd. Just… more intense.

Noah rose to his feet, and Moxie sent him a surprised look. She knew just as well as he did the drawbacks of a demon advancing through the ranks.

“You’re going to do it?”

“Something tells me she’ll get herself hurt trying something else if I don’t,” Noah said dryly before looking back to Violet. “I take it you know the city to some degree?”

“Some of it,” Violet said hesitantly, some of her confidence evaporating when she realized Spider might be about to grant her request. Asking for power was one thing, but actually getting it was a bit more real.

“Your guess was absolutely right about other gangs coming for Aylin. I imagine it won’t be long at all. A few hours. Maybe days for the more patient ones. He could have one extra card in his back pocket—especially if he doesn’t even know he has it. I can make you into that card, Violet. I’m not promising it’ll be safe, but I can do it.”

Violet hesitated for a second. Then she swallowed. “Nothing in the Damned Plains is safe. I’ll do it. What do I have to do in return?”

“Not much at all,” Noah replied with a smile that she couldn’t make out behind his face wrappings. Violet would do absolutely everything he needed her to do entirely out of her own volition. She wanted the same thing he did, after all—she’d just never believe him if he told her that. “All you’ll have to do is show me to an apothecary.”

“And you’ll make me a Rank 3 in return?”

“Yes. That’s it.”

Violet’s jaw set. “I don’t think I—or anyone else—could ever refuse one of your deals, Spider. That scares me. A lot. I accept.”

“Then you’d best start marching,” Noah said, nodding to the exit of the tent. “Moxie will watch over your siblings. We have an apothecary to find.”


Chapter Ninety-Four



While Noah traipsed through the Damned Plains, Todd was doing his absolute best to kill an old man.

His foot slammed into the ground, and he twisted his body, detonating the air behind his right heel and sending it hurtling in a spinning kick toward Jalen’s head. The old mage cackled as he leaned back and brought his own leg up into Todd’s chest.

Stone armor cracked, and Todd stumbled back. He thrust a hand behind himself and stone cracked, flame curling free of his palm as he threw himself back into Jalen shoulder-first. The air around Jalen rippled, and he vanished, reforming five feet to his side.

As soon as he reformed, a loud crack split the air. A streak of ice carved across the sky in a flash. Jalen’s hand shot up to grab a transparent blue arrow an inch away from his face. His lips parted in a grin as he spun, gathering momentum before hurtling the arrow back in the direction it had come.

A flash of panic shot through Todd, and he spun to watch the arrow. He needn’t have worried. Alexandra was already in front of Emily, her sword whistling as she cut the magic from the air before it could reach its target.

A hand fell on Todd’s shoulder. “Don’t get distracted, kid. You’re⁠—”

The ground beneath them cracked as Isabel erupted from beneath it, driving a glowing blue spear straight for Jalen’s chest. He flickered and vanished an instant before the blow could connect.

Jalen reformed behind them, purple energy gathering around his hands. He reached for their backs—and another icy arrow screamed through the air, this time from the exact opposite direction.

His eyes widened slightly in surprise, and he spun, grabbing the arrow. At the same time, Isabel rose fully from the dirt, and it swirled up to form heavy armor around her. She and Todd both lunged for Jalen’s back.

A wave of purple magic swirled out of his palms. Todd’s stomach clenched, and the world lurched abruptly around him. His foot hit the ground a dozen feet away from where it should have, and he stumbled as a wave of dizziness washed over him.

Isabel thumped down beside him. Jalen turned to look at them; Emily’s second arrow held aloft. He let his hand fall, and the icy magic dissipated.

“Damn it,” Todd said with a groan. “I could have sworn we had you. Teleporting us away is a cheap trick.”

Emily let her weapon lower, and Alexandra sheathed her sword. The two of them headed across the grass to join the others.

“There is no such thing as a cheap trick in a battle,” Jalen said once they’d all regrouped. “And besides, cheating makes things more fun.”

“Wait, wouldn’t the second thing negate the first one?” Isabel asked with a frown.

“Of course not.” Jalen shook his head in disappointment. “Cheap tricks sound so debasing. Like I need to rely on some form of crutch to handle a battle. Cheating is far different. It’s a battle of wits. A truly interesting battle is one where everyone cheats.”

Todd rubbed at the side of his neck. It was a habit he hadn’t quite managed to shrug off yet. He was tempted to ask Jalen what the point of even adding rules to a fight was if they were just going to cheat, but he’d gotten to know the odd Rank 6 well enough to realize that the question would be completely pointless.

“Don’t you feel a bit bad about having to cheat against Rank 2s?” Alexandra asked.

“There is no ‘have to’ about it,” Jalen said with a snort. “I cheat because it amuses me. You should try it more often. Maybe you’d win more if you did—though I see my lessons haven’t been completely wasted on you. Do you plan on remaining invisible forever, James?”

The air to Todd’s right shimmered, and James appeared mid-yawn. Emily faded away, and another version of her appeared near the edge of the group. Her lips pursed in annoyance, and she jogged over to join them.

“I can’t believe I didn’t even manage to hit you,” Emily muttered. “It was such a good idea.”

“It was,” Jalen said with an approving nod. “Having the light mage form a fake version of you beside Alexandra while you ran to position… very clever. It actually caught me off guard. You also said that James wouldn’t be participating in this fight. That counts as cheating. I’m proud of you.”

“Technically, we just said the only people fighting you would be the ones here,” Todd corrected, a small grin tugging at his lips. “James just happened to be invisible at the time. Invisible and at the top of the hill. My definition of here was a bit stretched.”

Jalen cackled in approval. “Very good. You kept him out of the range of my domain to make sure I didn’t pick up on his presence by accident. But James… how is it that you managed to have your magic running in two entirely different locations at once? You aren’t nearly strong enough to pull something like that off. The range alone should be impossible for a Rank 3, much less a Rank 2.”

Emily worked a thin metal bracelet off her wrist. Twisting black lines ran across it, rippling with faint energy. “Todd imbued this with James’s light magic. It drains a lot of his power, but it let me use him like a battery to temporarily turn invisible.”

Todd took the bracelet from her, a frown pulling across his lips as he studied the Imbuements. They were badly strained. Maintaining a connection between the original owner of the runes and the bracelet’s wielder had proven to be too optimistic for such a rudimentary item.

It did let me get much more power out of it than if I’d closed the circuit and separated it from James. Definitely has potential to continue working on. This bracelet is fried, though.

“I love being a battery,” James said without a single trace of sarcasm. “It lets me feel like I’m being useful because I’m completely out of energy at the end of the fight, and I’ve barely even had to do anything.”

That’s hardly true. The bracelet relied heavily on James actually funneling it power. Emily just activated it. That was the only way I could get it to do the complexity of proper invisibility. James should have been under really significant mental strain.

Todd jumped as he felt someone poke him in the side. He glanced over at Isabel and blinked. “Sorry, did you say something? I was zoned out.”

“I know.” Isabel rolled her eyes and snaked her arm through his. “You had the look on your face. Stop working on Imbuements for long enough to get the rest of the feedback, would you?”

“Oh, that was it,” Jalen said with a wave of his hand. “What do you think I am? A teacher? I’m just bored. Figure the other problems out yourselves. You clearly aren’t doing something right because you didn’t manage to beat me.”

“Yeah. We aren’t cheating enough,” James grumbled.

“Very good. You should cheat more next time.” Jalen nodded sagely. “Until then, I don’t suppose any of you want to play darts? I’m still trying to track down the rest of the sorry bastards I’m going to put to work. I reckon I’ll have them by tomorrow.”

“They’ve managed to avoid you?” Todd blinked in surprise. That was odd, to say the least. Jalen didn’t seem to be the type of person that anyone could hide from. Not for long. What kind of people was he⁠—

“Actually, I just haven’t had the motivation to find them yet. It sounded really boring, so I just haven’t gone looking.”

Ah. Of course.

“Vermil and Moxie would have found them already,” Emily muttered.

“You don’t even know who I’m getting or why I need them,” Jalen protested. “Don’t compare me to them. The only thing Vermil was good at was darts, and that’s because he cheated.”

“How do you cheat at darts?” Isabel asked.

“I’m not sure, but I’ll figure out how he did it at some point when we play again.”

Todd tilted his head slightly to the side. Jalen had outwardly stated he thought Vermil would be able to escape the Damned Plains, but there was a difference between what people said and what they meant.

Jalen has complete confidence that Vermil will get out. I mean, I do too… but how much does he know?

