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Chapter 1

Elian stepped inside his room at the Academy of Marked. The servant who’d led him here had left him at the door, disappearing back down the hallway, and now he was… alone.

Unless one counted his two reanimated corpse minions, and the souls of those corpses that now resided within his heart tree, giving them the ability to speak within his mind.

If they were counted, then Elian was never alone.

The room, like the rest of the tower, was made from hard stone. He closed the door behind him. The hinges were smooth, and did not creak. There was a key sitting within the lock. He turned it, grateful when he heard the click, then he placed the key in a pocket of his newly acquired cloak.

Elian took another step into his new room. It was roughly the size of his house, the one he’d left behind in the Lower Town. Though that “house” had been nothing more than a boarded up old shack that never kept out the cold.

The only thing he’d miss about that shack was his mother, and his mother was long gone. Elian placed a hand on his satchel. He undid the strap, then pulled out a coin pouch. From the pouch he withdrew a necklace, one with a crystal hanging from it. It had belonged to his mother. He used to keep it beneath a floorboard in his shack. He doubted it was anything valuable, but it was valuable to him, and that was enough.

There was a chest at the foot of his new bed. A bed that looked like it had a decent mattress, one that might bring him some comfort at night, one that would be a damn sight better than sleeping on a pebble strewn cave floor.

The chest, like the door, had a key inside of it. Elian opened the chest and placed his coin pouch and the necklace within it. He didn’t have much coin—only seventeen coppers, some of which he’d been saving up for years, others he’d gained in minutes telling a story to drunk marked at a tavern.

Once he locked the chest, he stood up and took in the rest of the room. The bed was against the wall in the left corner. In the opposite corner stood a tall wooden wardrobe. He didn’t have a great many clothes in which to fill it yet, but he had some—the ones he’d gotten from the clothing merchant back in the Lower Town, that Aila Verran had helped him buy, only a few hours ago.

When he’d put his clothes away—two shirts, two trousers, two undergarments, not including what he was already wearing—he looked at the writing desk, running a hand over the wood grain. It was between the bed and the wardrobe, pushed up against the wall just below a window. There was a shelf above the desk, though nothing was on it. In the desk’s solitary drawer were several sheaves of parchment, a corked inkwell and quill.

Elian frowned when he saw them. Was this for letter writing? Or would the academy make him write other things?

Finally, he looked out the window, marvelling at the view. From up here, in the tower, with the help of Flame—the blood-bonded demon he’d assimilated, and who now dwelt inside of his heart tree—Elian’s vision was strong enough to see a great distance. He could make out the shapes of the buildings down in the Lower Town. His gaze trailed them until he found his old shack. Then his gaze moved beyond the salt-infused walls and the battlements full of marked guards, toward the forest beyond the mountain city.

The ruined, abandoned town that held the salt mine he’d spent so much time in wasn’t visible from here, but he knew it was out there.

Elian couldn’t help but smile. He’d finally made it to the academy.

He just had no idea what he was supposed to do next.

~

During the evening, dinner was brought to him by one of the markless servants that dwelt within the Academy of Marked’s grand tower. Elian took it gratefully. There was a communal area for meals down in the grand hall, but he had received a note informing him that he should remain in his room until he was called for in the morning.

“Rather ominous,” Elian had muttered after receiving the note, but Cael and Alfred, the souls residing within his heart tree, didn’t appear to find it strange.

<Headmistress Herack said you would be tested tomorrow. Once you have been evaluated, only then will you be introduced to the other students at the academy.>

“Evaluated…” Elian had wanted to ask questions about that. For instance, would the evaluator be checking his marks again? But he was careful with his words. Baylin had warned him that there were ears everywhere in this place, and Elian was inclined to believe the man.

He did have the idea of writing his questions down, as Cael and Alfred were able to see through his eyes. He could ask questions of them without ever making a sound, and thus never be overheard, but he was too paranoid to do so. One, he would need to dispose of anything he wrote—there was a fireplace in the room, so such a thing could be done easily enough.

But what if an Invoker were hijacking the vision of a fly or ant on the wall?

I’d never know.

It was enough to make him jittery. He’d chastise himself for being overly paranoid if it weren’t for the fact that he knew all of these things were possible.

The headmaster had sent that crow to watch me and Baylin outside the gates of the academy. It’s definitely possible someone is spying on me.

Then there was the possibility that someone was simply hijacking his own vision. That made him shudder.

When in all hell will I be able to actually apply the lily root powder to my summoner mark?

With nothing more to do, Elian had gone to bed. The mattress had been just as comfortable as he’d imagined. It was strange, falling asleep with two corpses standing on the other side of the room, but it didn’t take him long, and it was a lot easier falling asleep in the safety of his locked room in a stone tower than it had been outside with demons roaming day and night, their howls enough to curdle blood.

Even if he did feel like he was being watched.

He was asleep only moments after his head hit the pillow. Even though he’d been circulating essence through his body much of the time he’d been out there fighting demons, it seemed as though it hadn’t been enough to fully take away his need for sleep.

Elian woke to a soft knock on the door. He bolted upright, throwing the covers off him, breathing hard.

<Calm, Elian. You’re in your room at the academy,> Alfred said within his mind, the Infuser’s voice soft.

Elian took a deep breath. He called out to whoever was knocking. “Just a moment.” He pulled on his clothes, still clean enough from the day before, and made his way to the door, taking the key out from his cloak pocket to unlock it.

A servant—a man who’d seen perhaps twenty summers, whose clothes looked more expensive than what Elian wore—held a piece of paper in his hand. “Master Larson is expecting you in the training yards.” He passed the note to Elian. “I was told you knew how to read.”

Elian blinked. “I do.”

The servant’s forehead creased. “Hmm.” He bowed his head a tiny fraction, his eyes never dropping to the ground, then turned and walked down the hall.

Elian frowned as he watched the servant walk away. “Is it just me, or was that servant a bit rude?”

Cael scoffed within his mind. <That man was clearly the servant of another marked. They probably intercepted the message so they could get a look at you. Markless rabble thinks he’s better than you because you came from the Lower Town.>

Elian stiffened at the tone of the man’s words. Cael had always been horrible to markless, back when the overseer had been alive. He’d treated Elian like dirt. Well, even worse than dirt, if he were honest.

Has it really been less than a week since he was stealing my vision, and kicking me on the ground, breaking my ribs, after I helped distract that hellhound?

Elian shook his head. “So, someone is spying on me…” he muttered. Whether it was other students, or the academy’s staff, it still didn’t feel good.

<Rumours about you are likely already spreading,> Alfred said. <You heard the headmistress. Thrice-marked don’t come from the Lower Town. And the fact you survived outside the wall…>

Elian sighed. The last thing he wanted was people talking about him. That would only create more scrutiny. They may have thought that he was thrice-marked, but he was actually full-marked.

Which meant he had all four marks, that of the Invoker, Infuser, Necromancer, and Summoner. It meant he had the potential to be powerful—perhaps one day he might even be powerful enough to fully restore Cael and Alfred’s bodies, and then place their souls back inside of them.

But being a Summoner in the Valley of Auld, the last stronghold of humanity against the waves of the demon hordes, was a death sentence. The full-marked of old had called themselves gods, and in their arrogance, they’d summoned hordes of demons forth from the netherworld—from demon realms—thinking they could control them, throwing them at their enemies.

It had backfired, almost ending the world, or so the stories go.

When the damage had been done, full-marked had been ripped from their heights and eradicated, along with anyone else who bore the mark of a Summoner, in a bid to wipe the bloodline from existence and avoid a repeat of the devastation that had forever altered their world.

Elian put a hand to his chest as he walked down the spiral stairs of the academy.

Just beneath the fabric of his shirt was the evidence of what he was. Evidence that he would need to hide for the rest of his life. Now that he was here, at the academy, the toll that secret had on him seemed to weigh more than it ever had.

He released a breath.

No, he told himself. I’m not going to let this bother me. This is where I’ve been striving to be, where I want to be, and in my wildest dreams, though I always wished to be marked, and secretly thought I was, I never imagined I’d be full-marked. I have the potential to be the strongest marked in the Valley of Auld.

As long as I’m not discovered.

I’m not going to squander that chance by letting my fear master me.

Instead, I will master my fear.

He knew that what he intended to do had been done before. Knew that at least one other full-marked had walked these halls after the Godfall. The man was no longer in the Valley of Auld. He could be dead, for all Elian knew. The story was that Derrick Hollow had died outside the walls, but Baylin, a man who’d been Elian’s father’s Blood Sworn—a highly trained markless bodyguard given power by an Infuser’s skills—had told him otherwise.

Yet he refuses to reveal my father’s secrets, or anything about him at all, and so I don’t know where he went, or why.

Elian sighed. So many questions. He shook those thoughts away. Perhaps one day he would find the answers he sought, but he knew that day wasn’t this day, and so he pushed it from his mind.

It was time to meet his new instructor.


Chapter 2

The training yards were easy to find, especially since he had two voices in his head able to give directions if he ever took a wrong turn.

The yards were behind the academy. Elian had never seen anything like them before. Clear, flat fields of grass, sectioned off. There were six different sections in all, with small stone walls separating them. Each of the sections had enough space to run freely in.

He’d never seen so much clear space inside the Valley of Auld’s walls.

Then again, there were many parts of the Peaks he hadn’t seen, like the pools, that Aila Verran had spoken of, and the waterfalls, too.

Maybe one day he’d get to fully explore the Peaks. Maybe Aila would be the one to show him around…

There were already people in the training yards. Other students that appeared to be doing some sort of training. Some of the training looked organised, with instructors leading exercises or pairs sparring students in different sections, while others seemed individual.

Elian didn’t know much about how the academy was run, or what an ordinary day would look like for him once he’d been evaluated. He could have asked Cael and Alfred, but when they’d been here and alive, they’d only been once-marked, separated from the classes of thrice-marked—the classes that Elian would be in. With that information, he’d asked them to refrain from explaining what they’d done. He didn’t want to have the wrong expectations.

But he was curious. Would he be in the training yards each morning? Directing his own training, or training with other students?

I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.

The training yards were below him. He was standing near the back exit of the academy’s tall tower, and they were down a small slope, giving him a view of them all.

Elian, not knowing what exactly he was being evaluated on, had brought his animated minions with him. The corpses stood behind him, their dead faces expressionless. Minion One—Cael’s corpse—was missing an eye, which he’d lost when he’d been killed. Both corpses were covered in blood, and if he wasn’t mistaken, they had started to rot. Oddly, he’d become somewhat used to the smell, but perhaps he should get the minions different clothes…

I’m getting off track.

He was about to ask Cael and Alfred if they knew what this Master Larson looked like, when he saw a tall, broad man waving at him from the farthest training yard to the left.

I guess that’s him.

Not wanting to make the man wait, Elian ran down the slope, making his minions follow after him, though he wasn’t able to make them move quite as fast. While he ran, he took a look at his status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 1

Infuser – 0

Necromancer – 1

Summoner – 1]

[Skills:

Tier 1: Blood Bond, Borrow Trait, Assimilation, Animate Minion, Sight]

[Essences:

Demon – 5]

Five units of essence. I wonder when they’ll give me more.

The last skill he’d used had been Assimilation, which varied in the amount of essence it required, changing the amount of energy within his heart tree that allowed him to make use of the blood-bonded hellhound’s abilities.

He’d had 8.5 units, and used three of them to activate the skill. The reason he only had five units left now, instead of 5.5, was because he’d circulated essence to heal the burns passing through salt had inflicted upon him.

I’m a marked burned by salt. That’s not suspicious.

Only demons were burned by salt, after all.

He took a moment to examine the light resting within his heart tree. The Summoner mark on his chest wasn’t the only thing Elian was hiding.

Elian had a demon inside of him.

When he’d been fighting for his life outside of the walls and had first discovered he was marked, let alone full-marked, the very first skill he’d unlocked had been Blood Bond. He’d used it on one of the hellhounds that had been attacking him. A battle of wills had ensued, a battle which he’d won, taking control of the beast—or rather, forming a strong bond.

A bond that had proved to be stronger and more meaningful to Elian than he would have ever expected. He grew fond of the hellhound, even naming it Flame, and when it came time to return to the Lower Town, he’d done something drastic, not wanting to destroy the bond he shared with the hellhound.

He’d unlocked the third Summoner skill—Assimilation—and he’d used it on the demon.

The two of them had become one. It had been the only reason he’d been able to survive the last fight he’d been in, against three hellcats—a fight that he hadn’t told anyone about yet, knowing no one would believe that doing something like that would even be possible.

Elian passed through the other training yards on his way to Master Larson. As he ran, he couldn’t help but notice that other students, even instructors, stopped what they were doing to openly stare at him. He wasn’t used to having so many eyes on him. Especially not marked eyes, and he didn’t like the feeling it gave him.

Suddenly he was even more glad for what Aila had done for him, taking him to that marked tavern, Purgatory, when he was still wearing his tattered and bloody clothes after just returning to the Lower Town, and making him tell his story to a common room full of marked.

She knew what I would have coming when I arrived here.

He didn’t smile or nod, or otherwise show that he registered the onlookers’ presence. He didn’t know what they all expected of him. He simply passed them all and came to stand in front of Master Larson.

“Elian Salt, I presume,” Master Larson said. His shoulders were even broader up close, and he was at least a foot taller than Elian.

And Elian wasn’t exactly short.

He’s bigger than Baylin. A lot bigger.

The man wasn’t wearing armour. Instead, he was wearing robes. Elian had seen marked wear robes like this before, when they passed through the Lower Town. They were loose, but tied tight around the belt, easy to move in. All the students in the training yards were wearing the same type of robes—everyone but Elian—though the master’s robes were black, while the students’ robes were varied in their colours.

Does black denote his tier? Or his station as a master in the academy?

“Yes, Master Larson.” Elian wasn’t sure if he should bow, so he simply stood straight in front of the man, his hands folded behind his back.

Master Larson gave him an appraising look, a slow gaze that drifted down to his feet then back up to his eyes. “I have heard much about you, yet know very little. Rumours have already flooded in about your exploits on the other side of the wall. I do not wish to hear your story. Whatever you did or did not survive out there is not my business. What my business is, however, is to establish what you’re capable of.”

The man began pacing, his hands folded neatly in front of him. His strides were like a hellcat. Strong, purposeful, with a certain predatory grace.

He moves like a warrior.

Elian’s gaze almost travelled to the other students, then. To their sparring and exercises. He wanted to see what he would be learning. He felt suddenly giddy. He may have survived outside the walls, but he’d fumbled through it all, gotten lucky. And he certainly wouldn’t be alive if not for his blood-bonded demon, Flame.

Now, he might actually learn how to fight.

“I am not speaking of your skills, what nodes you have unlocked. You are thrice-marked, which means you will have many masters. They will instruct you in Necromancy, Infusion, and Invocation. I am here to assess your level of physical prowess and your combat capabilities without the use of your skills.”

Interesting. He doesn’t want me to use any of my skills?

“There are other techniques that must be learnt, however. The manipulation of essence from your heart tree, being one of them.”

“Do you mean essence circulation?” Elian asked.

Master Larson stopped pacing, mid-step, almost as though he’d been frozen there. His nostrils flared. The muscles in his cheeks twitched. He was standing with his side facing Elian, and he did not turn to look at him as he spoke. “Yes, among other things. You will refrain from interrupting a master when they are speaking. Do you understand?”

Elian swallowed. He didn’t appreciate being spoken to this way, but he supposed he should have expected it. And it wasn’t as if he wasn’t used to it. “Yes, Master Larson.”

Master Larson gave a small nod. “You may also address me as master, or sir. Whichever you prefer. I understand that you come from the Lower Town, and so things will be new to you here. Know that I will never punish you for your first mistake.”

Elian raised an eyebrow, one he was glad the master couldn’t see.

I suppose that means he’ll punish me for my second mistake.

Maybe he should have asked Alfred and Cael more questions after all.

Master Larson continued pacing. He glanced behind Elian, at the two minions that had just arrived. There was a hint of recognition in his eyes as he saw them. “You would do well to mask your minions, Marked Elian. It is common courtesy among Necromancers, when the identity of those you have reanimated is known to other people you interact with. Unless, of course, you like rumours.”

Elian blinked. He’d definitely never heard of that before. A part of him was annoyed. Neither Aila, nor Cael or Alfred, had told him anything of the sort.

<Huh,> Alfred. <Is that why some Necromancers put masks on their minions? I thought it was just to make them look more intimidating…>

<A walking corpse seems intimidating enough on its own,> Cael muttered.

Elian pushed their voices away, blocking them out. “Thank you for the advice, sir.”

“I suppose those minions are where you heard of essence circulation, as they were both students here when they were alive, but it will be some time until you’ll be able to learn the technique.”

Elian smirked. He didn’t mean to. It had just slipped right onto his face.

Master Larson raised an eyebrow. “Something you wish to say?”

Elian cleared his throat. “I already know how to use essence circulation. I would have died out there without it.”

Master Larson tilted his head back. “You… already know?”

“Is that unusual, sir?”

“Quite.” There was a gleam in his eyes, and he seemed to look at Elian differently.

As though he were seeing him again for the first time. He looked him up and down once more. “A thrice-marked from the Lower Town. I suppose I understand why there are so many rumours about you floating around.”

He circled his arm above his head. “Run around the training yard! Five laps, as fast as you can!”

Elian blinked, but he didn’t dawdle. As a markless miner, he was used to taking commands, though those commands had never been for him to run somewhere.

Still, he burst into action.

“No circulating essence!” the master called after him. “We must establish a baseline.”

Elian heard a click sound. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Master Larson was holding something in his hands, glancing between it and Elian.

<A pocket watch,> Cael said. <Suppose you’ve never seen one of those before.>

Elian frowned. He wasn’t sure what a pocket watch was, but he supposed it was some sort of miniature clock—there was a clock in the main square back in the Lower Town, one his mother had taught him how to read when he was young.

He didn’t know they came so small.

He’s timing how long my run takes?

Elian had never had much use for running, so he honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d done it outside the fights he’d just been in outside the wall. Perhaps when he’d been a child, playing with the other kids in the Lower Town…

He pushed himself, as hard as he could. He ran the first lap with a burst of speed, but then realised he’d overcompensated. He’d burned far too much of his energy far too quickly, not leaving much behind for the other laps. His quick sprint suddenly turned into a plodding jog.

I should have known to pace myself.

He’d learnt that enough times when he was just a markless salt miner.

Instinctively, he felt himself pull essence out of his heart tree. If he healed the muscles in his legs, in his torso, and reinvigorated them with essence, he’d easily get a second wind.

He stopped himself. Cutting the process off before it could start.

Master Larson had instructed him not to circulate essence. He hadn’t even been thinking. His body was simply used to doing such a thing. There was another energy source he wished to pull from, as well. The energy that was sitting in his heart tree—the energy that represented his assimilation with Flame.

If he used that energy, he would be dramatically faster than he was without it, but that would only cause another problem. If he ever depleted that energy, the blood-bonded demon would be ejected from him. The assimilation would end, and one entity would once more become two.

That would definitely blow my cover.

The instinct, however, didn’t go away. He felt a sense of pride bloom up within him as he plodded along, his legs feeling heavy. He was better than this. Faster. Stronger. He was humiliating himself, running this slow, and he needed to look strong.

He pushed those feelings and impulses down, quickly realising they must have come from Flame.

Still, he knew that Flame wasn’t wrong. Elian was being watched, and not just by Master Larson. Every student in the training yards had stopped to watch him run. Even their instructors had.

Are they going to stand there and watch my entire evaluation?

Just the thought of that unsettled him, making him want to pull from the energy ever more.

He wouldn’t let himself, however. He knew how much of a mistake it would be if he did. Even if he didn’t use too much, and Flame remained safe within his heart tree, Master Larson would certainly notice his burst of speed. Whether he knew why it actually happened, or would just contribute it to him using essence circulation when he shouldn’t have, he would notice.

I can’t have that.

So he simply pushed his legs as fast as they would go, trying to better pace himself as he went. Elian had a lot of stamina from his times in the mine, it just didn’t translate all that well to running.

By the time he finished, his side was hurting. He doubled over, hands on his knees, breathing heavily.

“Hmm,” Master Larson said, standing over him. The man was staring at the pocket watch. He’d clicked a button on the side of it when Elian had returned. “Well, that wasn’t completely horrible.”

Elian deflated. It wasn’t the compliment he’d been looking for. He heard instructors calling to students, telling them to get on with whatever it was they’d been doing.

Elian stared down at his feet. His forehead creased. He suddenly felt horrible about himself, about his capabilities, his mind throwing doubts at him, wondering if he should even be here in the first place.

He shut those feelings and thoughts down the moment they came. Elian couldn’t afford to think that way.

How do I turn this into something positive?

The thought came out of nowhere. The words didn’t quite sound like himself. But he latched onto them.

Elian had come to the academy so that he could learn. If he truly wanted to, he could have remained outside the walls and continued fighting demons, taking their essence, breaking through nodes with only his blood-bonded demon and two corpse minions by his side.

It might have killed him, but it wasn’t as though being here at the academy wasn’t a risk.

But this was where he’d wanted to be, and it still was. There was no time to second guess himself, and no room for self-pity.

It’s good that I’m slow. Weak. Without skill. It’s good that I have a lot to learn. Because if I was able to survive outside the walls barely knowing what I was doing, how much better will I fare once I’ve been trained up? Not just from unlocking nodes, but training up in everything?

Master Larson didn’t give him time to get lost in his thoughts. After he’d jotted something down on a piece of parchment, he’d barked another order for Elian.

It appeared as though his evaluation had only just begun.


Chapter 3

Master Larson made Elian do all manner of strange exercises, explaining what they were called and demonstrating them himself if Elian hadn’t heard of them.

Elian even had to hold weights while doing some of them.

Push ups, squats, overhead press. And something called a handstand, where he literally had to stand on his hands. Elian didn’t know exactly what this would be good for, and while he felt as though he was strong enough to manage it, he completely lacked the balance to do so.

And he kept falling to the grass, eliciting laughter from the other training yards.

Again, he didn’t care. He just kept pushing himself.

Then, it was time for hand-to-hand combat.

Master Larson placed the piece of parchment with its wood backing down on the ground beside him. He rolled his head around his neck. There were training weapons at the edge of the yard that Elian had noticed before. He wondered if they would be using those today.

Master Larson did not reach for them.

“It’s time to assess you unarmed combat capabilities,” Master Larson said.

Elian swallowed. “Unarmed?” He frowned. He had more questions, but he’d learnt not to ask them. Already, Master Larson’s expression had turned grim at him having spoken out of turn.

Why, exactly, would I want to learn how to fight unarmed against another marked? How will that help me fight against a demon?

He understood what the exercises were for. The stronger, faster, and more powerful his body became, the better he would perform against a demon. But he wouldn’t be fighting them unarmed, and even if he were, wouldn’t something that worked against a human… not work against a demon?

He released a silent sigh, not voicing any of his questions. He also didn’t like the fact that he couldn’t use any of his skills. His minions were simply standing to the side. And something told him Master Larson would knock him to the ground if he tried to take the man’s sight.

I wonder what the punishments are like here at the academy… though I don’t want to find out firsthand.

Elian took a hesitant step closer to the man. Master Larson had his hands up, fingers curled into fists. His left leg was forward in some sort of fighting stance. His entire demeanour had shifted. Elian would have preferred to fight someone else—maybe another clueless student who’d just arrived here.

Preferably one even more clueless than himself.

Master Larson extended his left hand, opened his palm, and gestured for Elian to step forward. “Hit me.”

Elian swallowed, and did exactly as the man ordered.

Or, well, he tried to. If Elian didn’t know any better, he’d think the master was circulating essence himself, or perhaps using some sort of skill to make his body faster. Elian threw punch after punch. Master Larson didn’t block any of those punches. He didn’t need to.

He was simply never there when any of the punches landed. Elian grew more and more frustrated. He let that anger fuel him. His attacks became swifter, but also more wild.

Then, suddenly, he found himself falling face first into the grass. Uproarious laughter followed. Then someone barked for silence, and the laughter was cut off.

Elian stood, dusted himself off, and looked over at the master. “Not exactly sure what I learnt there.”

Master Larson grunted. “You weren’t supposed to learn anything from that. I was.” He tilted his chin up. “And I have learnt a great deal.” He gestured toward the practice weapons. “Pass me a practice sword and shield, then take one of each up for yourself.”

The evaluation continued like this. Master Larson tested him with sword, spear, and axe. He tested him with crossbows and longbows. He tested him with halberd and warhammer. By the time the evaluation was over, every single muscle in Elian’s body ached.

Elian was used to his body aching from strenuous work, but this had been different. This wasn’t the same movements, repeated over and over for hours on end, something that he’d been doing for years.

Every single one of these movements was unfamiliar to him. He may have wielded a spear out there, against the demons, killing his fair share, but this man made him use muscles he never even knew he had.

Master Larson came to stand above where Elian had collapsed onto the ground. All he wanted to do was circulate his essence. To reduce the pain he was feeling in his muscles. To feel a burst of energy. But he didn’t want to go against the man’s orders. Besides, he didn’t know how long it would be until he managed to get more essence in this place. He looked up at the master.

The man was holding a glowing stone in his palm. “Take this, and use the essence from within it to heal your body of all it has just endured. Then take your breakfast in the main hall.” The man placed the essence stone in Elian’s hand. “Someone will come for you when you are next needed.” Master Larson turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Elian staring at the stone a little dumbfounded.

That wasn’t what he’d been expecting, but he was glad for it. His stomach rumbled, not having realised how hungry he was. He stood and started walking back to the tower. The training yards, blessedly, were quiet. There wasn’t a soul in sight out here, except for a lone crow perched on the edge of one of the fences. The sight of the bird made his shoulders stiffen.

Is that the same crow from yesterday?

He narrowed his eyes at the crow for a moment, then looked away.

Yeah, it’s definitely the same crow.

Even if he was wrong about that, he reminded himself that he always had to treat it as though he were being watched, because if he didn’t—if he became complacent…

I don’t need to think about that right now.

He looked at the stone in his hands once more, smiling down at it. Elian had worked hard to acquire his first essence stones—and by acquire, he’d had to steal them from Cael.

This one, he’d simply been handed just for doing a few hours of exercises.

He pulled the essence from the stone, then checked how much he had in his heart tree.

[Essences:

Demon – 5

Raw – 1]

Elian stopped. He tilted his head to the side.

Raw essence? So there was different types of essence. Why hadn’t he asked Cael or Alfred about this?

He shook his head. He was too tired to get into a conversation with them right now. His stomach grumbled. His muscles ached.

He pulled essence from his heart tree and began circulating it through his body. This helped him find immediate release.

Elian took a deep breath. The crisp, mountain air tasted fresher than anything he’d ever remembered breathing. He stopped before entering the academy. His muscles no longer ached. His head no longer clouded. Elian turned back and looked over at the training yards, where he’d spent the last few hours.

He had a lot to learn, and despite his initial, self-deprecating feelings on that, he was glad. He hadn’t been here long—not even half a full day, yet—and already he was imagining what his life would look like in a week, a month, a year.

He hefted the essence stone. Slipped it into his pocket. His stomach still grumbled. Perhaps even more than it had before. Circulating essence didn’t seem to do a damned thing for his hunger.

A bell rang as he was walking toward the main hall. He frowned. The clang was rather loud, making him want to clamp his ears shut.

“What’s that bell?” Elian muttered.

<A summons,> Alfred said. <To the front of the academy.>

“A summons?” Elian asked.

He began to notice other students streaming down the stairs, through the hallways, toward the front door to the tower—the same door Elian had just stepped through the day before, with Baylin at his side. He hadn’t had a chance to see the man yet today.