“If class is done for today, I’m going to sleep,” James said. “There’s an advanced track meeting tonight that I want to get ready for.”

“I should prepare as well. The Imbuements on Emily’s bracelet are all screwed now, but I should be able to get them patched up before tonight,” Todd said. “Thanks for the training, Jalen.”

“I was just killing some time,” Jalen said with a shrug. “I hope you’ll all endeavor to make tomorrow more interesting. It’s not a real fight unless I’ve lost a few limbs.”

I don’t think we’re going to be in a position where we’re cutting off a Rank 6 mage’s limbs anytime soon.

“I will strive to meet your expectations,” Alexandra said without a hint of sarcasm. She drummed her fingers on the hilt of her sword, and a flicker of embarrassment passed through Todd.

She’d asked him to imbue a new weapon for her after Yulin had cut through her old blade. He hadn’t quite managed to get everything right on it yet, but he was close. There were just so many different things competing for his attention.

I’ll get the sword before the meeting tonight. It’s probably a bit more important than fixing the bracelet.

“Good. I hate being disappointed,” Jalen said. “Good luck with your meeting tonight. I might show up, but only if it looks like I can break something.”

With that, he snapped his fingers and vanished, leaving the students to their planning for that night.
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Jalen reformed in a room that didn’t belong to him. There were rudimentary Imbuements on it to prevent anyone with Space Magic from entering—Imbuements that he ground out with a flicker of thought, not even bothering to try to slip by gracefully.

He blinked in surprise.

The room was covered with paper. It had been tacked to the walls and strewn about the floor, covered with beautiful, flowing script that would have been far more in place if it wasn’t clearly the ravings of the mad.

Theories and drawings covered the papers, each one trying to break down a movement or different type of strike. He went to peer closer at the papers, his interest piqued.

“What in the Damned Plains?” demanded a woman standing in the center of the room, her voice coming out as a terrified squeak. “How did you get in here?”

Ah, yes. I forgot there was a person here.

Jalen tore his gaze away from the papers. “I teleported. Nobody told me you were insane.”

“I—What? It’s impossible to teleport into this room. It’s warded,” the woman said, her eyes narrowing as she dropped into a fighting stance. “Who are you?”

“Do you really not know?” Jalen tilted his head to the side. “You should control the insanity. It’s only useful when properly applied. I am not to be forgotten.”

The woman paused. Then she took a step back. “That arrogance. Magus Jalen of the Linwicks? What the fuck are you doing in my room? And why is your hood up? It’s hard to figure out who you are when I can’t see your face.”

“You had some dealings with Vermil, yes?”

The woman stared at him. Then, slowly, she nodded. “I did. What does⁠—”

“His students need your help because he’s currently off killing some demons,” Jalen said through a yawn. “They are progressing, but I want them to progress faster. I imagine you should be able to help me with that.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “I owe Vermil nothing. We had a business relationship and nothing more.”

Jalen tilted his head to the side. Then he waved his hand around. “Does Otto know about what you’re doing here? All this research? Something tells me he doesn’t, or you wouldn’t have those rudimentary Imbuements all over your walls. They’re too shit to be his, meaning you’re doing this on your own. Otto isn’t a fan of missing information.”

The woman hesitated. “I’m not hiding anything from him. I am simply verifying it.”

“Right,” Jalen drawled. “What is it that you go by nowadays? You change your name too often for me to bother remembering it—not that I’d have remembered it if you kept one.”

“Bird.”

“Well then, Bird, either you come help Vermil’s students or I will shamelessly blackmail you with Otto’s annoying ass. Good luck researching shit with him pestering you.”

Bird’s eye twitched. “What do you want me to do?”

“I haven’t figured that bit out yet,” Jalen admitted. “I’m sure you’ve got something you can offer them, though. Some runes, perhaps? The treasurer of the King family has access to quite a bit of power.”

“You want me to steal from Otto?” Bird demanded, taking a step back. “I won’t. That oversteps both of our boundaries. You’re the head of the Linwick family. Why don’t you⁠—”

“Don’t feel like it, and I don’t know them well enough to give good runes. I’m not saying to steal from Otto—his nose is too sharp for that,” Jalen said with a shake of his head. He blurred forward, prodding Bird in the forehead. “I’m saying to use your own privileges and access to get them something. I’m more than aware you’re capable of it. You’re young, but Otto hasn’t been shy about bragging about your abilities and role in the family. Granted, I did burn the majority of the letters he sent, but I’ve glanced at a few.”

Bird’s lips pressed thin. Then she sighed. “Fine, but only if you promise to keep this secret. I will not be blackmailed by the same thing twice. I need to fully research this style before I tell Otto about it.”

“Whatever you want,” Jalen said with a wave of his hand. “I really don’t care as long as I get what I want.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Bird said wearily. “Can you get out of my room now? You’re ruining my practice.”

I rather like this helper of Otto’s. Too bad she’s so loyal to him. She’s got balls, even if a big part of them is knowing I can’t mess with the Kings too much.

“Just one more thing,” Jalen said.

“What is it?”

“Put some damn clothes on before you find the students. Vermil is going to be pissed if he finds out I sent a nudist after them.”

Bird glanced down at herself, and her cheeks went bright red as she spun in search of clothes. “Shit! I forgot I was practicing. Why in the Damned Plains didn’t you say anything earlier?”

There was no response. By the time she found them and looked back, Jalen was gone. Bird pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers and let out a defeated sigh.


Chapter Ninety-Five



Noah and Violet came to a stop before a red brick building right at the edges of the slums. It wasn’t quite all the way into the nicer parts of Treadon—if such places even properly existed—but it wasn’t completely overrun by streetlords and starving demons either.

The building stood two stories tall, nestled in the shadow of a rickety tower. All but one of its windows were boarded over with large pieces of what looked to be hard leather tacked in place with metal spikes.

There was no sign to mark its purpose, and the door was crafted from a single piece of roughly carved stone. It looked like it should have been far too heavy to remain in place with just a few hinges, and, judging by how it had broken off at the top hinge and was leaning against the ground instead of properly suspended, it was.

“This is an apothecary,” Violet said. She cleared her throat. “I think. I’ve never gone here. Edda got really sick once when she ate something she shouldn’t have, but they wouldn’t let us in. I’ve seen people coming out of here with vials before.”

Right. So this is either a potion shop or a drug dealer. Actually, I suppose those are basically the same thing. If you can mix some fancy demon meth, I’m sure you can find a way to make me a Mind Meld Potion.

Noah put a hand on the door. It was about as mobile as it looked to be, which was to say it was a giant slab of stone that had absolutely no place anywhere near a doorway. That was mildly problematic.

He was nowhere near as physically strong as a demon even half his rank. There was no way for Noah to move huge things around without just straight-up destroying them, and blowing up the door of a merchant didn’t really seem like a great way to make a good first impression.

“Is something wrong?” Violet asked, chewing on her inner cheek. She glanced up at the door. “I swear an apothecary was in here. I haven’t been in the area a while, but it looks exactly the same as it did when I last came by.”

Noah let his tremorsense sweep across the ground. It instantly picked up on a form standing just a few feet to the side of the door. They weren’t moving beyond their breaths, but that was enough to outline a blobby shape about a foot taller than Noah.

His eyes narrowed. The figure was in a position where Noah wouldn’t have seen them until he stepped inside, which was generally not the location a shopkeeper would stand at if he wanted to meet a potential client.

That’s more like somebody preparing to ambush me. Tremorsense doesn’t give me enough detail as to specific shapes and forms when they aren’t moving more.

Noah activated his domain. There wasn’t going to be anyone able to feel it out in the boonies of Treadon anyway. His magical senses passed through the large openings at the bottom and side of the stone door, brushing through the front portion of the store.

It only took him an instant to get a considerably better feel of the demon on the other side of the door. They were holding a rough blade at their side. Even though Noah couldn’t see their face or make out any detail about their expression, he could practically feel the tension rolling off them.

Scared? Angry? Something in between? I don’t think anyone here should have any reason to be pissed at me yet unless we got unlucky enough to find the one apothecary that happened to be related to someone I’ve blown up.

I can’t just stand around here forever, though. Violet is going to get confused. Then again, I don’t know if I want to buy potions from someone trying to kill me. Leaving could work… but leaving without finding out more just feels lame.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Noah said with a shake of his head as he came to a conclusion. He nodded to the door and raised his voice slightly. “I’m just waiting for the good apothecary to open the door for us.”