“What’s it about?”

<I don’t know,> Cael said. <I’m stuck inside your head.>

Elian sighed. He looked forlornly at the doors that led to where his breakfast was waiting for him, smelled the scents of meat and eggs and porridge and roast vegetables.

Dead gods, he needed to eat.

He turned and headed toward the front of the tower, coming to walk beside the other students. Some glanced his way, but he was no longer their greatest point of interest. At least not currently. They all looked just as curious as he did about the summons.

At least I’m not the only one unaware of what’s going on.

<It’s unusual. Having a summons at this time of day. Unless…> Alfred trailed off. Elian didn’t want to ask him to elaborate when he was surrounded by other students. He made his minions stand inside, near the main hall, loitering on their own. He noticed they weren’t the only minions around, so figured it should be all right, even if it felt strange leaving them behind.

Elian got lost in the crowd. And it really was a crowd. Hundreds of students piled out of the front doors of the academy, gathering on the front lawns. The gates that he’d passed through the day before were closed. The crow he’d seen, not a moment ago on the other side of the academy, was perched atop those gates. He stared at the crow. The crow cawed.

It was the same crow.

He glanced around those gathered. He hadn’t realised there were this many students at the academy. He couldn’t remember ever seeing this many people in one place before in his entire life. It made him wonder, and realise, just how many marked there must be.

If we have so many marked, why don’t we try to take out the demon hordes? Reclaim the world that was lost to us during the Godfall?

That was a question for another time. Perhaps he’d find his answers in the library, when he had a chance to look through the books. He didn’t think any of the masters would appreciate him posing the question to them. It seemed like… a touchy subject.

Once the entirety of the crowd had made it to the front lawns, they turned around, looking up at a balcony that hung over the lawn. Headmistress Herack was standing at that balcony, her hands gripping the railing. She looked as she did the night before. Flowing silver robes. Head held high. A look of power and importance about her.

And old. She looked so very old.

There were others around her, too. Masters of the academy, he supposed. Master Larson was one of them. The man stood with his hands folded behind his back, looking much the same as he had when he’d been evaluating Elian.

The other masters—men and women—flanked the headmistress. They were an assortment of ages. Some didn’t wear robes, but armour much like the marked guards back in the Lower Town.

But it wasn’t the masters and mistresses of the academy that drew Elian’s attention. It was a figure standing behind them. A woman. A young woman—couldn’t be older than eighteen, by the look of her. She wore rich clothes. Clearly from the Peaks. No one in the Lower Town, or even the Middle City, could afford to dress like that. Her head was held high, chin raised almost as though she were looking at the sky.

But it wasn’t a gaze at the heavens. It was a gaze of defiance. Her eyes were shining.

Somone laid a hand on Elian’s shoulder. He flinched. Turned. Then relaxed. “Baylin,” he muttered.

Baylin grunted at him. His gaze was turned up, staring at the balcony. His face was ashen, eyes a little wide. “Good to see you here.” A slight bit of relief. He squeezed Elian’s shoulder.

Elian frowned. “What… is this?”

The woman wore manacles. Elian rubbed his wrist, remembering the manacles that had been around them when Cael had found he’d stolen one of the man’s essence stones.

“Watch.” He didn’t take his hand from Elian’s shoulder. His other hand reached up to his ear, grabbed the earlobe between thumb and forefinger. Ears everywhere.

Elian gazed up at the balcony.

The headmistress began to speak. “Those of you who are new to the academy may be wondering about why you have been summoned. Those who have been here longer will already understand.” She raised her chin. “Four hundred years ago, the full-marked who ruled us were torn down from their thrones, and the Summoner line was dashed from existence. But like all lines, the blood of the Summoner is strong, and sometimes, it rears its head, and appears once more.”

The woman struggled. Two strong looking men were holding her arms. Their grip redoubled. She began to sob. Still, her head was high, defiant.

Elian’s heart thudded. Jumped up to his throat. He felt a terrible pit in his stomach.

The headmistress opened her mouth to continue speaking, but her words were cut off. A shriek, a shout. The woman struggling. She screamed words, clearly heard from all corners of the lawn.

“I am Reena of House Rakan! This is a mistake! Mother, please, look at me!” Her gaze was on a woman, one of the mistresses, who stood next to the headmistress. “Please, mother, I’m not a Summoner! The mark—the mark is wrong!”

Headmistress Herack turned. She looked at Master Larson. Nodded. The man turned his head.

The shouting ceased. The woman still struggled. Still opened her mouth. It looked as though she were trying to scream. Unable.

Did he… take her voice?

Elian didn’t know such a thing was possible. Sight, smell, hearing… but one’s voice?

He stopped himself from shuddering.

“Today, a Summoner was revealed,” Headmistress Herack continued. Her voice was calm. Devoid of emotion. But the way she gripped the rail made Elian think she felt something.

Or maybe he just hoped she did.

“Justice must be served. No one can be spared this fate, no matter where they come from. This is the only way we can keep the Valley of Auld safe.” She dipped her head. “For the valley.”

“For the valley!”

The words rang out from every mouth in the crowd. Every mouth on the balcony.

All except for Elian, Baylin, and Reena of House Rakan.

Her execution was swift. A noose, tightened about her neck. The two men holding her picked her up.

Over the balcony she went, and there she remained.


Chapter 4

Elian had witnessed horrible things. He’d watched his own mother wither and die as he sat at her deathbed. He saw the corpses of the guards who had tried to protect him and the other miners in the wagon outside the walls. He’d seen some of those same fellow miners killed by demons, and him unable to protect them.

But he’d never seen something so… callous. So harsh.

And these people were not demons—they were just… well, people.

Elian sat in the main hall. Baylin across from him. A steaming pile of food rested on his plate. He’d been incredibly hungry before the summons—before the execution. Now, he couldn’t imagine eating a bite.

“Eat,” Baylin said. It sounded like a command.

Elian did as the man bid. The food was tasteless. Bitter. His mind swirled. His head thudded. He felt an emptiness inside, though something was filling it fast.

Dread.

He’d known, of course. Known what happened to Summoners. But he’d never witnessed it before.

Had he really been so foolish as to believe he could be safe here?

He couldn’t get rid the image of Reena screaming at her mother. Her mother, who hadn’t even looked at her. Her mother, who had no doubt loved her daughter.

Deep inside, Elian had dreams. Dreams of one day revealing who he truly was to those at the academy. When he was respected. When he was powerful. The reactions would be hostile, at first, but he would get through to them, and they would understand that he was not evil—that he was good. That he was there to help.

He’d known such fancies had been foolish…

She was a part of one of the families. Her own mother a mistress at the academy. And yet still, she was killed. Executed without a second thought.

She still hung out there, beneath the balcony. When he paused, tilted his head to the side, his superior hearing could make out the creaking of the rope.

It was a mistake, coming here.

He looked at Baylin. Remembered what the man had said when he’d found him, out on the lawn. The relief in his voice.

“You thought…” Elian trailed off. He couldn’t speak the next words. You thought that it would be me.

Baylin grunted. That was the extent of their conversation on the matter. “I heard you were evaluated this morning. How’d it go?”

Elian blinked. It felt like his session with Master Larson had been months ago, yet he was sure that less than half an hour had passed. “I have a lot to learn.”

Baylin nodded. “You do. But this is a good place for learning.”

Baylin wished I wasn’t marked. Wished I’d never come here. He told me so himself.

It was something he’d forgotten the man had said. And now, he was beginning to realise why he’d said it. He’d been worried for Elian. Of course he’d been worried.

Elian continued eating the food. He noticed he wasn’t the only one in a subdued mood. There weren’t a great many people currently eating in the main hall, but the students who were here were all quiet.

He wondered how they all felt, seeing that happen to someone who could just have easily been one of them. Someone who’d grown up in the Peaks, like many of these people had.

But it’s different for them. They know they’re safe. They might worry about a younger sister, a cousin, a friend, or even a future child, bearing the mark of the Summoner, but they do not worry for themselves.

“You knew what coming here would mean,” Baylin said. His words were not harsh, but nor did they have sympathy in them.

Elian hated that he couldn’t speak his mind. Could not communicate with this man properly.

Maybe I’m not being watched. Maybe that worry is all in my head. But I can’t risk it.

As he finished off his food, he wondered if there was a better way to talk to Baylin. The souls within his heart tree were able to speak directly into Elian’s mind. Would there be a way for him to talk to them through his thoughts?

And if there was… would there be a way to speak to someone else that way?

That kind of ability seemed like a stretch. Out of the four marks, he wasn’t sure who might possess something like that. Though he had been able to communicate mentally with Flame…

“You are Elian Salt?” A woman stood to his side. She didn’t look like a servant, like the last person who’d come for him.

This was a student—perhaps in her second or third year.

Elian nodded.

“Mistress Rakan wishes to see you. I’ll lead you to her classroom.”

Mistress Rakan. The name made Elian freeze. The woman who’d just died. Her words replayed in his mind: I am Reena of House Rakan! This is a mistake! Mother, please, look at me!

“Why does she wish to see me?” Elian asked.

The older student frowned. “For your Invoker evaluation.”

Elian blinked. Of course. He stood up, nodded at Baylin—something told him the man wasn’t supposed to come along. To be honest, Elian didn’t want him to.

His plate was empty of food. He hadn’t felt hungry, after what had happened… but he was glad he’d eaten. He knew his body needed it. He felt a bit sick, however. And strange, as he followed the student up the stairs, on the way to meet the mother of the woman who’d just been executed.

Who was still swinging from the balcony, the creak of the rope audible to anyone with keen enough ears.

Has she chosen to keep working today? Or is that not a choice she can make?

They walked up two sets of stairs then down a broad hallway until they stopped at a large set of doors. The student who’d led him here wasn’t very talkative. She simply told Elian to knock, then walked away.

Elian hesitated as his fist almost hit the door to knock. It hung there, in the air for a moment.

“Enter,” a voice said from inside.

Elian hadn’t knocked yet.

Ears everywhere.

There was a flutter of wings. He looked to his left, caught white feathers flitting out a window.

Eyes too, he thought, pushing open the doors. Elian didn’t know this woman, and even though he’d been invited, it felt like an intrusion, entering her domain.

Elian wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting from the classroom. He’d never been in any sort of place of learning before. There was an academy for markless, somewhere in the Middle City. It taught trades of the mind, or so he’d heard. Not that he really knew what that might refer to.

This classroom was quite large. There were perhaps twenty desks, with a lane down the middle, and an open space at the front.

At the front there were cages. Several of them. And the cages were occupied by animals. A bird. A cat. A dog. Some sort of lizard. They seemed fairly docile.

The dog lifted its head lazily, looking over at him, then went back to resting. Looking at the dog, he couldn’t help but be reminded of Flame. Dogs and hellhounds weren’t exactly the same, but the comparison came naturally.

“Elian Salt?”

A woman sat behind a large, heavy desk. Her hands were clasped upon the desk in front of her, and she had a severe look about her. Elian wondered if that was always how she looked, or if perhaps it was simply more severe given what had happened less than half an hour ago.

She just lost her daughter. She didn’t even turn around to look at her as she screamed her name. If she could have, would she have helped? Or would she have killed her daughter herself?

He couldn’t help but think both were equally possible.

Elian opened his mouth, nothing but a croak came out. He cleared his throat. “Yes.” He paused, remembering himself. “Yes, Mistress.”

She nodded, gestured to a chair in front of her desk. “Please. Join me.”

Elian did as she instructed, walking down the centre of the class, between the different desks. He looked at the animals in their cages, instead of at the woman who kept them.

I’m sorry for your loss.

The words flitted through his mind, he could taste them on the tip of his tongue, but he wasn’t sure what the etiquette for such things was, and he wasn’t exactly in a position to ask Cael or Alfred.

He took a seat across from the woman. She was looking at him.

“You are thrice-marked,” Mistress Rakan said flatly.

It wasn’t a question, and so Elian said nothing.

“You may think that means that you are better than others. You may think it means that you do not need to train as hard as a once-marked, for you have access to three times as many skills as they do. You, however, would be wrong. The fact of the matter is that you will find you have to work three times as hard as a once-marked. You have more skills at your disposal, and so you will be spread more thin in the learning of them.”

Elian hadn’t thought about it that way, but her words made sense to him. Though he had to admit, he’d never once thought he would not need to train as much as someone with less marks, nor did he intend to cut himself any slack when it came to his training—he knew that the more he learnt, the more he was likely to stay alive.

Whether that was inside the walls, where no demons roamed, or without them, in the place the demons now called their own.

“I intend to train as hard as I can,” Elian said, though he wasn’t sure if the woman had been looking for a response from him.

“That is good to hear, though it is not an unusual refrain from a first-year student.” She paused, her eyes narrowing. “One that is often proven wrong.”

Elian leant back slightly in his chair. He found that he liked this woman.

Except for the part where she’d ignored her daughter’s screams.

“I have brought you here to test your skills. Tell me, what nodes have you unlocked for Invoker?”

“Just the one,” Elian said. “Sight.”

“There is no need to qualify that statement with the word ‘just,’ Elian. It is exceedingly rare that any student should come here already having unlocked any node. And by rare, I mean it is unheard of in the last four hundred years.”

Not since before the Godfall, then.

Elian thought he knew why that was. Everyone was tested by a seeker to see if they were marked. But that same seeker who tested them was also there to look for whether or not someone possessed a Summoner mark. Taking in essence wasn’t something that happened outside of these tests. Not normally, at least.

It’s a good thing they didn’t further test me, that they didn’t know I possessed a bloodline… otherwise I would have ended up just like her daughter.

Things had been different in the past.

“I had to unlock it,” Elian said. “To survive.”

Mistress Rakan leant forward, putting more weight on her elbows. “Salt,” she said the word as though tasting it, eyes narrowing. “It’s said you don’t know who your father is. He must have been from a strong bloodline… and yet to consort with a markless from the Lower Town.” She made a tsk noise, then leant back in her chair. “You have essence to draw from?”

“I do,” Elian said. He sat stiffly in his chair. He’d expected comments about his mother. About where he’d come from. And yet still, it had taken him by surprise.

Anger rose up within him, flaring and roiling inside.

He clamped it down. He needed to be able to keep a cool head, even if he didn’t want to. Even if his instincts—mixed in with the hellhound’s—were telling him to rip this woman’s throat out for the way she’d spoken.

And this would be the least of the comments he would receive…

Calm yourself, Elian. Breathe.

He took a silent breath. The woman had an eyebrow raised, almost as though she could read his thoughts—or at least his intentions.

Dead gods, I hope that’s not something possible.

His earlier assessment, about liking this woman, shifted rapidly.

Mistress Rakan motioned toward one of the cages. The one with the bird. It wasn’t a crow, like the one he’d been seeing all around the academy since he arrived the day before. No, this was a small bluebird. It was rather beautiful, its head twitched from one side to the other, and it released the occasional chirp.

“Show me your skill. Take the bird’s vision.” He hadn’t noticed before, but upon her desk sat a pocket watch, one that was almost identical to Master Larson’s.

Elian frowned.

Is she going to time how long I take the bird’s vision for?

The fights with hellhounds that he’d been in had all happened so fast he couldn’t remember if the skill had ever run out. He had wondered what its limits might be, and if she were to time him, it seemed those limits might vary.

Elian didn’t hesitate. He activated his Sight skill. The bird’s eyes flashed white as the skill worked on it. The bird wasn’t agitated. If he were honest, Elian had thought it would freak out and start screeching, he’d even flinched slightly as he’d done it, expecting the worst.

He knew what it was like, to suddenly have one’s vision taken away.

Instead, the bird had dropped its head and fallen asleep. There was a swift ticking noise coming from the pocket watch. The woman had pressed a button on its side.

“When it gets dark, birds think it’s nighttime. Taking their vision actually calms many of them. That’s why I use a bird for this,” Mistress Rakan said.

“I didn’t know that.” Elian felt a little less bad, testing his skill on an animal, now that she’d told him. He’d thought he was being rather cruel, but he’d understood the utility of it.

Every time he’d used his Sight skill, it had been while in the middle of combat. He hadn’t had much time to focus on the changes it gave to his vision.

He looked out a window, and smiled at just how far he could see. The window didn’t face the Middle City, or the Lower Town. It faced the other side of the mountain. He could see the valley, and the river, leading to the ocean.

“Not surprising that you did not know,” Mistress Rakan said. “I can’t imagine you have much of an education.”

This, perhaps, should have made him bristle like her other comment had, but just like when Aila had assumed he couldn’t read, he did not see the harm in it. It was simply the truth, after all.

He didn’t have much of an education—didn’t have any education, really.

He decided not to respond to the woman. Instead, he focused on the bird, with its head down, resting in the crook beneath its shoulder and wing. The bird’s chest rose and fell slowly as it breathed. He tilted his head to the side. He liked the silence. The calm that was falling upon him. A calm that he didn’t experience—couldn’t experience—beyond the wall.

A calm that he’d barely experienced inside the wall, if he were honest. A strange calm to find, especially after what had just happened.

There are no demons here. And right now, no one will discover what I am. I have to trust that. Let go of my fear.

He sunk into the calm. In the corner of his vision, he saw the woman look at her ticking pocket watch and raise an eyebrow. Had she expected his skill to end already?

Tug.

He frowned.

Elian had felt something tugging at his heart tree. What had that been? The essence he’d used for the skill was already gone. His Sight skill always took the same amount of essence to use, .2 units.

So what had that tug been?

That’s when he felt it—a line, connecting him to the bird. It came from his chest. From his heart tree. Now that he knew it was there, he honestly wondered how it was possible that he’d never noticed it before.

Of course there’s a connection between myself and the bird. I’m currently using its sight.

He just hadn’t known the connection would be something tangible.

It was reminiscent of the connection he had between himself and his blood-bonded demon. When the demon had not been assimilated with him, but a separate entity, there had been a line between them, something that signified their bond, something that only he and the demon could see.

He shared a similar bond with the two minions he’d reanimated. Though this bond wasn’t as strong as one he’d had with his demon, that line was more… stable. He couldn’t think of anything that would be able to cut them.

The line between himself and the bird was fragile, and it was thinning, fast. Now that he focused on the line, it wasn’t only something he could feel. It quickly became something that he could see.

He doubled down his focus, using every ounce of it to see and feel that line. He imagined the line stronger. Imagined it was like a thick rope, or even a steel rod.

A bead of sweat formed on his forehead from the effort.

Still, the line thinned. More and more, until finally, it was gone altogether. His vision dulled. Colour drained from the world, though he knew that wasn’t truly the case. It was just going back to how it had been before he’d stolen the bird’s vision.

There was a sharp click. Mistress Rakan had stopped the timer.

“Fascinating.”


Chapter 5

Elian blinked. He wiped sweat from his brow. He felt tired. More tired than he ever had after using that skill. He wondered what he’d been doing, trying to imagine the line as stronger. He doubted it had any effect.

“What’s fascinating?” he asked, looking over at Mistress Rakan. “Mistress,” he remembered to add after a moment.

The woman blinked. She was still looking down at the watch in her hands. “Two minutes, ten seconds.”

Elian frowned. “That is how long my skill lasted?” That didn’t sound like a very long time. “Did I perform poorly?”

The woman blinked again. Looked up at him. She looked different to how she had a moment before, like her walls were down.

“Poorly?” She shook her head. “You misunderstand. Two minutes and eleven seconds is a tremendous achievement.” Her eyes narrowed. “It this some sort of trick?”

Elian frowned. “Trick?”

“Has someone put you up to this? Trained you up outside of the academy before revealing you as marked? Though what their motives would be, I can’t imagine…”

Elian’s mouth fell upon, a little dumbfounded by the question. It took him a moment to find words. “I assure you, I haven’t received any training. Nothing but the few days I spent outside the wall. Is two minutes really that… good?”

“A Tier 1 Invoker, once-marked, twice-marked or thrice-marked, is typically only able to maintain a Sight skill for up to ten seconds without extensive training. With training, it can go far longer—but, without…”

“Ten seconds?”

Elian felt a stab of fear. Was this because he was full-marked? He knew that full-marked had the potential to become significantly stronger than other marked. Knew that they had access to more essence, or something. Honestly, he wasn’t sure why they were stronger, other than they would of course have access to every single mark, and be able to unlock the nodes and gain skills for each one of them.

Were there other things that made him different? Or was this because of being assimilated with Flame?

He took a moment to examine the ball of light currently residing in his heart tree. The ball of light that was the demon he’d smuggled into the Academy of Marked—probably the first time a demon had been up here since the hordes descended on the world.

The amount of light—the energy he could draw upon, that would give him heightened strength and speed, or even allow him to breathe fire—hadn’t changed.

He would know if it had.

So how had this happened? Why had this happened?

The voices of the minions in his mind were quiet. They had been that way for a little while, actually. He wouldn’t have minded if they spoke up to him right now. Explained to him what might be going on.

Elian swallowed.

“No extra training…” The woman trailed off. “You used this skill many times, however, outside the wall.”

“I did. Would that account for how long it lasts?”

“Definitely not. I could imagine it lasting for twenty seconds with that amount of experience, maybe thirty. But…” She stood from her chair and strode straight toward the classroom’s door. “Wait here. Do not leave this room.”

The double doors slapped shut after she left. The sound startled him. Startled the bird awake, too. It ruffled its feather, looking around blearily, as though it had no idea what was going on.

You and me both.

He looked at the window. It could open. A mad part of him wondered if he should try and climb out and down the tower. He could probably manage it, too.

And he would get caught.

Where had the woman gone? To get another one of the masters? To get the headmistress? What if they decided to interrogate him?

“Am I in trouble here?” he whispered.

Cael and Alfred remained silent. Unsettlingly silent. He examined the lines that led to them. There was… something off about them. He could still feel their souls within his heart tree, but the connection had been… changed?

Is that even possible?

Normally he would appreciate that quiet. Not so much right now.

He touched a hand to his chest where the Summoner mark was. For all he knew, his sweat had already cleaned it off.

The doors opened. Mistress Rakan walked through with a man at her side.

Not just any man, either. It was someone Elian recognised.

Master Larson.

The master’s forehead was creased as Mistress Rakan shut the doors behind them.

“So, what is it you wanted to show me?” Master Larson asked her.

She strode down the line between the desks. Considering how swiftly she was walking, Elian thought it would have made quite a racket. Her steps were soft, however, and he could recognise the training evident in the way she walked. It wasn’t quite as graceful as Master Larson, but was still very athletic.

The woman sat at her desk, took up the pocket watch a second time, then spoke, “Show him. Take the bird’s vision.”

Too late to run now.

Elian let out a quiet breath. Wondered if he should cut the skill short this time. Try and seem… unremarkable. He’d certainly seemed that way to Master Larson. It shouldn’t be too hard to manage it again.

But something told him it was too late for that.

Best not make them wait.

He activated his Sight skill. Once more, the bird’s eyes flashed white. Once more, he felt the essence bleed out of him at the use of the skill, fuelling it. The bird’s head drooped, dropped. Tucked back under its wing. Elian wondered if the poor thing was getting confused.

I’m sure it’s used to this kind of treatment.

He saw the line almost instantly, this time. Felt its tug at his heart tree. He focused on it. The room was quiet but for the ticking of the mistress’s pocket watch tracking his time, and the breathing of the master and mistress watching. He let that drift away from him. Let his worries about what they might think of this skill lasting as long as it did drift away too.

It was simply himself and the line. Once again, he concentrated on it, tried to strengthen it. Bolster it. Last time, all he could see was the line continuing to fade. Continuing to become thinner and thinner the longer it went on.

This time, it was different. The line actually became more solid. At least, it did for a few seconds. Then he was sure it was taking much longer to thin than it had the first time. Maybe it was because he’d concentrated on it right away.

That bead of sweat appeared on his forehead again, and it brought a few of its friends along with it. He ignored them as they dripped down into his eye. He forced his eyes not to blink. He still felt a bit of fatigue from the first time he’d done this—whatever this was—but he wasn’t going to budge.

Finally, the skill ended. The pocket watch clicked. Elian slumped. Took a long breath. Wiped his brow. He smiled. Felt like it had lasted longer this time.

“Impossible,” Master Larson breathed.

“Two minutes and fifteen seconds.” Mistress Rakan ran a hand through her hair. The movement looking rather unusual on her. She looked past Elian, at the master standing behind him. “What’s happening?”

Elian turned, stepped back, so he could see the both of them. They were looking at each other, but not at him, almost like he wasn’t there.

Master Larson shook his head. “I don’t know. This is highly unusual.”

“Impossible, you said, but clearly it isn’t.”

Dead gods, why did I do it again?

Elian wondered if he’d just made his situation worse.

“Could he be a prodigy?” Mistress Rakan whispered. Again, speaking as though he wasn’t there at all.

What is a prodigy?

Elian had never heard the word before. Was it some kind of slang?

“The way he fought today I wouldn’t have said so,” Master Larson replied. “But seeing this…” His frown deepened. He looked at Elian. “How many nodes have you unlocked in the Invoker line?”

“One, sir,” Elian replied immediately. He’d trained enough with the master that morning that he hadn’t even hesitated in calling the man sir.

“Tier 1, a single node unlocked.” Master Larson sighed. “I haven’t heard of anyone possessing such natural talent for a long while.”

Natural talent?

“Could it be because he is thrice-marked?” Mistress Rakan asked. There was doubt in her voice. She herself had told him that shouldn’t make any difference.

“Even if he were full-marked, it wouldn’t give him the ability to do this.”

The woman flinched when Master Larson said “full-marked.”

Elian flinched too.

Oh, how close they were coming to discovering what he actually was. Far, far too close for his liking.

He almost took another step back, but stopped himself. He didn’t want the sudden movement to catch their attention. Suddenly he was glad that they were treating him like he wasn’t even there. He wanted to shrink into the background and disappear.

Instead, he spoke up. “What’s a prodigy?”

They looked at him. Each had a hint of surprise in their eyes.

Maybe they had forgotten he was still in the room.

Master Larson cleared his throat. “A prodigy is someone with unusual… gifts. They take to an ability in a way that others don’t, as though they were born to do it, and all their lives their bodies and minds have simply been waiting to perform the task.”

Natural talent… he didn’t think he’d ever had any talent of any kind. Then again, he’d never really had a chance to find out.

“What… does it mean?” Elian asked.

“It means there will be even more rumours about you,” Master Larson said. “But other than that, it will not change much in your day-to-day…”

Mistress Rakan scoffed. “How could it not? There hasn’t been a prodigy in this school for over a hundred years!”

What about Derrick Hollow? Elian wanted to ask but didn’t.

That’s when he remembered his minions having been quiet. He piped up. “Master, mistress, is there any reason why my connection to my minions might be strained? I haven’t heard their voices in some time, and they’re… usually quite chatty.”

Mistress Rakan looked at him, a little dazed. “Minions? Of course. I heard you had two of those.” She waved a hand toward the door. “There is an item influencing the room, an Infuser invention. It blocks part of a Necromancer’s connection to their minions. Mostly it’s so students can concentrate in class without the incessant ramblings of their minion’s voices in their head.”

“It’s also so Necromancers don’t become reliant on the information their minions can give them. Students at this academy are supposed to learn for themselves, not get all their answers from the souls of the dead. If a Necromancer were to rely too heavily on any one minion, if that minion were to be killed in battle, it could hinder them severely in the future.” He paused. “At least, that is the academy’s rationale. Though it is rare a minion’s soul is actually useful to the Necromancer, especially if that soul’s body has been dead for a long time.”

Baylin had told him about the madness that often befell Necromancers. Not something he wanted to suffer from, that was for sure.

He looked at Master Larson for a moment, sure that that was the longest he’d actually spoken to Elian since they’d met that morning, despite him having spent several hours taking orders from the man.