Violet blinked. Then her cheeks colored. “Uh… Spider, sir, they don’t open the doors for you here. You have to do that yourself.”

“You might have before,” Noah said, tapping a foot on the ground impatiently. “But the kind apothecary lying in wait with a little toothpick in their hand is going to open this door for us so I don’t destroy it and his building along with it. Isn’t that right?”

The demon on the other side of the door froze. His head tilted down slightly as he looked at the weapon in his hand. It looked like he needed a little bit of extra motivation to get moving.

Noah sent a tiny ripple of energy from Natural Disaster out through his feet, making the ground beneath them shudder slightly. The demon hurriedly set the blade down and grabbed the door. Noah let his domain fade away as the door ground open to reveal a male, purple-skinned demon with mushroom-like growths running along his back.

The demon stared at Noah with wide, white eyes completely devoid of an iris. His dark tongue slipped out to wet his lips as he took a step back, holding his hands above his head to show he was unarmed.

“I-I didn’t know who it was,” the demon stammered. “I meant no offense.”

“He knows you?” Violet asked in shock.

“Not personally. I wouldn’t dare claim such a thing. But I’ve heard the runners going around today. It would be hard not to hear about what’s going on. There isn’t anyone connected to a streetlord in this half of the city that doesn’t know yet.” The apothecary’s eyes lowered to meet Noah’s. “You’re Spider.”

“Very good,” Noah said with a nod. “And I have it on good word that you may be able to help me. You are an apothecary?”

“I have been called such,” the demon said, swallowing and stumbling over his words in his haste to force them out. “I thought you were from the—uh, from another gang. I did not realize Spider himself would come to my door. If there’s anything I can do for you, consider it done. Free of charge, of course. A gift.”

Noah glanced over the apothecary’s shoulder at rows of shelves behind him stuffed chock full of ingredients. There weren’t any glass vials sitting around in plain sight, but it definitely looked like the type of store he was looking for.

“Have you heard of a Mind Meld Potion?” Noah asked.

The apothecary blinked. His eyes flicked to Violet before returning to Noah. “Of course. Is that what you seek?”

“It is. How many do you have?”

Coughing into a fist and pointedly averting his gaze, the demon backed a step into his shop. “Five, I believe. Would that be sufficient? I have not known any who could manage to use more than three in a row. Not to doubt your prowess, Master Spider. I⁠—”

“Just… give me the potions,” Noah said.

What is this guy on about?

The apothecary gave him a series of short bows as he continued backing up. He bumped into a counter at the back of the store and hurried around it, digging through his stores before locating a bone crate. He set it down on the counter with a grunt and pulled the top off to reveal 2 glass potions.

Each one was full of a sparkly pink liquid. Flowing swirls ran across the surface of the glass in an oddly artistic manner for what should have been a pretty mundane potion, and the caps of the potion were some form of bright pink gemstone.

That is not a Mind Meld Potion.

“What is that?” Noah asked, tilting his head to the side. “I asked for Mind Meld Potions.”

The apothecary paled. “I-I apologize. These are what you request. Their quality may not be to the standard that you are used to, but I assure you that they work perfectly. All sensations and effects are the absolute best that you’ll get in this area of Treadon.”

Sensations? What the hell do the demons use Mind Meld Potions for? Actually, I think I’ve got an idea—but come on, guys. These things have so much potential. Is that really the best you can do with them?

Noah grunted. There was no way to verify the apothecary’s words here, but he could ask some of the demons back in the camp. He flicked a gold coin onto the table and took the vials from the demon, piling them into his bag.

“Is there anything else—” the apothecary started, but Noah was already walking out of the store. Violet hurried after him.

They strode down the street in silence for a minute. Noah caught Violet sending glances at his bag and suppressed a sigh.

“That’s not what they’re for.”

Violet’s face paled. “Can you read⁠—”

“No. Your face was just really obvious. Just because everyone here is a degenerate doesn’t mean I am too. You’d do well to keep in mind that nothing is limited to a single purpose. Especially magic.”

Violet nodded hurriedly. She’d reacted too quickly to have actually considered his words, but with any luck, she’d think over them when she was a little less terrified.

Noah’s tremorsense prickled, and he looked up, making eye contact with a demon crouched at the top of a low roof near them. The demon froze in place as Noah made sure they knew he’d seen them, then slunk back and out of sight.

Definitely not the only one watching. We’ve got a fair amount of attention now. Probably shouldn’t talk about anything too important until we’re back at camp.

“How’d you get your name?” Noah asked to break the silence. “Not that it’s a poor one, but it’s a bit… different. Aylin, Edda, Torick. They’ve got a… style, I guess.”

A small smile pulled across Violet’s face as her mind drifted off in thought. “That’s because I gave them their names. Aylin gave me mine. It’s because my eyes turn violet when I’m really concentrated on something. It took him nearly a week to decide on it. I swear he watched me like a Sand Wyrg for an entire week. I was expecting some really in-depth and fancy name. He decided on Violet.”

“You don’t like it?”

“No, I love it. Our names were the only things we’ve had for a long time,” Violet said absently. She spoke casually, seeming to have lost some of her fear of Noah—or perhaps her fear receptors had just burned out. “It was just funny. After all that research, he chose what I would have chosen after about ten seconds of looking in a mirror.”

“If you ask me, ending with a simple answer after doing a lot of research shows understanding, not lack of effort,” Noah observed. “That speaks well for it. Violet is an excellent name.”

And that’s quite interesting. When I was in Aylin’s mind, he wanted to know about how a lot of things work. I wonder if he’s figured out what he feeds on yet. I should ask when we get back to camp.

Noah glanced down at Violet, whose smile had grown slightly at his words. There was an undeniable comradery between her and the other young demons. It was mildly surprising. He hadn’t expected to find anyone who cared so deeply for each other in the Damned Plains, but that went to show just how little everyone truly understood about demons.

I can’t shake the feeling that the key to figuring out Lee’s runes is determining how to help these kids as well. That’ll rely on making sure they grow strong and get the confidence and power to defend themselves.

Speaking of which… I wonder how Aylin is doing with Vrith. I hope she isn’t making things too difficult for him.


Chapter Ninety-Six



“So fear is the best way to stop a fight before it starts?” Aylin asked, his eyes fixed intently on Vrith. “That makes a lot of sense. It’s why you focus on attacking quickly and utilizing shadow-related runes. If your targets can’t see what’s attacking them, they’ll make things up and be more scared than they would be if they knew who they were up against—ah! That’s the feeling you eat, isn’t it? Fear?”

Vrith groaned from where she sat slumped against the throne beside him, her head cradled in her hands. “Please stop. You are literally sucking me dry. How is your damn mental force so powerful? Didn’t Spider literally just make you a Rank 3? You shouldn’t be able to take energy from me like this!”

“Sorry,” Aylin said with a wince. He’d asked his last question about thirty-five seconds ago, but this one had just slipped out before he’d managed to stop it. The more he spoke to Vrith, the more he wanted to know.

He wanted to know how she worked. How she fought—how she thought. And not just about her. He wanted to know everything. Every scrap of information just felt like it added to the growing avalanche of desire.

The world had been so small before. So constrained. But in just a few minutes, Vrith had taken those boundaries and ripped them free to show the horizon beyond. Unfortunately for her, Aylin had taken more than a few mistaken nibbles out of her soul in the process.

In his defense, he hadn’t meant to. It just happened. Not every question drew energy, but the more excited and invested he got, the harder it was to avoid draining Vrith even further.

“Do you want something to eat?” Aylin offered meekly. He didn’t need someone to tell him that constantly snacking on someone else’s energy was not considered polite by any stretch of the imagination.

She was a lot more patient than he’d expected, though the threat of Spider hanging over both of their heads had definitely helped stay her hand.

Vrith let out a garbled groan. “Please. I’m too tired to stand at this point. Someone needs to teach you how to speak to others without sucking down all their energy by peppering them with stupid questions.”

“Maybe you could⁠—”

“If you ask me one more thing, I might keel over and die,” Vrith said. “That was not an exaggeration. Please. I am quite literally begging you. Don’t ask me anything. Just get food. I can’t consume energy from you, so we have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

Aylin sheepishly hopped off the chair and hurried out of the tent. His new gang—they didn’t have a name yet, but he’d get to that soon enough if Spider hadn’t chosen one already—had already distributed a fair amount of it.

Fortunately, they’d kept more than enough for everyone here, pushing it all into a few different storage tents. Aylin approached the closest one, exchanging a nod with the demon on guard before stepping inside.