Does he see me differently now?

If this wasn’t because he was full-marked, as the master had said, then why was it?

Was he truly a prodigy? And what exactly would that mean for him?

This isn’t Flame doing this for me, is it?

His worry was that it was, but his instinct was to think that it wasn’t.

He looked over at the door. He also wondered what other types of Infuser items were out there, and if any of them had the ability to block an Invoker’s skills. Maybe he would feel more secure in his room if that were the case.

“We will have to speak with Headmistress Herack,” Mistress Rakan said. “She will want to know about this.”

Fingers gripped his heart. The last time he’d seen Headmistress Herack, the woman had been ordering the execution of a Summoner.

The daughter of the woman who had just spoken.

And yet it’s like it hasn’t even happened. Like her daughter never even existed.

Perhaps he was being unfair in thinking that. He had no idea what might be going through the mistress’s head, just as they had no idea what was going through his.

Else he’d be dead.

Master Larson raised a hand. “No need to bother the headmistress with this. At least, not right away.” He put a hand on Elian’s shoulder. The weight of it there was unsettling. “Perhaps I should speak with the lad. See if there is anything else… unusual about him.”

Mistress Rakan narrowed her eyes at Master Larson, but she did not object. Instead, her shoulders slumped, and she actually looked a little relieved.

“Elian, wait outside,” Master Larson said.

“Yes, sir,” he muttered, before heading to the door. As he closed it, he saw the master embracing the other woman. Elian quickly looked away. It was the embrace of comfort. One given to someone who had just suffered a loss.

There were tears in Rakan’s eyes.

Not so heartless as I thought.


Chapter 6

Elian fidgeted where he stood outside Mistress Rakan’s classroom, awaiting the chat with Master Larson.

The man’s words repeated in his mind: Perhaps I should speak with the lad. See if there is anything else… unusual about him.

He swallowed.

What else could be unusual about me? Other than the fact that I’m full-marked and am currently carrying a demon within my core…

But he didn’t think they suspected. That wasn’t what appeared to be happening here.

They think I’m a prodigy. I still don’t really know what that means.

For the first time since he’d seen Reena Rakan hung from the balcony just outside the academy earlier that day, Elian felt a spark of hope within his heart. He’d been worried, ever since that moment, that they would suspect him for what he truly was. He’d seen how coldly they’d killed that woman, without a second thought, and he knew that could happen to him.

They wouldn’t hesitate.

But it hadn’t happened. He wasn’t going to let it happen. If they thought he was special—in a way that had nothing to do with him being full-marked—then he could use that.

He knew he shouldn’t be courting more attention. Elian had enough of that in this place as it was with all the rumours about him flying around, despite the fact that he hadn’t yet spoken to another student at this academy and had barely been here for a day.

But he wasn’t going to shy away from this.

They were impressed with what I could do.

He wasn’t sure he could ever remember anyone being impressed by him before. Except maybe the miners when he was saving their lives. He found he liked the feeling.

The door to the classroom opened. Master Larson stepped out. There was a pained expression on his face, an expression that only remained there for a moment. It was washed away as the doors closed behind him. The man turned his attention toward Elian, folding his hands behind his back.

“Follow me, Elian.” He strode down the hall, boots slapping on the stone.

Elian followed.

The man’s office was two floors up. Elian figured he would become used to the winding stairs and the sheer number of them. Figured that one day, they wouldn’t make his thighs and calves burn. He didn’t circulate essence around his body. He liked the feeling of exertion climbing the stairs provided, and he didn’t know how much more essence he would receive, nor when he would receive it.

That made him wonder—when would he next be able to travel to the other side of the wall? When would he be sent to hunt demons, or guard salt miners?

If he had the chance to fight demons, pull essence from their corpses…

Elian didn’t know when that might happen. Still, he couldn’t help looking forward to it. It would be a wholly different experience with others by his side, after he’d better learnt how to control his skills, and gained more of them.

He was a little surprised by how eager he was for it, considering all he’d been through out there.

Master Larson stopped. Elian pulled himself out of his thoughts and watched as the man opened a door. The master stepped through first. Elian crossed the threshold after him.

The room wasn’t what he’d expected. He thought he would be visiting another classroom, like Mistress Rakan’s. This wasn’t a classroom. It was an office. Master Larson sat down behind a large wooden desk. Elian took a moment to take the place in.

He had never seen so many books in his life.

His mother had taught him to read, but having access to books… it wasn’t something someone from the Lower Town, a salt miner no less, was likely to have. He stared in awe at them all. He still hadn’t been to the library, but it seemed as though this Master Larson possessed a library all of his own.

“My private collection,” Master Larson said.

Elian walked over to one of the shelves. He couldn’t help himself. He was sure this wasn’t why the master had brought him here, but how could he not look at the collection?

He reached out, extending a finger, close to brushing a spine, but he dared not touch it without permission.

Elian had always enjoyed the stories told on street corners and inside taverns. Stories of marked fighting demons. Stories of the Godfall.

Stories of before.

And he had heard that’s what books were. Stories. Inked on the page. Told years, decades, even centuries ago.

“It is good to see you have an interest in books.” Master Larson cleared his throat. “Take a seat, Elian.”

Elian wrenched his gaze away from the leather spines. He hadn’t even read what any of the books were. He had been taught his letters, but it still took him time to decipher each word.

As he lowered himself into a seat across from the man’s heavy wooden desk, Elian remembered the reason he was here. He almost asked a question, but he remembered the master wasn’t fond of those. Not unless he gave permission for them to be asked.

The master, however, looked a little different to how he usually might. More pensive than serious. More curious than severe.

“I do not think you understand the weight of what you have done today. The importance of it.”

Elian looked at the table. His forehead creased. “Can you explain it to me?”

The master dipped his head forward, almost in a bow. “Prodigies are rare, Elian. As you heard Mistress Rakan say, there hasn’t been one for over a hundred years. Prodigies possess the potential for powers that are… unheard of.”

Elian bit his lip.

“Do you have a question?”

He nodded.

“You may ask it.”

“How am I a prodigy? What… caused this?” It wasn’t his only question, but it was a start.

The master smiled. Elian wasn’t sure he’d seen that happen before. “If we knew the answer to that question, we might very well have far more of them.” The master rested his elbows on the table, interlocked his fingers, and leant forward. “When I first met you, I told you I wasn’t interested in your skills. Or your story. Recent developments, however, have changed my opinion on those matters.” He tilted his head to the side. “What other skills do you possess?”

Elian held his breath. Let it out silently. “I have only two,” he lied.

“Animate Minion and Sight. Rather remarkable you survived out there. Though perhaps it is beginning to make sense now. Especially with the revelation that Baylin Sworn was with you. Still, he arrived at the wall before you.”

Good. They think I survived because of this, and because of Baylin, giving them no reason to get more curious.

“Baylin was a great help out there. I wouldn’t have made it back to the Lower Town without him.”

“I dare say he wouldn’t have made it there without you.” Master Larson opened his hands. “Then again, he has made it back on his own before.”

There was a hint of something in the man’s voice. Elian wasn’t sure what it was.

“Are you sure I’m a prodigy? All I did was use a skill for a little while.”

“A little while…” Master Larson shook his head. “Trust me, Elian, what you did is far better than that. There is also the matter of your minions.” He paused. “You should not have two of them.”

“I…” He blinked. Worried. “I need to give one of them up?”

“You misunderstand me, Elian. At Tier 1, with a single node unlocked of your Necromancer mark, you simply shouldn’t have been able to animate more than one corpse. You haven’t spoken to someone about Necromancy, have you?”

Elian shook his head.

“I doubt they would have believed you had only unlocked one node.”

“I’m not lying.” The words came out before he even realised he was going to say some. Which, considering the secrets he had, was a problem.

“I never accused you of such a thing, Elian. You have no reason to lie, and I have seen what you are capable of already. I do not believe you could have been taught in secret outside of these walls, either. Some may accuse you of lying about your abilities. I am not one of those people.”

“You said you had other questions to ask me.”

“You have the ability to circulate essence,” Master Larson said. “How long did it take you to learn it?”

“I learnt it…” He struggled to remember. “In less than an hour?”

Larson smiled. The second time since this conversation had begun. “I daresay, you are a remarkable young man, Elian.”

Elian blinked. “I’m not sure how to respond to that, sir.”

Master Larson dipped his head in a nod. “I imagine you will hear it in the future, considering your talents. A simple thank you would be a reasonable response.”

“Thank you, Master Larson.” Elian still felt stiff. Unsure. He wasn’t used to this level of scrutiny, and here he was getting it multiple times in the same day. Not to mention the day before, when he was questioned by the head of the Lower Town Guard, and the headmistress herself.

Elian paused, looked up into the master’s eyes. “What does this mean for me? You said I had potential to possess powers that are unheard of?” He frowned. “How can they be unheard of, if prodigies have possessed them in the past?”

Master Larson chuckled. “That is a good question. The powers that prodigies possess are unique. They are often able to do things that other marked simply can’t, and each prodigy is often capable of something different. Often, these are things that have never been performed before, or since. At least, not in the academy’s long memory.” He motioned toward the books. “I happen to have an interest in prodigies. It is the reason Mistress Rakan came to me in the first place. Though until today, that interest had been entirely academic.”

Academic.

Elian wasn’t familiar with the word, though he couldn’t help but notice its similarity with the word academy.

“We are in a rather unique position, Elian. It is not often a prodigy is discovered so early in their training. Thus far, you have had no formal training in your marked skills, nor, as was quite evident, in your fighting abilities. The training that a marked gets, whether they are once-marked, twice-marked, or thrice-marked, is quite regimented and set. There is one way that everyone must be trained. To deviate from that would fly in the face of all we have learnt here at the academy, however… for prodigies, the same rules should not apply.” He paused. “Assuming I can receive permission from the headmistress.”

Elian tilted his head to the side and received a slight nod allowing him to ask his question.

“I’m not sure I understand. Are you saying you wish to train me differently? That I won’t be a part of the same classes other marked are in?”

Master Larson looked out the single window in his office. A narrow window, flanked by two enormous, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. It overlooked the Middle City and the Lower Town. “Prodigies aren’t like other marked. As I’ve said, they have the potential for great power. From my research, that potential could become stifled if those training them are not careful. The regimented, linear training that one normally undergoes at this academy is not sufficient for someone such as yourself. If you are trained in the same why, to think all that you can do is what everyone else does, you may never tap into your true abilities.”

Master Larson paused. He stood, walked over to the window. “What happened to you beyond the wall was terrifying. It also happened to be the perfect training ground. Out there, without formal training, without knowing what you were capable of, you simply did whatever was necessary to survive. If one were to have been observing you, they may have discovered that some of the things you did, another marked would not have been able to do.”

Elian lowered his head. That was certainly true. Considering he was full-marked, he had done plenty of things other marked weren’t capable of.

Master Larson turned around to face Elian. He pursed his lips, creased his forehead. “In an ideal world, you are right, I would pull you out of your classes and have you trained outside of them. However, I do not think that would be wise. The classes a marked at the academy participates in teach them more than just how to use their skills or how to fight—they teach them how to be a part of a team, something all marked must rely on. No…” He shook his head. “I can’t pull you out of them. Not completely… Besides, I doubt the headmistress would be on board with that. She is a rather strict traditionalist when it comes to teaching methods, and most often unwilling to bend.”

He tapped a finger against his chin, looking deep in thought, like what he wanted to say was on the tip of his tongue. Then he smiled. “However, I think you would benefit from personal tutelage.”

Elian blinked. Personal tutelage. That was a privilege he’d never imagined receiving. Though it did make him worry. In classes, he would be one student among many. With a personal tutor… all the scrutiny would be on him.

It seemed much easier to slip up.

“Whose personal tutelage would I be receiving, Master Larson?”

Master Larson gave Elian a devilish grin, one that spoke of nothing short of mischief. “Why, mine, of course.”


Chapter 7

Master Larson personally led Elian to his next evaluation. This one was down in the basement—or rather, the dungeons, deep in the bowels of the academy, through tunnels carved from marble and stone, cut straight into the mountain itself. When they passed where Elian had left his minions, Master Larson had instructed that he bring them along. Elian had complied.

He had also discovered that soon after exiting the master’s office his minions were able to communicate with him again.

<That was weird,> Alfred said.

<Unsettling,> Cael said. <It’s bad enough being stuck inside your head, but not being able to see or hear? If I had a body, I would be shuddering it right about now.>

<Why is Master Larson leading you to the dungeons?> Alfred mused. <Don’t worry, we know you can’t answer.>

<It is rather strange, though,> Cael said.

Elian wasn’t quite sure why he’d been worried about losing contact with them. In hindsight, the relative silence had been quite refreshing. He wondered if whatever item was used was something that he could take with him, or even create himself. Perhaps if he were able to activate and deactivate it at will, then he could control when they were able to distract him.

That sounds like absolute bliss.

Elian’s head was in the clouds, lost in thought, blindly following along behind the master. He didn’t mind walking through tunnels. He was used to it. In fact, it brought a sort of comfort and familiarity, one that he hadn’t expected. These tunnels were completely different to the ones back in the salt mine—they were constantly lit, for one, and the floors were very smooth—that they barely resembled them.

But a tunnel was a tunnel.

It wasn’t until Master Larson stopped that Elian was jolted out of his thoughts.

Master Larson appeared to hesitate, something Elian never imagined the man doing. There was an ornate knocker on a thick wooden door. The knocker appeared to be carved into the shape of a skeletal fist.

No… it hadn’t been carved. It was a skeletal fist. Bones.

That’s when he noticed there were bones inlaid into the very wood, around the corners. His mouth opened, as though to comment on this, but he closed it again, not really sure what to say.

All the stories of Necromancers came back to him. Out of all the marked, they were the most feared, and were often said to be villains—unless they were compared with Summoners, of course.

After a brief hesitation, Master Larson grabbed the knocker. He used it to rap the heavy door swiftly three times. That was when Elian noticed there was no doorknob. No handle. No way that he could see to open the door from this side.