It was a strange feeling to walk into a tent and find it completely stuffed to the brim with meats, cheeses, and bread. There was enough to feed him, Violet, Torick, and Edda for months. Maybe more, if they ate carefully.

Aylin shook his head. He scooped up a large loaf of bread and a palm-sized wheel of cheese. That already felt like too much. But after a second of hesitation, he grabbed a long strip of jerky as well before striding back out and to the leader’s tent.

“I got some food,” Aylin said once he’d returned to Vrith’s side. He crouched beside her. Vrith opened her mouth.

She actually wants me to feed her? A bit weird, but sure. I suppose it’s kind of my fault she’s this exhausted.

“Wh—” Vrith started, only to get a loaf of bread stuffed into her mouth. She let out a muffled grunt of surprise, but no demon’s instincts would ever let them waste energy, especially when they were as worn out as Vrith was. She bit down, chewing wearily before swallowing.

A tiny amount of energy visibly returned to her body as her posture straightened slightly and her lips parted once more, only for Aylin to stick the bread straight back in. They stared at each other for a second.

Then Vrith’s shoulders slumped.

That’s odd. She should be getting more energy from eating, but she somehow looks even more tired. That doesn’t make sense.

Aylin nearly asked her what was going on before he caught himself. That would be asking another question. He wasn’t very confident he’d be able to avoid accidentally stealing more energy from her in the process.

Thus, the only option left to him was to continue feeding Vrith. Her eyes bored into his, but she let him feed her the rest of the bread without saying anything. Aylin broke a piece of cheese off as soon as the bread was finished.

Vrith’s eyes flicked to it as she finished chewing the bread. One of them twitched. Then she let out a sigh and opened her mouth, letting Aylin put the piece in. They made it all the way through the rest of the cheese and half the jerky before the tent flaps parted behind them.

The streets whispered to Aylin’s ears.

He glanced over his shoulder, his hand halfway to Vrith’s mouth with a piece of jerky between his fingers, as Robon stepped into the tent. The large demon froze in place. Vrith muttered a curse under her breath as her cheeks brightened, only to get another piece of jerky stuffed between her lips while she wasn’t watching.

Robon nearly choked on his own saliva. He coughed into his remaining fist and quickly averted his gaze. “Forgive me, Streetlord. I didn’t realize you were busy.”

“I’m not,” Aylin said. “Vrith just asked me to feed her because I ripped a bit too much energy out of her by accident.”

The back of Vrith’s head made an audible thunk as she smacked it against the side of the chair. Aylin fed her another piece of jerky. She hadn’t spoken yet, so she clearly still needed to recover more energy.

“I… see,” Robon said, sounding like he didn’t see at all. A small tremor of fear ran through his voice. That was the response that any rational demon would have had at seeing the former urchin turned streetlord stuffing food into the mouth of one of the most dangerous demons in the area without so much as a flicker of worry. “I have reports with regard to Spider’s orders. Is now a good time?”

“For anything to do with Spider? It always is,” Aylin said. “What happened?”

“Three gangs have responded so far. One has completely surrendered and will be reporting to our camp tomorrow. The second said that they want to see Spider themselves before they give in, and the third wanted to speak with you directly. They’re sending a representative.”

“Who? How strong?” Aylin asked.

“Rekeba, the second of the Silent Silvertooth,” Robon said through a grimace. “She’s a Rank 3, and there are rumors their streetlord is actually halfway through Rank 3. They’re a powerful gang. I’m not sure if it’s lucky or not that they’ve responded to Spider’s threat so quickly.”

“Is she coming alone?”

“Unlikely. Representatives usually come with protection if they aren’t coming to issue a direct challenge. I’d expect three or four others with her.”

The back of Aylin’s neck prickled, and his arms tensed.

I have to deal with another one so quickly after Vrith? I don’t suppose I’ve gotten lucky enough for Lee to handle everything for me this time. Although… this isn’t the same. I’ve got Vrith on my side now. I can—I have to—handle this.

“Thank you for letting me know. How long until they arrive?”

“An hour, I suspect.”

Aylin nodded and rose to his feet. “I’ll get ready. Make sure the camp is prepared to greet them. Politely, that is.”

Robon inclined his head and hurriedly left the tent. Aylin glanced down at Vrith. She still hadn’t said anything. That was worrying.

How much energy do Rank 3 demons need if all that food didn’t fix her? And more importantly, how much energy did I take?

“Can I open my mouth now?” Vrith asked warily. “Or are you going to stick more food into it?”

Aylin blinked. “What? You asked me to feed you.”

“I told you to bring me food,” Vrith said, running a hand along the back of her scalp and letting out a long, suffering sigh. Then she paused for a second. “Though I can’t deny it was nice getting fed. Vroth had a servant feed him once or twice. I never had the chance. It makes you feel… important.”

“How long have you had enough energy to do things normally?” Aylin asked, narrowing his eyes. “Were you just letting me feed you that whole time?”

“In my defense, you didn’t give me much choice.” Vrith snickered at the expression on his face.

Aylin paused as a thought struck him. “Does that mean I can keep asking you a bunch of questions if I get you more food?”

“Are you checking if you can bribe me into getting drained repeatedly in exchange for getting fed?” Vrith’s smirk fell away.

“Yes, I think that would be accurate.”

“I could just have a different subordinate do it,” Vrith pointed out. “I refuse to believe that Spider’s plans for bringing my gang under you included turning me into a magical battery.”

“You probably could, but I’m pretty sure you got embarrassed when Robon saw us,” Aylin pointed out. “And I’m the one that controls the food supplies.”

Vrith stared at him. “You’re threatening to limit my food?”

“No, that would be awful. I’m offering more of it,” Aylin corrected. “We definitely have enough; Golon was hoarding it. I don’t need nearly as much as he did, so it’s my prerogative to decide how it’s used, as long as everyone in the gang gets some. I can choose to give you extra.”

That made her hesitate. Vrith lifted a finger, then let it lower as she chewed her lower lip. “I cannot believe I am considering this. If Vroth was alive, he’d strangle me on the spot for being so stupid.”

“He didn’t sound like a very good brother from what little you’ve told me of him,” Aylin said, scratching the back of his neck. “It didn’t seem like he ever considered what you wanted. You were just his servant, not his equal.”

“You have a vested interest in getting me to say yes.” Vrith paused for a moment and glanced at the entrance of the tent, looking over Aylin’s head. “Don’t you feel embarrassment at all? You’re a streetlord. Feeding someone is beneath you.”

“Why? I fed my siblings all the time, and they did the same for me. It’s just a way to show you care,” Aylin said with a frown. “We didn’t constantly do it, but it’s not like we had all that much food in the first place.”

They fell silent for a few seconds. Then Vrith’s cheeks colored. “Fine. Deal—but within reason. I’m not giving you literally all of my energy. You need to learn how to ask questions you’re interested in without draining people of every scrap of energy they’ve got.”

“So you’ll keep teaching me?”

“Yes,” Vrith said through a sigh.

“Great.” Aylin grinned. “In that case, we should start with anything you know about Rekeba and the Silent Silvertooth. I think I’ve got an idea as to how to deal with them, but I need to know a lot more before it has a chance of working.”

“Oh?” Vrith tilted her head to the side. “An idea? Already?”

“It’s based on what I’ve seen Spider and his group do. I’m not nearly as strong as they are, but with your help… it could work.” Aylin threw a glance over his shoulder, but his ears and tongue already told him everything he needed to know. The tent was empty, and nobody was there to overhear them. His eyes narrowed, and his features darkened.

“I’m going to break her, but I’ll need your help to do it.”


Chapter Ninety-Seven



Aylin sat alone on the ground in the center of the market square, Golon’s chair empty behind him. He’d moved it from the large tent and set it up in wait for Rekeba. Vrith was nowhere to be seen, but he could vaguely taste the remnants of her passing in the air. She was hidden in the shadows near a tent somewhere near him.

He braced his hands against his knees and focused on keeping his expression as neutral as possible. All the demons in the camp had already been instructed to remain in their tents unless something changed—that obviously didn’t go for Spider, but Spider did what he wanted.

The masked demon had doubtlessly either overheard or figured out his plan already. He hadn’t made any moves to stop Aylin, so that was probably a good sign. It meant Spider supported it.

That, or he just didn’t care.

As Aylin waited, he went back over the last few things he’d discussed with Vrith. She’d known a lot about Rekeba and her gang, the Silent Silvertooth—too much to pass along in just a few minutes.

They’d had to focus on the core elements. Rekeba was apparently something of a unique demon. Vrith had reluctantly admitted that she was beyond beautiful and equal parts strong, fast, and arrogant. She’d earned the right to look down on others through more feats than Vrith had cared to list, but it boiled down to her being a proud demon with little inclination to surrender.

According to Vrith, confrontations between streetlords had a few hard rules that had to be observed if he was to avoid pissing off every single streetlord in the city.

	There are two stages to a meeting like this. Because she announced her arrival and I haven’t made it clear she isn’t welcome, we’re locked into a talking stage first where neither of us can attack without cause before our conversation is complete or an hour passes. Rekeba is a second, which gives her the same negotiating rights as a streetlord, so I’ve got to play by the rules. 


	Any promises I make during the meeting stage are binding. If I say something and can’t follow up on it, she is within her rights to attack me. 


	Threats are all on the table. So are bluffs. Anything works until it gets called out. So even though random fights aren’t allowed during the meeting, I can follow through on a threat. The second stage of this meeting is just an all-out fight at the end of the hour if we can’t come to an agreement—I don’t want to let it come to that. 


	Every streetlord is going to be watching this to see how I perform. On the one hand, I’m a new streetlord with no reputation or feats. Nobody expects much from me. On the other hand, I’m representing Spider, so showing any weakness is an insult to him. 






If he could have just had Vrith kill Rekeba, it would have made things a whole lot easier for him—and in the process, it would have shown he was too weak to stand on his own. The other streetlords would keep sending people to bother him for the rest of his life. He’d never get a chance to breathe.

There was no doubt that the meeting was stacked against him. Rekeba was an experienced second, and her gang wasn’t powerful for no reason. Even if she wasn’t the streetlord, she’d had more than enough practice dealing with people a lot more talented than him.

Rekeba was likely counting on him being uncertain and unsteady in his position to keep him off balance through the whole meeting.

Vrith was pretty certain she’d do her best to humiliate me and crush my resolve through the whole meeting. I got the feeling she and Rekeba have some sort of history. That doesn’t change anything.

Rekeba’s experience does mean I definitely can’t play safe, but that works with my plan. I just wish she’d show up faster. There are so many other things I want to do. I just hope⁠—

Aylin’s ears twitched. Rekeba was coming. It was so silent that he could easily hear four sets of footsteps approaching the market square even at a distance. He settled his nerves and plastered an uninterested look over his features as he waited for them to approach.

Just a few seconds later, four demons stepped out from the main street. Three of them strongly resembled Golon. They had red skin, huge, bulky muscles, and scrunched-up faces that made it look like they’d been dropped on their heads a few dozen times as children.

The demon at their front was, without a doubt, Rekeba. Even though Vrith had given Aylin a description of her appearance during their quick conversation, he still hadn’t been properly prepared.

Aylin had seen beautiful before. Edda’s content face when she fell asleep with a full belly was beautiful. Violet’s smug grin when she’d returned home with a few extra scraps of food was beautiful. Vrith was beautiful—but Rekeba was otherworldly.

Her hair shimmered like a river of gold, framing faint pink skin. She had wide, inquisitive eyes and perfect lips curled up in the faintest hint of a smirk. Rekeba’s form seemed to have been sculpted specifically to draw the eye to all the places it wasn’t meant to look—and every strutting step she took made it absolutely clear she knew it.

Aylin hated her on the spot. No matter how much he wanted to pull his eyes away, he couldn’t. It was like a compulsion. The demon had an aura around her that made him want to leap to his feet and do whatever she ordered him to. His skin prickled. The more he thought about her, the more he felt his energy pulled away from him.

He clenched his fists, digging a small claw into the bed of his palm. Blood pumped in his body as his chest heated. He focused his thoughts on anything else—Violet, Vrith, Torick tripping over himself, Edda choking on a mouthful of fruit. His eyes narrowed, and he forced the unnatural influence from his mind, locking eyes with Rekeba as she approached and making absolutely no move to rise.

She and her three guards stopped several feet away from him.

For a second, there was only silence.

“Rekeba,” Aylin said in a flat tone.

“Where’s your streetlord, boy?” Rebeka asked, her words dripping with a honied tone.

You know damn well that I’m the streetlord.

“Right in front of you,” Aylin replied. “Sit down.”

Rekeba arched an eyebrow and tilted her head to the side as her lips curled up in amusement. “You seem to have forgotten my chair behind you—unless you were planning to offer your back?”

Aylin ignored her taunt and gestured to the floor before him. “That chair is for Spider, should he choose to take it. Nobody else is worthy to sit in his presence—thus, the ground will suffice. Sit.”

He tasted a flicker of irritation in the air and fought to repress a smile. Rekeba wasn’t pleased with his response. She’d definitely been expecting more of a reaction. Given what most streetlords were like, she was probably used to it.

“And if I refuse? I could just stand right here,” Rekeba drawled. “Above you, as is my proper place.”

“If your group stands, I will shorten you—starting with one of your guards.”

Rekeba lifted a hand to cover her mouth as a burst of laughter slipped from her lips. “Threats? Already? I already know how strong you are, boy. You were trembling in your scrappy sandals when you met that mangy cat. I’m stronger than she is, and unlike her, I didn’t come to beg at your feet.”

Aylin didn’t respond. He just waited. Vrith knew the timing on these things a whole lot better than he did, and he wasn’t sure exactly how long they had to hold back before⁠—

His ears twitched. There was a crunch, followed by a flicker of motion and a splash of darkness near the shadows at the edge of the square. Aylin tasted blood in the air. The large demon to Rekeba’s right let out a scream of pain and fell to the ground, blood pouring down the back of his legs. His hamstrings had both been severed.

Aylin didn’t have to turn to hear Vrith come to a stop behind him. The taste of blood grew stronger. He kept his eyes locked with Rekeba’s, not letting so much as a flicker of emotion pass over his features.

“Bitch,” Rekeba snarled. Anger and surprise mixed in her taste. She was genuinely surprised. “Found a new master so quickly? Surrendering is one thing, but throwing your lot in with him? Pathetic.”

Vrith didn’t respond. Rekeba’s jaw clenched, and she dropped down, sitting cross-legged across from Aylin. The remaining guards did the same, while the injured one squeezed his mouth shut and muffled his groans of pain.

That’s one point to us.

“You can only get so far using someone else’s power—though I wouldn’t expect a puppet streetlord to know that,” Rekeba said. She didn’t even look in the direction of her injured guard.

Aylin almost winced. She had a point.

And one point to her, then.

“Spider’s decisions are his own. If you value your life, I suggest against questioning them. You’re here to figure out the legitimacy of his claims as well as my own ability, correct?”

Rekeba’s lips curled up. She was back in her territory. “Yes, precisely. Not exactly the most difficult conclusion to come to, boy.”

“You didn’t have the most difficult of motives to discern. If you want to test me, then I propose a game.”

“Not the first time a demon has asked that, but I’m a good sport.” Rekeba leaned forward and pulled her lips back in a sultry smile. “What game, boy? What do you think you want to challenge me in?”

“Questions,” Aylin replied promptly. “You may ask me anything you wish about this camp. I have ten seconds to answer with complete honesty. I will then do the same to you, but only in relation to yourself and the demons present here rather than your entire camp. If either of us refuses to answer a question or lies, they admit the other is their better. The same rules also go for asking questions so that neither of us can stall the meeting out until the hour ends.”

Rekeba hesitated for a second as she thought over his offer. She might have been strong, but she wasn’t stupid. This clearly wasn’t a game of power. “You’ve stacked things against yourself. Hoping to bait me in?”

Aylin shrugged. “I felt you needed the handicap, and I don’t truly care about you or your camp. Some random demon and their gang are irrelevant in the grand scheme of Spider’s plans.”

Rekeba’s eyes narrowed. “Is ‘I don’t know’ a valid answer?”

Nice catch.

“So long as it’s true. Lying is against the rules of the game.”

“And how would you know? You have no way to validate my claims.”

Aylin smiled and shrugged. “I suppose we will have to go by the honor system. As agreed, lying would be admitting that I am your better. I will not lie. I swear my life on it. If I speak a single lie, I’ll become your servant and do whatever you want me to for the rest of my life. So, unless you’re so pathetic that you fear speaking honestly to a mere boy simply asking questions about you, I expect you to do the same.”

“I trust you don’t expect me to agree to the same terms.”