It opened from the other side. And it wasn’t a man nor a woman that stood in the doorway, but a walking skeleton. A reanimated minion. One that looked like it had been that way for longer than Elian had been alive.

Maybe even longer than Baylin has been alive.

It stepped aside and motioned them through. The skeleton’s movements were not jerky like his own minions’ movements, they were as fluid as a human’s—more fluid, perhaps, like that of a dancer.

Or a fighter.

This room, unlike Master Larson’s office, did have desks. But the room was far larger than Mistress Rakan’s room had been. The desks were tiered, each row up another step. The steps were in a semi-circle facing down toward something like a stage. There was another, larger desk at the end of that stage, with a man sitting behind it.

Looking at that man, Elian couldn’t help but think that everything he’d ever heard about Necromancers must be true.

The man stood as Master Larson stepped down the tiered stairs toward the stage. He was tall. Skinny. Skeletal. What little hair that he did have was white as parchment and stuck to his oily head. His skin was thin, slightly translucent and splotchy.

He was deathly pale.

If the man weren’t standing, staring at them, Elian might have thought he was dead. He had the look of a reanimated corpse—everything but the eyes. Those eyes were alive. Alert. And above all, curious.

“Welcome to the dungeons, Elian Salt,” the Necromancer said, staring directly into his eyes. His voice was as weak and thin as a twig, and just as prone to breaking. Elian was surprised he could hear the man at all.

“Acoustics.” The Necromancer gestured to the curved ceiling. “This place is designed to project my voice, what little of it I have.”

Elian had never posed the question. Hadn’t even shifted his expression. Yet somehow the man knew what he’d been thinking.

He probably gets that a lot. No reason to think a Necromancer would be able to hear someone else’s thoughts.

“Master Larson.” The Necromancer dipped his head. “It is a pleasure, if not a surprise, to see you down this deep in the academy. I don’t recall the last time you set foot in this room. Tell me, has Mr Salt already gotten himself into some trouble?” The man raised an eyebrow. Or he would have, if he had any eyebrows. They were both gone. Whether they’d been shaved off or had simply fallen off, Elian didn’t know.

“I’ll admit, it’s not my favourite place,” Master Larson said, his voice a bit clipped. He clearly wasn’t a fan of the man. He turned to Elian, then gestured toward the Necromancer. “This is Master Arin. He has been the head Necromancy instructor for…” Master Larson trailed off, looked at Master Arin.

Master Arin smiled, closed mouth, and did not offer an answer.

“For as long as I, or anyone I have ever met besides the man himself, can remember,” Master Larson finished.

“Sometimes even my memory doesn’t stretch back that far.”

Elian’s forehead creased. How old was this man? He knew Necromancers lived long lives, but… could he have been around since before the Godfall? Somehow, such a thing simply didn’t feel possible, yet it could very well be…

Would that mean the man might not hate Summoners as much as other people do, because he had once known them? Or would he hate them even more, as he’d been there when this had all begun?

Elian shrugged away those thoughts. Both masters were looking at him expectantly. Elian cleared his throat.

“It’s nice to meet you, Master Arin.”

Master Arin nodded absentmindedly. His gaze drifted upward to the two minions Elian had follow him into the room.

“Ah. Two minions. Word was that you had two.” He walked forward. It was an odd shuffle, his shoes—which weren’t visible beneath his long black robes—scuffed the ground on each step. He reached the edge of the stage then motioned the minions toward him.

Elian waited. Watched the exchange. Briefly, he’d thought the minions would move toward the man without his own input, as though the master were able to control other people’s minions as well as his own.

That didn’t happen, however. The minions just stood there until Elian commanded them to walk down the stairs.

Master Arin looked at them appreciatively. “You control them rather well, considering you’ve been marked for less than a week. Have you unlocked two, or three nodes?”

Elian looked at Master Larson. The man nodded for him to answer. “One.”

Master Arin blinked. His head turned to look at Elian. There was something odd about the way he moved. Slightly jerky. Far less fluid than his own minion. “One?” He put a finger in his ear, twisted it, pulled it out. Ear wax fell to the ground. Elian chose to ignore that. “Did I hear you right?”

Elian nodded.

Master Arin’s gaze shifted to Master Larson. “That is why you are here.” He clapped his hands together. Elian almost expected a cloud of dust to appear, as though the man had been sitting in that chair for weeks until they’d come through the door.

That, of course, didn’t happen.

“You think he might be a prodigy?”

This man catches on quick.

“I don’t think it, Master Arin,” Master Larson said. “I know it.” He told the man how long Elian had been able to hold his Sight skill active, and that he only had a single node down that mark as well.

“Interesting. Very, very interesting. The headmistress, she must have had an inkling after questioning him.” Master Arin used that same shuffling walk as he came over to them. He loomed over Elian for a moment, staring deeply into his eyes. “You aren’t lying to me, are you, boy?”

“I’m not lying.”

A smirk twisted the side of the man’s thin lips. “Hmm. Not about this, at least.” He tapped his head. The sound was strange. The thud almost seeming hollow. “Secrets. We all have them. One day, they get out.” His head turned to look at the skeleton standing by the door. “Not even the dead can keep them.”

Master Larson frowned at this, but he did not say anything.

Elian’s whole body stiffened at the words. He tried to relax, but it was eerie enough being down here, talking to this man. The mention of secrets…

“You weren’t on the balcony today,” Elian blurted. He had thought all the masters and mistresses of the academy had been there, but this man hadn’t. He would have noticed. He was sure of it.

“The balcony?” Master Arin tilted his head to the side. Then there was recognition in his eyes. “Ah, yes. The spectacle. No, I do not attend such things.”

Elian didn’t think attending them was optional. Perhaps only someone like this man would be able to get away with it.

Master Arin looked at Master Larson. “You finally found one. I know you’ve been looking for an age. You must be overjoyed.”

Master Larson said nothing.

“Do you wish to remain while I evaluate him?” Master Arin said.

Master Larson looked around the room for a moment. He shook his head. “I have other matters I must attend to.” He looked at Elian. “Report to me later. I will call for you.”

Master Larson left.

Then it was only Elian and the Necromancer.

The Necromancer smiled.


Chapter 8

“Sit,” the Necromancer commanded.

Elian obeyed.

Master Arin had snatched a chair from the front row of tiered seats. He had placed it on the stage, right in the middle. The seat was for Elian. The master did not appear to wish to sit. He paced, with that same strange shuffle that scuffed against the floor, for what felt like at least a minute.

Then he stopped. Stared at Elian. “Do you fear me?” Master Arin asked.

“Yes,” Elian replied.

There was a sparkle in the man’s eye. “Good.”

It wasn’t the reaction Elian has been hoping for.

The master continued, “That means you are not a fool. What is powerful and unknown should always be feared, and being honest about such things will only serve you well.”

He began pacing again.

Scuff. Scuff. Scuff.

“I am once-marked. I came from a family that lacked the blood, or so they thought until my mark was revealed. It was a different time then. Markless were treated… worse than they are now, and those marked from traditionally markless families… well, we did not fare well here at the academy.”

Something tells me we don’t fare well these days either…

“Why are you telling me this?” Elian asked. He closed his mouth, not realising how abrupt the question had been.

Master Arin chuckled. “Because I want you to understand that where someone starts need not have anything to do with where they end up.” He opened his arms, extended long, thin fingers. “I started with nothing, and now I am the most respected Necromancer in the Valley of Auld. Mostly because all the ones who had been more powerful than me died a long time ago.”

He pointed a bony finger straight at Elian.

“You have potential, my young friend. Do not fall into the trap that other thrice-marked have before you.”

Elian frowned. “What trap?”

“Specialisation,” Master Arin said it as though it were a dirty word. “They specialise in a single mark. They unlock nodes from all three of them, but they neglect to train the ones they aren’t interested in as much as whichever one suits them most.” He released a long, dry sigh. “But that is not how things used to work for thrice-marked.”

Elian frowned. “It’s not?”

The Necromancer shook his head furiously. His gaze locked on Elian’s eyes. There was something savage in it that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “Do you know why full-marked were so feared?”

Elian swallowed. The savage look in the man’s eyes gave him pause. Reminded him of what the master had said about everyone having secrets.

There’s no way he could know mine.

“Because they had access to every mark.”

Master Arin clicked his fingers. “Exactly!”

Elian frowned, wondering why the man was asking such basic questions. Did he think that Elian was stupid, because he came from the Lower Town? Or, well, if not stupid, then at least ignorant?

Elian was ignorant, that much he was sure of, but he wasn’t that ignorant.

“Full-marked didn’t specialise in any one mark. They trained in all of them. They took their time.” Master Arin released another sigh. “But the way that twice-marked and thrice-marked are trained these days doesn’t allow for that.” He pursed his thin lips. “Did you know that before the Godfall, for each extra mark someone had, they spent an extra three years training at the academy?”

Elian blinked. He hadn’t know that. He’d heard that marked spent three years here, on average. But that would mean…

“Full-marked spent twelve years training here?”

Master Arin clicked. “Right again!”

Elian leant back in his seat. As much as he’d dreamt about coming to the academy, it was hard to imagine spending twelve years here. Not that he would.

His forehead creased as he took in what the man—a once-marked—was saying.

“Why don’t they train us in the same way anymore?” He bit his lip. “You’re saying I should have nine years of training instead of only three?”

Master Arin, no longer pacing, got a faraway look. “Times have changed. There is a reason those who make the rules fear those with too much power.”

Elian swallowed. “They worry thrice-marked will become what full-marked once were?”

“Thrice-marked, acting like gods.” Master Arin chuckled. Then he froze. Skittishly, he looked at the door to his classroom. He shook his head, though Elian didn’t know why he was shaking it. He stepped off the stage, onto the first tier. Took a chair, then walked back and placed it opposite Elian’s.

The master sat. He put his elbows on his knees, then leant his chin on his hands. “I shouldn’t have said all of that.” He looked… sad? “Forgive me, Elian Salt. My mind is not what it used to be. When you get as old as me… sometimes the proper things one should say slip away. You are a unique individual, being a thrice-marked prodigy. It reminded me of times gone by. Things from my past.”

He shook his head again. A sharp movement. Like he was trying to dislodge something.

“I must make this clear.” Master Arin looked into Elian’s eyes. “One should not speak of full-marked in the company of others. There are ears everywhere in the academy, though thankfully none are here. I trust you won’t repeat what I said to anyone else?”

Elian stared back at the man. He was beginning to realise that perhaps the Master Necromancer wasn’t… all there. That despite the ability to use essence circulation, it appeared time had ravaged his mind to some degree.

“I can keep your secret, Master Arin,” Elian said.

“Good,” Master Arin replied. “Very good. Though you should keep my words to yourself, you should not forget them. You are blessed with three marks, just as you are blessed as a prodigy. Be careful not to favour any one of your marks over the other. That is not where your power lies.”

Elian nodded slowly. “What must you do to evaluate me?”

The Necromancer smiled. His skeletal visage almost made Elian shudder. “Control your minions for me, Elian. Show me what they can do.”

And so Elian did. He made his minions go through the motions. As he had them walk down the tiers, careful not to let them trip as they stepped down, he couldn’t help but notice how jerky their movements were.

Master Arin’s minion is so fluid. It moves like water rushing down a stream. How does he manage that?

Master Arin took wooden practice swords from a rack on the wall that Elian hadn’t noticed before.

Elian wasn’t sure how he hadn’t noticed it—the rack took up almost the entire back wall, yet his attention had been so solidly upon Master Arin that he’d never really looked at what was there.

The rack held spears, swords, knives, even bows—though the arrowheads for the arrows were large and padded.

Master Arin handed the practice swords to the two minions with a flourish. Elian had the minions swing their swords, moving them in unison. He’d practiced this, but clearly, he hadn’t practised it enough, as the minions kept overbalancing, almost falling over on every single swing.

“Hmm.” Master Arin ran a hand along his chin, though he had no beard to speak of. “And you survived outside the wall?”

“I had help.” The words escaped his mouth before he’d considered them. “From Baylin, and the other miners.”

“Well of course. Who else would you have gained help from?” There was a twinkle in his eye. “Baylin Sworn. I heard he was back in these hollowed halls.” He paused. Cleared his throat. “Hallowed halls, I mean.”

Elian narrowed his eyes at the Necromancer.

Derrick Hollow, is that who’s he’s hinting at?

Elian felt more and more sure that Master Arin knew more than he should, or perhaps, that he knew Elian was hiding something. This time, he didn’t feel the grip of fear that he’d felt before.

Master Arin hadn’t questioned him about anything. Hadn’t pushed him or told him that he was lying.

Elian wasn’t foolish enough to think he might have an ally here, but there was definitely something about the man that made him seem like he could be one in the future.

Assuming I survive that long.

“How much control should a Necromancer at my Tier and experience have over a reanimated minion?” Elian asked.

The man nodded at the two minions, still swinging their swords, overbalancing, swinging again, at the exact same time. Elian tried to make slight corrections as he went. Slowly, he felt the movement become a little more natural.

A little.

“With as many days practice as you’ve had?” Master Arin raised a hairless eyebrow. With his long, thin fingers he gestured at the two minions. “I daresay they would have as much control as you’ve displayed here.”

Elian sagged at hearing that. He didn’t know why he’d expected more. Perhaps because he’d been called a prodigy so many times within the last hour that it was beginning to sink in that he might actually be something special—beyond being full-marked.

“I understand.”

“No, no. I don’t think you do. Not that I fault you. Someone at the same Tier, with the same amount of experience, and the same number of nodes unlocked… again, they would have roughly the same level of control. What they wouldn’t have, is control over two minions. If they did, their control would crumble to barely anything. It takes a lot more mental effort, skill, and practice to control multiple minions than it does a single minion. In fact, controlling a single minion is so easy and effortless in comparison that many multi-marked that don’t specialise specifically in Necromancy will choose to only control a single minion.”

Elian tilted his head to the side. “You’re saying if I was only trying to control one of them, I’d be able to make their movements more smooth?”