“Those are mine alone. Just the first ones.”

“You could make things easier for yourself by lying off the start. I won’t hurt you too much that way—though too much may be relative.” She let out a ringing laugh, then bared her teeth again. It was all a show. She was just buying time to think, but Aylin was all too aware of how tempting the bait he’d set was. Any chance to get information on the elusive Spider—especially when the odds were leaned so heavily in her favor—was too difficult to pass up. Sure enough, Rekeba came to her decision just a few moments later. “Very well. I accept your terms.”

Aylin smiled. “You can start.”

“Who is Spider?” Rekeba asked without an instant of hesitation.

“The strongest demon I’ve ever met. I don’t know his identity because he keeps his face covered, but I suspect he could kill either of us with little more than a thought,” Aylin said.

Rekeba pursed her lips in displeasure. She’d probably heard much of the same from her scouts. He’d still technically answered the question, though.

“Fine. Your turn.”

“Tell me about what you consume to grow stronger.”

A flicker of confusion passed over Rekeba’s features before she snickered. “You’re not the smartest, are you? It’s lust. I drink in all the energy idiots waste staring and drooling in my direction.”

Aylin drank from the truth in her words. As obvious as it may have been, there was importance to the revelation. Revealing the concept a demon fed on was the same as baring a demon’s core personality—and there was power in such truth.

There wasn’t much for a relatively small revelation, but she was still a Rank 3 demon. A flicker of unease passed over Rekeba’s features, but she shook her head. She kept her mask of emotions raised and looked over Aylin’s shoulder.

“How about Vrith? Did you make her scrape at your boots? Beg for her life? Tell me everything you did to her.”

Hoping to humiliate Vrith instead of me? They definitely do have some history.

“After we left the street, we went back to Golon’s tent and talked for a while. Then I fed her some food. That was about it,” Aylin said.

Rekeba’s cocky expression twitched. “What? That’s it? You’re lying.”

“That’s two questions, but I’ll give you an answer anyway. I am not lying. Vrith is blushing. That should be proof enough.”

Rekeba glanced back to Vrith, then snorted. “Prude. Of course you ended up giving into the biggest pansy of a streetlord in history. Ask your question, boy.”

“What do you desire most in this world?”

“Are you trying to court me or something?” Rekeba asked with a tittering laugh. “There’s no gift you could give that I truly desire. I want power. The adoring gazes of everyone in the Damned Plains—no, more. Everyone in every plane. I want them all focused on me and me alone. I want to drink all of that delicious energy for as long as I live. I⁠—”

Rekeba faltered as Aylin drank energy from her words. She was actually easier to drink from than Vrith, though that might have been because of how honest and upfront she was being. Everyone loved talking about their passions, after all. Rekeba hesitated for a second, then opened her mouth once more. Then she narrowed her eyes. “That’s all. I don’t have anything else to add. Is your question done? I want to ask my next one.”

“Go for it.”

“What do you consume?” Rekeba asked immediately.

“Ah. You should have asked that earlier. Knowledge.”

Rekeba’s face paled, and she shot to her feet. “You cheater! I⁠—”

“Sit down. Unless you’ve surrendered and admit my superiority, the game is still on-going,” Aylin snapped. Rekeba froze. Her jaw ground, and she forced herself to sit back down after a second. They locked eyes with each other, and Aylin smiled. “I believe it’s my turn to ask a question. I’m glad we’ve got an hour to keep playing, Rekeba. I want to know everything about you. Every. Last. Thing.”


Chapter Ninety-Eight



An hour wasn’t a long time in the grand scheme of things. It was just a little longer than the time it took to stretch a meal and make it feel like there was more food than there actually was. It was how long it took to fall asleep on the days where a few too many things had happened. It was a blip in a day, which was nothing more than a blink in a lifetime.

To everyone else in the city of Treadon, most of a mere hour passed by like any other. But time was funny like that.

To Aylin, it was a feast.

To Rekeba, it was agony.

It hadn’t taken her long to realize that the game was rigged. She’d known it from the start. Nobody offered a game with immense odds against themselves unless they had a card hidden up their sleeves.

That card should have been Vrith. All Rekeba’s information had told her that the annoying woman had literally fallen at the puppet streetlord’s feet to beg for her life. Any idiot would have used the coward as a way to try and sway the scales in their favor.

When Rekeba had arrived at the camp, it had been painfully obvious. Lust and hatred weren’t all that different of emotions, and she’d felt the disgust pouring off Vrith in the shadows as she approached Aylin.

Rekeba had been so confident. She’d been so certain that Vrith was his card, and the game was already over. The original plan had been to toy with the idiot streetlord for a while before grinding him under her heel until the point where no self-respecting demon would ever follow him again.

That had been the plan—but the offer had been too sweet. The boy didn’t matter, but Spider did. He had yet to show himself to her scouts. Any information she could glean about his powers would be invaluable. The opportunity to ask anything she wanted about him and his abilities had sunk its claws into her and held tight.

But now, as Rekeba lay flat on the ground, arms trembling desperately to push herself back upright, breath coming in ragged gasps, and her body wrung dry of energy like nothing more than a piece of laundry, it was painfully apparent that she’d misread the card entirely.

The grin on the boy’s face before her wasn’t that of an innocent, besotted child. It was the rictus smile of a streetlord. His lips were parted, but not in happiness. It was in hunger. He wasn’t looking at her like an opponent.

I’m just a piece of meat to him.

Rekeba’s heart slammed in her ears. She’d long since given up the idea of trying to win the fight. As soon as she’d realized she was up against a knowledge demon, it had become apparent just how badly she’d misplayed.

Entering a contract to exchange questions with one of his kind was akin to slathering her entire body with honey before dancing naked into the den of a Dire Bear, slapping it on the rear to wake it from its slumber, and shoving herself down its throat.

No, Rekeba had absolutely no delusions of winning any longer. Her only goal was survival.

“Is something wrong, Rekeba?” Vrith’s voice was so smug that it made Rekeba’s stomach twist in fury. “It kind of looks like you’ve prostrated yourself to me—but not even I got off my knees and lay completely on the ground.”

Rekeba’s teeth ground. She’d just asked a question, but she couldn’t remember what it was. Aylin answered it. She didn’t bother listening. Every scrap of her attention was on clinging onto the last vestige of power she still had.

Something about Aylin was deeply, deeply wrong. He ripped power from her with ease that should have been impossible for him. It was as if she were up against someone an entire rank above her.

“I like that question. Would you like to surrender completely to me and Spider?” Aylin asked, tilting his head to the side. “That is the surrender position, right?”

“I don’t know,” Rekeba ground out. Her voice was raspy and weak. It sounded bitter and pathetic to her ears.

I don’t know.

Those three words should have been her way out of the game. She’d been confident that they were the loophole that Aylin had planted for himself so he could avoid giving away information that was too important.

She couldn’t have been more wrong. As it turned out, not knowing something was still part of the feeling that knowledge demons could feast on. None of the actual words she said mattered.

Aylin wasn’t eating the words. He was eating the understanding. Rekeba had tried lying. She’d tried speaking in half-truths and in mysticisms. Nothing worked. Everything new that he learned made him stronger.

Rekeba’s fingers dug into the ground as her arms trembled in a mixture of humiliation and fury. The only winning move against a knowledge demon was not to speak. They weren’t demons meant for combat. Not in their younger years, at least.

But Aylin had accounted for that. If she failed to answer within ten seconds, it was the end for her. If she answered, it was the end. If she fled the scene, it was the end. Every single one spelled defeat.

Rekeba refused to accept it. She was his better in every single way. There was no possible way for her to have lost this badly. Returning to Rakkor with her tail between her legs and head bowed in defeat was an inconceivable notion.

For years, she had been envied. She had been loved. She had been feared. She had clawed her way through the ranks of the Silent Silvertooth just so she could get to this point. So close to her true goals. So close to what had been promised to her.

It can’t end here. I refuse to let a child defeat me in a trap. I have crushed men ten times greater than him beneath my heel and had them come back, begging for me to do it again. I am Rekeba of the Silent Silvertooth.

I deserve victory. I am owed it!

Rekeba’s hands trembled. She desperately pulled on her power and tried to gather anything she had left. Her guards stood around her, exchanging glances. None of them spoke. They didn’t need to.

She could tell what they were thinking. The doubt was clear in their eyes. More than doubt. There was derision. They watched her humiliation and found it amusing. Fury bit into Rekeba’s chest.