“Indeed. But that time has passed. You have taken on two minions as it is. The only way to take back such a decision would be to sacrifice one of them, and I have a feeling that’s not something you would wish to do.”

If the room hadn’t been warded, Elian imagined he would have heard the protests of his minions by now. “I can’t hear my minions in here. Is that always the case?” The man was right. Elian wouldn’t want to sacrifice either of his minions. But part of him was glad they weren’t listening into this conversation.

Even Cael. Who’d treated him horribly. Who’d taken his vision and kicked him while he was down.

Well, maybe he wouldn’t be torn up about losing Cael, but he certainly didn’t plan to make it happen himself.

“It is not always the case, no. I have the ability to change that if I wish.” The master paused. “Is that something you wish? To converse with your minions? I’ve no qualms with a Necromancer doing so in the company of others, but you’ll be aware that those without the Necromancer mark often don’t understand what it’s like. They often think us… peculiar.”

Elian frowned, wanting to clarify something. “What if I had one minion stationary. Wouldn’t I then be able to put all my focus onto a single minion?”

The master dipped his head in a nod. “That does sound like the way to do it, doesn’t it? That would give you a small positive effect, yes, but it wouldn’t be as strong as you imagine.” His brow furrowed. He tapped his chin a couple of times. “The truth of the matter is that there is a line, connecting you to your minions. This line has a particular level of strength. The line is only as strong as the Necromancer. When that line is split, so is the strength of it. So, if you were to control ten minions, you would control each of them with only a tenth of the power and precision you could control one.”

“That means… the strength of my line is twice that of another Necromancer of similar experience?”

Master Arin clicked his fingers. “Precisely!” The skeletal man smiled. “It’s refreshing having a student who actually listens and pays attention to the things I say, then considers them before responding, rather than assuming they’ve learnt all they need to know from their parents already.”

Elian blinked. “Is that really how other students act?”

Master Arin waved a hand. “Some. Some. But perhaps I’m being overly cynical. It happens, once you’re at my age. You begin to see the past as the good old days, and the present as nothing more than a ruin.”

He paused then, a faraway look overtaking him, and Elian wondered if he was thinking about a time before the Godfall, where the past was better. Where the roads were open, and the demons didn’t prowl outside the walls.

A world where Elian would be able to reveal his secret without it getting him killed.

Assuming the man had lived long enough to see it. Elian honestly wasn’t sure.

Master Arin continued tapping a finger on his chin. The man looked to be deep in thought.

“Traditionally, your Necromancy class would be taken with the other Tier 3 thrice-marked. I wonder if a different approach is necessary.” He blew air out of his cheeks. “Assuming I can get permission…” His expression turned to a scowl then, and he muttered something under his breath, something Elian wondered if the man knew he could hear. “Not that I should need permission.”

He looked at Elian, almost as though he’d forgotten he was there, and waved a long-fingered hand. “You’re dismissed. I think Mistress Petra will be your next visit.”

They had been in the middle of a conversation. Elian hadn’t expected it to stop so abruptly. He hadn’t shown the man much of what he could do. Then again, there wasn’t all that much to show. He scampered out of the classroom, up the steps in the middle of the tiered seating, and made his minions follow.

He had no idea where Mistress Petra would be, but once he was out of that room, he felt the block that prevented him from speaking to his minions lift.

They would be able to lead him where he needed to go.


Chapter 9

Elian didn’t have anything to show Mistress Petra.

He had heard her name before the Necromancer, Master Arin, had spoken it. Aila had mentioned the woman was the most powerful Infuser around, and that she had been the one to enchant the gates with salt. This had made him a little hesitant to visit her. He was hesitant about Infusing in general since he’d discovered that salt burned him while he had a demon assimilated inside of him.

Not for the first time, Elian wondered if he’d made a mistake bringing Flame here. Wondered if the demon would have been better off being left outside the walls. As he’d had that thought, however, he’d felt a sharp pain in his gut. A denial of the words. He knew that didn’t just come from himself—it came from Flame as well.

Sometimes it was incredibly difficult to know which feelings were his and which were the demon’s. Other times, it was abundantly clear.

Elian swallowed. As far as he was aware, the main thing an Infuser used for infusing was salt.

Maybe I need to find a place to stash Flame. Somewhere he’ll be safe. Somewhere no one will find him.

The door opened after a single knock, and it opened of its own accord. Elian wasn’t sure how it did that. Did Mistress Petra have an enchantment on the door, to make it possible? If so, it seemed like a waste of essence, using Infusing for something as small as the opening of a door.

Then again, if he had that kind of ability, he couldn’t say he wouldn’t use it. It added a level of gravitas to the situation he found himself in, just as when the skeleton minion had opened the door to Master Arin’s classroom in the dungeons.

Elian stepped into the room. The classroom looked much like Mistress Rakan’s room had, with the desks on either side with a gap in the middle for him to walk down.

Unlike Mistress Rakan’s room, however, this room didn’t have any cages filled with different animals. Elian thought that was a good thing. He didn’t like the idea of experimenting on animals.

A woman sat behind the desk at the far side of the room, her arms resting on the wood, fingers interlocked. She was younger than Elian had been expecting. Or at least, she looked younger. It was hard to tell one’s age here.

She was wearing short sleeves, and her large biceps were clearly visible the way she was leaning on the desk. She had a rough look about her, and Elian couldn’t help but think that she would look less out place in a tavern brawl than in an academy classroom.

“Elian Salt,” Mistress Petra stated. “Please, sit.”

Behind the woman was a wall lined with cabinets, each with small square doors.

“You have been here for little more than a day and I’ve already heard much about you.” The woman raised an eyebrow. “Master Larson, for instance, has just been here. I imagine you know what it is he spoke to me about?”

Elian nodded. “That I’m a prodigy.”

The woman made a hmm sound. “So he says.” She motioned to the chair in front of her.

Elian rushed over and sat. He glanced at the cabinets. A part of him was able to sense the salt inside of them.

“I’ve also been told you’ve yet to unlock an Infuser node?” Mistress Petra asked, still with the raised eyebrow.

“I had to use much of my essence to survive,” Elian said. “I didn’t have a chance to unlock the first Infuser node yet.”

The woman dipped her head. “Can’t say it would have done you much good if you had. Hard to do much of anything as an Infuser without any training, even if you are a prodigy.”

She peered at him, her eyes narrowed. “Tell me, Elian, what do you know of Infusers?”

Elian frowned, looking down. “Not much, really. I know they enchant steel with salt. I know they can do other things, transfer properties from one item to another… but I don’t know much else. Though I do know they can take Blood Sworn, and some of what that entails.”

“Yes, I heard you already have a candidate. Highly unusual, for a Tier 1 Infuser whose yet to unlock a single node. Especially one coming from the Lower Town. But that isn’t the only highly unusual thing about you, Elian, is it?”

It didn’t seem like an actual question, so Elian didn’t bother answering it.

The woman opened a drawer in her desk and pulled out several essence stones. She pushed them across the table toward him. “Absorb the essence within these. Unlock your Infuser node.”

She opened another drawer—her desk had a myriad of small, square drawers just like the wall behind her. She pulled out a rock and a feather, placing them beside the essence stones.

“Once you have unlocked the node, transfer the weight of one of these items into the other. Only then will I allow you to set foot in my class again. If you are truly a prodigy, it will not take you long.”

Elian stared at the essence stones, the feather, the rock. This was quite unlike his other experiences with the academy’s instructors that day.

“I believe you’ve been dismissed, Elian Salt.”

Elian snatched up the different items then hurried out of the classroom. He felt a slight thrill at the thought of unlocking another node. The last couple of nodes he’d unlocked were Summoner nodes. He had three Summoner skills—three skills he wasn’t allowed to use within these walls. He’d thought the conversation with the woman would have gone by a little slower. Thought she’d ask him more questions, or give him more answers. But it hadn’t been like that at all.

Elian didn’t mind that the woman seemed to be having trouble believing him about being a prodigy—he barely believed it himself. He hadn’t met another marked with the same amount of experience as him, so it was hard to know what he was comparing himself to.

Elian was about to make his way to his room when his stomach grumbled and he remembered just how hungry, and how thirsty, he was. He’d eaten his breakfast mechanically after what had happened outside, but it hadn’t been enough to replenish him after all he’d been doing.

No one had said there was anywhere else he needed to be today. It was already high sun. Others would probably be sitting down for lunch. Maybe Baylin would be there.

Dead gods he needed some food. He was definitely feeling hungrier now that he was marked.

It also might have something to do with having a demon living inside of him…

Elian headed to the great hall. During his entire introduction to the academy, he was yet to actually talk to another student. He didn’t really know how to introduce himself to someone else. He’d never been in a situation like this before. The Lower Town was small, most everyone knew most everyone else. At least in the part of the Lower Town where he’d grown up.

Marked walking through the town had always been strangers. And they were marked while he had been markless. So of course he wasn’t going to introduce himself to them—they probably would have sneered at him or pushed him into the dirt.

But things were different now, weren’t they? For all intents and purposes, he was marked. Just like them.

Well, maybe not just like them, but they didn’t need to know that.

He was still feeling raw from what had happened outside that morning. The death of the Summoner. He stepped into the great hall. A few hundred students were sitting to their meals. They were speaking in hushed tones. Elian, never having been here, didn’t know if this was normal, or if it was because of the execution, though he knew which he’d put his money on.

They look nervous.

He’d never thought of marked as looking nervous before. The people he watched were twitchy. They looked secretive. All of them were roughly the same age, give or take a year or two. Those that were eating together were huddled close. Whispering.

But Elian had enhanced hearing. It was easy enough to hear what they were all saying, though it felt rather intrusive doing so.

As he’d stepped in here, he’d fully intended to walk to the nearest group of students and introduce himself. Now, that just felt like a strange thing to do.

He hovered by the door, just looking around. That’s when the smell of the food hit him, and his appetite got the better of him. Being hungry was the reason he’d come here in the first place, after all.

He filled a bowl to the brim with rice and vegetables and knew he would be going back for seconds the moment he polished it off. Figuring his mouth would be too full to talk to others anyway, he decided to sit alone.

Baylin wasn’t anywhere within sight. He’d eaten breakfast, lunch, and dinner with the man more times than he could count when they’d been in the mines.

It was a little strange not having the man with him, though the context of their relationship had changed considerably since Elian had become marked.

Elian dug into his food, savouring the taste. Though his mind was still distracted with morbid thoughts of the rope creaking and that woman’s neck snapping—Mistress Rakan’s daughter—and that that same thing would happen to him if he were ever caught, he found himself able to enjoy the food again. He’d seen his fair share of death lately, and he wasn’t going to let it spoil another meal.

That thought made him pause, his fork almost to his mouth. Was he really so callous as to think that way? So selfish as to lament over someone’s death causing him to lose his appetite earlier?

He continued eating. He didn’t have an answer to that. He supposed he didn’t need one.

When his bowl was halfway empty a shadow fell upon it. Elian looked up to find a few of the other students standing before him.

Two men and one woman. They wore clothes that looked far richer than his own, and nothing to denote what tier they each might be. Elian hoped they were here for a friendly visit, but from the look of the one in the middle, arms crossed, eyes narrowed, forehead creased, that seemed to be unlikely.

“You’re Elian Salt,” said Frowning Man.

“Yes,” Elian replied, though it hadn’t been a question.

Frowning Man put his foot up on the table and leant a hand on his bent leg. “You’re from the Lower Town.” He tilted his head to the side. “Thrice-marked, right?” There was an odd twist to the man’s lips. Something about the way he spoke felt mocking, even though the words—so far—seemed benign and curious.

Elian cleared his throat. He looked at the other two. The woman had cold eyes. The other guy was staring at him hard, but there was something softer in him than the others. Elian wasn’t sure what it was.

“I am.” He paused. “It took me by surprise, but I look forward to one day serving the crown.”

Frowning Man blinked. He glanced at Cold Eyes and Softy. “Serve the crown? Did you hear that? As though the crown would want someone from the Lower Town.” He chuckled. “You’ll just end up a guard like everyone else from where you came from.”

<Man, I hate this guy,> Cael said.

Elian raised an eyebrow in question. His minions had been quiet today. Mostly because he’d been in rooms where they weren’t actually allowed to talk.

<Careful with them,> Alfred said. The man’s voice was oddly calm, like he was forcing it. <They’re from the families.>

Elian had assumed as much, just from the way they carried themselves.

“Is there something wrong with being a guard?” Elian asked.

Frowning Man frowned harder. “Not much skill in standing on a wall or walking beside a wagon protecting markless.”

He spat the word markless as though it were a curse.

The skin on the back of Elian’s neck prickled. He felt a rage burn within him. Whether brought on by his own emotions or Flame’s, he couldn’t tell. However he’d felt about marked in the past, Alfred and the other guards—even Cael—had died trying to protect not only themselves, but the miners who’d been inside the wagon when the demons attacked.

They may not have been able to take out the hellcat, but if they hadn’t taken out the hellhounds that had come with it, Elian and the others that had survived would all be dead right now.

He wanted to stand up, walk around the table, and punch this guy straight in the face.

Actually, a part of him wanted to breathe fire from his mouth at the man. Maybe take his vision for good measure.

An even stronger part wanted to dig his teeth into the man’s neck and rip. He was beginning to understand why Baylin had said assimilation might be dangerous.

There were several reasons why, instead of doing any of that, he simply sat there and let the man talk. He had no idea how fighting with other students—outside of the training yard—was treated here. There could be every chance that Frowning Man was trying to goad him into fighting him so that he might get punished somehow, or even kicked out of the academy altogether.

Though something told him he wasn’t about to get kicked out of this place, not now that Master Larson had discovered he was a prodigy.

Elian said nothing.

He took another bite of his food.

“Is it true you survived outside the wall?” Softy asked.

“Hurn,” Frowning Man snapped.

Softy—Hurn—blinked, looking lazily over at Frowning Man. “What?”