There were rules against attacking Aylin. She couldn’t make a move against him—not yet. Not without admitting defeat. Vrith, unfortunately, was the same. The vile woman was safe from her.

But my own men…

Rekeba’s lips pulled back in a cruel smirk. The way out of this had shown itself to her.

If they want to laugh, then they can join me on the ground.

She drew on her runes, ripping what little energy still remained within them and unleashing it. Her eyes erupted with energy as power poured through her body and snagged onto the buried thoughts of the men around her.

She latched onto the lust that drifted through their minds when they looked at her and drank from it greedily. The demons stiffened in surprise and pain, but they couldn’t let out cries of either pain or pleasure.

They’d been around her for years. Days upon weeks upon months of carnal desire had built within them. It had formed an ironclad connection to her. None of them had ever even considered quelling their vile thoughts. Perhaps they had thought they were safe.

Perhaps they’d thought they had a chance.

A laugh slipped from Rekeba’s lips. Her men collapsed by her side, gasping weakly for air and energy, but they weren’t strong enough to resist. Rekeba drank everything they had. Their skin dried, and their gasps silenced as she pushed herself upright.

Power coursed through her body like a raging ocean. It filled her chest and raced through her limbs. She ran her tongue across her lips and let out a shuddering breath. The entire process had only taken seconds. There was still time for her question.

She rose to her feet, giving up on sitting, and her eyes lifted to meet Aylin’s once more—but what she found gave her pause. His expression was unchanged. Interest mixed with flat confidence. There wasn’t a flicker of fear or concern.

There wasn’t a scrap of feeling she could feast on.

Impossible. I just released my full strength. It wasn’t directed at him, but he doesn’t think anything lustful of me at all. How?

There was no time to consider it. She had to ask her question before the time ran out, or everything would be for naught. Her jaw tightened in irritation. She didn’t care to admit how infuriating it was to see that expression on the face of someone her inferior. It was one meant for an interesting insect under a rock—not the most beautiful woman Aylin should have ever seen.

I refuse to let myself get put off guard by this brat. I need to take the offense.

“Where is Spider?” Rekeba asked. Spider was the only demon that mattered, and it was clear Aylin idolized him. That was a weakness she could exploit. “I would love to get intimately acquainted with him.”

“I don’t think someone like you would bear even the slightest amount of interest to Spider,” Aylin said dispassionately. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “But the last time I saw him, he was in that tent over there.”

What? He’s here? Just… sitting around? Watching? Is this all a joke to him?

Rekeba felt her confidence giving. She clenched her fists and squared herself, trying to draw Aylin’s attention to anything other than her face. It failed. His eyes were like twin pools of ice, boring into the back of her skull incessantly.

“My turn,” Aylin said softly. “Are you scared?”

“I—What?” Rekeba asked, caught off guard once again. Her fingers twitched. “No. Of you? How could I possibly be scared of you?”

“That’s not an answer,” Aylin said in the same, quiet tone. Rekeba braced herself, preparing to resist him as he stole her power, but nothing happened. Aylin just sat there. “But at the same time, it is. Your turn.”

The proper move was to ask about Spider. To seek a weakness—but she’d already asked Aylin about that, and his answer had been that he’d never seen anything that could so much as hurt Spider, much less kill him.

She didn’t believe that for a second. Nobody was immortal. The problem was that Aylin had played her yet again. The stupid boy barely knew anything about Spider. Half of his own answers about Spider had been admitting he didn’t know. There was nothing she could learn about him, so the only thing that left her was finding a weakness in the streetlord before her.

“You asked if I was scared,” Rekeba said, stepping closer to Aylin and leaning down so they were face-to-face and only a few inches apart. “But you didn’t say how you feel. What do you feel when you look upon me?”

By his own rules, he can’t lie. He’ll have to choose between dropping the barrier and admitting the truth or breaking his own rules.

“At first, I was awestruck,” Aylin admitted. Rekeba smiled, but he wasn’t done. Aylin braced his hands against his knees and shook his head, blowing out a breath. “I can honestly say you were the most attractive demon I’ve ever seen. I didn’t think it was possible that anyone could look like that.”

Rekeba’s smile faltered. Something was wrong. Despite Aylin’s words, she felt nothing from him. There was no lust. No hunger in his eyes.

“But then I learned,” Aylin continued. He pushed himself upright and brushed his knees off, rising to stand before Rekeba. “You see, I don’t think there’s anything left about you to learn. You’ve already revealed everything… and nothing kept my attention. You don’t interest me anymore.”

Ice prickled at the back of Rekeba’s neck and twisted down her arms to grip at her chest. He was telling the truth. Aylin was no saint. There was lust in him—she could tell it was present—but not a single scrap of it was directed toward her.

Rekeba couldn’t help herself. She took a step back. Her eyes darted around the market square. The only other demon there was Vrith.

Her guards all lay dead at her feet, completely drained of life and energy alike. There was nobody to help.

“We can stop playing the game now,” Aylin said quietly. “Feel free to ask me another question if you want.”

Vrith smiled beside him. She flexed her fingers, and claws pressed out of their tips, glistening in the setting light.

Rekeba’s words couldn’t make their way out of her throat. They lodged there like a rock, barely even letting her breathe. She took another step back. Aylin’s gaze followed her. Watching. Waiting.

I was set up. I can’t win this after losing so much energy. Aylin was supposed to be some trembling child, not a competent Rank 3. A couple Rank 2 demons isn’t nearly enough to let me fight him and Vrith at the same time.

Justifications flew through her head, but they weren’t enough to cloak the truth that she was all too aware of. For a second longer, she stood frozen in place.

“The hour’s just about up, I think,” Aylin said.

If she stayed a second longer, there was no doubt about it. She would die.

The options were death or humiliation. Only one of those had potential for a future.

Rekeba broke.

She spun, sprinting for the street as fast as her feet could take her. Her blood pounded in her ears as she ran. Vrith was easily as fast as her. The demon could have been in any of the shadows—but she wasn’t.

Nothing accompanied her retreat. Rekeba glanced over her shoulder to see Vrith and Aylin standing side by side, watching her retreat impassively. They didn’t even view her as a threat worth chasing.

Rekeba’s chest clenched. Most demons would have sworn revenge on the spot. They would have shouted their fury to all that could hear, swearing that they would return to tear down their foes once they grew stronger.

She found herself unable to utter any such promises. Words like that required a spark of anger or a shred of resolve. Rekeba had none left. When she looked back at Aylin, the only demon she’d ever met devoid of even the slightest hint of attraction to her, the only thing she felt was fear.


Chapter Ninety-Nine



Aylin waited until the sound of Rekeba’s panicked footsteps faded down the street before turning and walking back to his tent. Vrith followed at his side. Neither of them said anything. There were scouts from other gangs watching from the rooftops, and any conversation would have done nothing but give away information.

Shoe scuffed on stone as they departed as quietly as they could—but not nearly quietly enough to escape Aylin’s ears. They all had to hurry back to their gangs and report on what had happened.

Something told Aylin he probably wasn’t going to get challenged again. Not in the same way, at least. He highly doubted the other streetlords would be willing to let a single victory give him and Spider rule over them. That would be a problem for later. For today, his work was done.

He woodenly pushed the tent flap out of the way and held it open for Vrith. Once she’d entered, he trudged over to the center of the empty tent. It struck him that they’d forgotten the chair outside, but he couldn’t be bothered to get it.

Aylin flopped down onto his back and stared up at the ceiling of the tent. Vrith squatted beside him. “Ready?”

“Yeah.”

Vrith placed her hands on the sides of his neck, just above his collarbone. A tremor ran down his body as Vrith released him from the connection they’d formed just before heading out to meet Rekeba. The breath caught in Aylin’s chest, and his heart bucked in his chest.

He ground his teeth as fear slammed into him in a wave. Aylin jerked upright, nearly slamming his forehead into Vrith’s nose, but she yanked back just in time. A chill raced down his back, and the beds of his fingers prickled as his heart thumped furiously.

Aylin inhaled deeply through his nose, pressing his palms to his lap as blood coursed through his ears. The sensation was sudden and violent, but it passed in just seconds. He blew his caught breath out with his mouth and shook his head.

“That was more intense than I was expecting.”

“Do you have any idea how difficult it is to consume the emotions of another demon, much less one of your own rank?” Vrith asked irritably. “I ate all the fear I could from you. I wouldn’t have been able to take much more than the dregs if we hadn’t had such a strong connection. If I could have eaten more, I would.”

“I’m not complaining,” Aylin said, raising his hands with a small laugh. “It worked. It’s a bit odd not knowing how scared I was when I was facing her, though. Was there a lot of fear?”

Vrith shook her head. “Surprisingly, no. I was expecting you to wet your pants, but the amount of fear was barely enough to give me a good meal—especially as time went on. The only reason it hit you so hard at the end was because a connection like that leaves some pent-up emotion rolling around when it snaps. You basically got a few minutes of concentrated fear in a second or two.”

“Weird,” Aylin said with a grimace. “And you like that?”

“I don’t like being scared. I like when people are scared of me. You have to know what I’m talking about. The only emotion of yours I was eating was fear. Didn’t you feel a thrill when Rekeba looked at you in the end?” Vrith shuddered, and a grin snaked across her lips. “Gods, what I would have done to have that directed at me instead. I hate her. Her fear would be the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted; I just know it.”

She’s really into this. In a way, it’s a little endearing, but I can’t help but feel a splash creeped out. I’m glad I didn’t get her emotion. Still, if we’re going to be working together a lot in the future, it’s good to know more about Vrith.

His mind subconsciously brushed across hers at the new understanding. Energy trickled into Aylin. Vrith flinched. She glared at him, and his cheeks heated. “Sorry. You got so into it that I couldn’t help it.”

“Stop taking bites out of me, you little shit,” Vrith said. She crossed her arms. “And especially by accident. I could almost tolerate it if you were just flaunting your power, but do you have any idea how embarrassing it is when someone accidentally steals your hard-earned power? It’s like you’re cheating.”

“I’ll do my best to stop,” Aylin promised. He hesitated for a second before giving her a sheepish grin. “But I like learning about you.”

“Egh. Look at you. Just one meeting with Rekeba and you’ve turned into a flirt. I’d probably take that as more of a compliment if learning about me didn’t involve sucking down my hard-earned energy. Keep your grubby mitts off unless you’ve got a whole lot of extra food to pay me off with.”

“I mean… I do. I probably shouldn’t, though. I don’t want to get too greedy. A lot of people need that food to survive. I can’t just use all of it for myself.”

Vrith squinted at him. “You realize it isn’t your responsibility to distribute all that food, right? As long as there’s enough for the people in your gang, your job is done. All the other gangs we’re bringing in will have enough food of their own.”

“That’s true, but what about the people living on the streets near us that aren’t part of the gang?” Aylin asked. “There are a lot of them, and even a single small meal is enough to make a huge difference.”

“You are an awful streetlord. Your job is to amass power, not give it away.”

Aylin’s thoughts drifted to Spider. The powerful demon hadn’t even so much as blinked at the thought of giving food away. Spider hadn’t bothered hoarding anything. It was beneath him. Real power wasn’t found in hoarding supplies.

“I think that’s the wrong kind of power,” Aylin said. “And I don’t think Spider wants me to be just some normal streetlord. We’re bringing a lot of attention to ourselves. I don’t know if anyone has tried to bring together all the streetlords before, but it won’t be long before stronger demons start to take notice. We can’t be content with the power of a normal streetlord when that happens. It won’t be enough. We need more, and that means changing how things work.”

Vrith sent him a surprised look but didn’t speak immediately as she mulled over his words. Then, slowly, she nodded. “That’s a take I didn’t expect to hear from someone who only became a streetlord a day ago.”

“Different perspectives,” Aylin said with a chagrined grin and a shrug. “And it helps that doing things differently means there’s so much more to learn. I don’t want to get stuck as what I am now forever.”

“Unsatisifed already?” Vrith arched an eyebrow. “Do you even realize how many demons would give up everything they had and then more just to get a fraction of what you’ve been gifted?”

“That’s the problem,” Aylin said. “I’m thankful to Spider for everything he’s done… but he’s given me more than just power. He gave me potential. I can be so much more than I am now. There’s so much in this world to learn about. I refuse to just sit around and be content with what I have when I could become more. Anything other than my full efforts at improving would just be a waste of the gift I got.”

“I can’t argue with that. You’ve got the mindset of a powerful demon. I see why Spider chose you… but it’s odd,” Vrith said with a small frown. “I expected to taste a lot more fear from you when you speak of him than I actually can. You were more scared of Rekeba than Spider. Why?”

“Spider is so powerful that being scared of him is almost pointless.” Aylin shrugged. “He does what he wants, and he’s made it clear that he’s fair. Spider hasn’t treated me wrong a single time. He’s only given to me. There might be a day when all that gets cashed in and I die, but I can’t do anything about it. All I can do is focus on what I can control. I’ll learn everything I can and make the best life possible for myself and my siblings.”

“Blegh. You’re so… sappy.” Vrith scrunched her nose in distaste. “It makes me feel a little sick.”

“Too sick to eat? I did just take more of your energy, so I think I owe you something, but I could always hold off. I guess you did just eat some energy from my fear, so maybe you don’t need anything else right now.”

Vrith sucked on her lower lip, then cleared her throat. “No, no. It was a passing spell. I don’t feel sick anymore. I’m not wasting any energy you promised me. Hand it over.”
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Taleel stood in a sea of shadows. Shapes twisted at the edge of his vision, begging for his attention, but he didn’t dare let his gaze stray. He’d seen what had happened to the demons that had let their concentration falter, how their eyes had turned a dull blue, and how they’d never been quite the same afterward.

The shadows held death, but the solitary beam of moonlight in the center of the room didn’t promise much better. A lone demon sat in the light with her knees pulled up to her chest. She barely sat taller than Taleel’s waist and had flowing, silver hair that pooled beneath her like a glistening lake.

While she was no taller than a child, there was no mistaking the demon for one. Her features were hauntingly striking—in a way of a corpse prepared for a funeral. A cold air sat about her with such intensity that Taleel struggled to properly draw breath.

He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the demon's forehead. It was the closest he could get to respectfully meeting her gaze without letting himself peer directly into her flat, empty eyes. She chewed on the end of a thumb and watched Taleel approach without a word.

“Mistress Yoku,” Taleel said. “Do I have permission to speak?”

Her head inclined so slightly that he nearly missed it. Taleel swallowed, then continued.

“The rumors of a demon attempting to wrest control of all the streetlords in the city are correct. I haven’t verified the information personally, but there are too many accounts of it to ignore any longer. The streets are more alive than they have been in years. There is a growing belief that he may succeed. A belief that I can assure you is false. No such thing will⁠—”

“Spider,” Yoku said, the words slipping from her lips like a single drop of summer rain. “The Silent Silvertooth will fall to him. Many other gangs will follow should nothing be done.”

Taleel stiffened. “Then, should you will it, I will act. Simply give me the command, and I will deal with Spider myself.”

“The balance of power in Treadon is already unstable,” Yoku murmured. “Such a shift will destabilize it even further.”

“Forgive my impudence, but how could Spider succeed?” Taleel asked, choosing his words carefully. “Taking over a few gangs is possible, but all of them? Belkus would not allow such a thing to happen. As unimportant as they are, he has measures in place to make sure he maintains control of every part of the city.”

“Which is why losing the underground would not be smart. The lowest creatures in Treadon remain part of its populace despite their weakness,” Yoku said. She took her thumb out of her mouth and tilted her head to the side. A flicker of darkness passed behind her monochrome eyes. “If Belkus loses the underground, he will be weakened.”

“What of his enforcers watching the situation? They will doubtlessly act when they realize that Spider is succeeding in his goals. He will die before he gets a chance to do anything, and he may destabilize our own plans in the process.”

“Nothing is set in stone.”

“Then what are your orders, Mistress? What should I do?”

“Nothing. Belkus’s time sets like the sun below the horizon. His end is inevitable, but he will not go gently. I will watch, as I always have. And he will kill, just as he always has. Let Spider do as he wills. We will witness his true measure soon enough. You will be my firsthand witness.”

Taleel swallowed. “Belkus will act, then?”

“It is a matter of time. He will send enforcers, but I do not believe they will be enough. The future is mutable, but after Belkus suffers his first defeat, he will find that everywhere he turns only holds more. It does not matter how he suffers it. Be it Spider’s hand or mine, the day is starting to dim.” Yoku lifted her gaze to the light bearing down upon her and raised a hand toward the ceiling. Streamers of pale energy twisted around her fingers like coiling snakes. “The moon rises over Treadon, and it cannot coexist with the sun. Nightfall is near.”

Return of the Runebound Professor will continue in Book Six!
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Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!
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