Frowning Man was seething. “Did I give you permission to talk?”

Hurn looked confused. “Permission to talk? Since when do I need that? Look, I heard that he was stuck outside the wall and had to fight demons. And since we haven’t gotten to do that y—”

“Hurn, shut up.”

Elian laughed. Couldn’t help himself. Almost choked on his rice. This made Frowning Man turn around and stalk off, but not before sending a pointed glare Elian’s way. Cold Eyes followed him right after. Hurn hesitated. Looked in the direction his friends had gone, then looked at Elian. He gave him a shrug, then trudged away.

“Well, that was fun,” Elian said under his breath.

<I did say I hate that guy,> Cael said.

<For once I agree with Cael,> Alfred said.

<What do you mean for once? I’m always right. If you often disagree with me than that just means you’re wrong.>

Elian sighed. Shook his head. That wasn’t the interaction he’d been hoping for. He pushed his food around with his fork, frustrated.

“Don’t mind him. Marc’s an asshole.”

Elian looked up to find a man standing in front of him. He looked to be about the same age as Elian, maybe a year younger.

“Mind if I sit?”


Chapter 10

After the last interaction he’d had, Elian was feeling suitably wary about the students in this place. “The seat’s free.”

The man sat down across from Elian, placing a bowl of rice and vegetables onto the table. “My name’s Hylan.” He held out his hand, had a warm, inviting smile on his face.

Elian stared at the hand for a moment but tried not to show his hesitation. He took it and shook. “Elian.”

“Oh, I know your name. Everyone here does. You’re the biggest topic of conversation today.” Hylan’s forehead creased, and he looked down at his food. “Well, maybe the second biggest.”

“Does that happen often?” Elian asked.

“Marc’s always been an asshole. He likes to push people. Try to get a rise out of them.”

Elian shook his head. “I don’t mean him. I mean… what happened this morning.”

Hylan looked away. “Fortunately, no. But… it does happen.” He didn’t take a bite of his food. Wasn’t even holding his fork. “She was my cousin, actually. A lot of the families have connections like that… But I didn’t come here to talk about that.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Elian said, not sure what else would be appropriate.

The man’s eyes flashed up, widening. He spoke in the barest of whispers. “Careful.”

Elian blinked. Careful? Of what? He wasn’t allowed to offer his condolences? That didn’t seem right. Then again, he had spent the entire time he’d been in Mistress Rakan’s office wondering if he should mention anything about the woman’s daughter.

He’d seen Master Larson hug her after he’d left, through the gap in the door. But that had been a private moment, hidden from the world. Was it considered wrong to grieve a Summoner? Is that why he needed to be careful?

He bit his tongue. There was much he wanted to say about that, but didn’t for obvious reasons.

Hylan pushed his food around with his fork. Still not eating. Elian wasn’t surprised that the man had no appetite.

“So why did you come over here?” Elian asked.

“You’re new here.” The man shrugged. “I figure you wouldn’t mind someone to talk to. Besides, I like calling Marc an asshole.” He paused. “How are you finding your first day here?”

It was Elian’s turn to shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t really feel like I’ve done much of anything yet. I haven’t had a single class.” He touched a hand to his pocket, where he was holding the different essence stones he’d been given, along with the rock and the feather. “Though I think I’ve just been given my first lesson.”

Elian told the man about his day, though he didn’t mention anything about him being a prodigy, or how long he’d been able to maintain his Sight spell. None of his instructors had told him to keep it a secret, but he got the idea he should keep it close. At least for now.

“Master Larson is a harsh task master. I’m not surprised he put you through all of that training. Good to hear you came out in one piece.” The man paused. “Your time in the salt mines must have served you well.”

Elian bristled. “Served me well?” he said, a little sharply.

Hylan frowned. “I mean… the mines made you strong, right? They must have, else you wouldn’t have survived what he put you through without some training.”

Elian stared down at his plate. He shut his eyes for a moment. Hylan didn’t seem like he was trying to offend Elian, and yet he felt cut by the man’s words. They were true. His time in the mines had made him strong, but the way he’d put it, so casually…

He can’t understand what it’s like to be forced into a situation like that.

“Yeah,” Elian said. “I suppose they did.”

“You mentioned you got your first lesson?” Hylan said, clearly trying to change the subject.

Elian, glad for a change in topic, grabbed onto it. “Mistress Petra.” He contemplated mentioning what his task was, tilting his from one side, to the other.

Hylan chuckled. “Petra. She likes her little tests.” The man cocked his head. “Rock and feather?”

Elian blinked. “How did you know?”

“She tests everyone with that one, though not usually on their first day.” His eyes narrowed. “You must have already unlocked the node, when you were… surviving out there?”

Elian shook his head before he could stop himself.

“Huh. Sounds like she’s trying to make things hard for you. Let me know if you need any help, yeah?” Hylan stood up. “I have somewhere else I need to be, but it was good chatting with you.”

Hylan didn’t give Elian much of a chance to respond. He disappeared out of the hall, dropping his plate by the front on his way, his food barely touched.

Elian stared at the man’s back as he left. The speed of which Hylan had made his exit made Elian wonder if he’d said something wrong, but going over the conversation, he couldn’t think what that might be. Now that Hylan was gone, Elian couldn’t help but wonder if he’d only talked to him to get information about him. He figured with all the rumours floating about, people were bound to chat to him and get a close up look on the thrice-marked from the Lower Town.

I’ll be more than just a mere curiosity soon, when they realise I’m a prodigy.

Elian wasn’t sure how he felt about that, especially after his interaction with Marc.

Hylan was right about him. He is an asshole.

Elian went to fill his plate a second time. He’d seen others do it, which emboldened him to do the same. Having more food than he needed was never a luxury he had access to back in the Lower Town. It wasn’t one he was about to neglect, or take for granted.

The hall had emptied out by the time he made it back to his table, and he realised maybe that’s why Hylan had left—everyone but him had classes they needed to get to.

The hall being empty, he felt like he could whisper to the souls within his heart tree.

“Do either of you know this Hylan?”

<Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure,> Alfred said.

<I’ve seen him around,> Cael said. <But he’s thrice-marked, like you. On top of that, he’s from one of the families, so isn’t likely to hang out with one-marked.>

“He’s thrice-marked too?” Elian whispered between bites of food.

<Everyone you spoke to within this hall was thrice-marked,> Cael said.

Elian wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Marc, and those he hung with, weren’t the type of people he wanted to get to know better. They were the sort he’d been warned about, the sort he’d expected to find. Marked who thought they were better than others—even other marked.

They’ll get a right shock when they find out I’m a prodigy.

He finished his second plate faster than the first. He considered going for a third, but as his stomach wasn’t used to holding so much food, he figured he’d only make himself feel sick if he did, and that wasn’t something he wanted to deal with.

He had a task to complete. A node to unlock. A feather to make heavy and a stone to make light.

Not to mention an instructor to impress.

He wasn’t sure why he was determined to impress Mistress Petra. He felt the same need with Masters Larson and Arin, and Mistress Rakan, too. He wanted these people—powerful people in places of authority—to see something in him.

It hadn’t been a part of the plan when he’d come to the academy. He’d intended to lie low. To not make waves. Not become too noticed. That would be the best way to hide his secret from others. Unfortunately, that was no longer an option.

Maybe if he’d known to hide his unlikely proficiencies, this wouldn’t have happened, but Cael and Alfred hadn’t given him any warning.

I wonder if they knew. Or maybe they just assumed I was different because I’m full-marked.

Maybe they knew all along and decided not to say anything. Except it wasn’t like the two of them could talk to each other outside of his head, so he would have known if they’d been conspiring something.

I could simply ask them if they knew.

He let that thought drift away. He still didn’t know if he was being watched. Though he hadn’t done it himself yet, he’d heard Invokers in stories hijacking flies on the wall to listen and see what a target was up to.

If someone was watching, he didn’t want them to find out that he was a prodigy before anyone else, so talking about it seemed like it was out of the question.

Part of him itched to get out of this place, at least for a couple of hours. The academy was exactly where he wanted to be—where he’d wanted to go for so many years, before he ever knew he’d actually be able to do it.

It wasn’t that he wanted to leave this place, especially now that he knew there was so much for them to teach him, and there were people who wanted to teach him, wanted him to learn, even if he wasn’t sure about the other students yet. Still, it was stifling feeling this paranoid all the time.

That was the price he paid, he supposed.


Chapter 11

Elian made it back to his room. He shut the door. Even then, with the door shut, he didn’t feel like he was alone. And that wasn’t because of the two souls within his heart tree, or the demon in there along with them.

I need to find somewhere to stash Flame.

That thought made him wonder… what other types of things could Infusers do? If they were able to block a Necromancer from being able to communicate with the souls residing in their heart tree, maybe they would be able to block things an Invoker could do?

Is that why so many Infusers are guards? Because they have the ability to nullify the skills that another marked is able to use?

It was a bit of a wild theory, but he figured it had merit to it. Elian wished he could ask the souls within him about these things, but he needed these questions to be answered in a way that didn’t put any suspicion onto him, and if someone was watching or listening to him, then simply asking Cael or Alfred didn’t seem like the right way to go.

Baylin might have some answers, but Elian would have the same problems talking to him about it. More problems, actually, because if someone was listening, they’d be able to hear both sides of the conversation.

Maybe it’s something Mistress Petra will teach me, or it’s a question I’ll be able to ask if it comes up in the right context. I could also check the books in the library. There must be books about Infusers and their skills in there, right?

He was getting ahead of himself.

Even if there was a way to do what he wanted to do—block an Invoker from being able to snoop in his room—it would mean he would need access to the right materials, not to mention the right skills and the ability to actually use them. So, first things first, he needed to unlock this node as quickly as he could, then pass Mistress Petra’s feather and rock infusing test in an impressive timeframe.

The more impressive, the more likely she would teach him about more advanced skills and techniques.

Elian sat on the cold stone floor of his chamber. He placed the feather and the stone on the ground before him, then took out the essence stones, drawing the energy out of them and into his core. He was glad the woman had given them to him. He hadn’t expected something like that to happen. So far, the instructors had been generous with their essence stones, but that could simply be because they didn’t expect him to have any essence left over.

Elian took a deep breath. Dead gods, it felt good to have so much essence in his heart tree. It was a shame he had to use some of it. He shut his eyes and focused on his heart tree. Focused on the essence within it, feeling its strength. Its power.

Then he opened his eyes and looked at how much he had.
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When I circulated essence last, it must have pulled from the raw essence.

He hadn’t felt the difference. He didn’t really know what the difference was between the two types of essence. He did find it interesting to know that Master Larson had given him raw essence, while Mistress Petra had given him demon essence.

Elian wondered if that was at all significant. He didn’t see how it could be.

There were four pathways he could push his essence through that led from the heart tree. Each of those pathways would lead him toward unlocking another skill that one of his four marks possessed. So far, Elian had unlocked five nodes. One Invoker node, one Necromancer node, and three Summoner nodes.

Now, he was finally going to unlock his first Infuser node. Doing so would cost him five units of essence, meaning he would still have 5.5 units left over afterward, which should give him plenty of time to experiment with the new skill he gained.

He released a breath. Closed his eyes again. It was time to unlock another node.

Elian nudged the essence down the pathway—down the essence line that led from his heart tree. At first, it felt like an impossible task. As though he was trying to move a boulder through a tiny door.

Something was blocking it.

Which was strange. It had never felt this way before. This sensation was new to him.

He tilted his head forward and focused his full attention onto the task.

It took a while—longer than it should have—but finally, a shift in his mindset let him get past whatever had been blocking him. The block had almost felt like his mind warning him, but why would his mind need to warn him about unlocking a node? It didn’t make any sense, and so he knew he could ignore it without getting himself into danger.

He’d done this multiple times before by now. Unlocked five separate nodes.

It should be easy. It was easy.

The essence flowed from his heart tree, down the pathway toward the node. His entire body seized up, and he felt a pain like nothing ever before, stabbing him right in the gut.

What’s happening!?

Elian snapped his eyes back open, wide as saucers. A wave of fear and agony threatened to overwhelm his mind.

The light inside of his heart tree that represented Flame was dimming.

He’d unlocked nodes before. Five of them so far. But this was the first time he’d done it while he had a demon inside of him.          

Perhaps he should have known it would be different. Should have heeded the warning his mind had so clearly given him. But how could he have known something like this would happen?

Who, exactly, could he have asked?

Baylin warned that being assimilated with a demon might be dangerous. He said it had risks. Risks I never fully understood.

Elian could stop the process. If he stopped pushing his essence down the pathway, he would be able to take control of the energy that was Flame. He should be able to contain it, though that wasn’t something he knew for sure, what he did know was that he couldn’t stop it from depleting while his full concentration was on unlocking the node.

But then what would happen? He’d have to try this again, and the same thing would occur.

And I would have less energy to work with.

He did remember that he was able to convert the energy that came from eating food into energy for Flame. He’d noticed the shifts after his meals. But he would have to eat a lot for it to make enough of a difference.

Elian might not be able to go for unlocking the node again for another few days if he stopped now.

Or, he could keep going.

If he kept going and it didn’t work. If Flame was ejected from his heart tree, the demon outside of him for anyone watching able to see, then everything would end here. Flame’s life. His life. The future he had planned. All the skills he would learn, the other demons he might one day bond with.

He wanted to free the Valley of Auld from the threat of the demon hordes, and that was something impossible to do if he were dead. He knew—he’d seen—what happened to Summoners in this place. It didn’t matter if they had connections. Didn’t matter if they were a part of one of the families. Didn’t matter how many people had loved them or supported them before their true nature had been revealed.

They were still hanged.

Creak. Creak. Creak.

He heard the rope that had taken Reena’s life swinging from the balcony. He knew it was too far away to hear. Knew the swinging had probably stopped by now unless a strong wind was blowing. But he still heard it nonetheless, as though the body were swinging right before his eyes, inside his chamber.

Creak. Creak. Creak.

If he failed, he would never locate his father. Derrick Hollow, if that was even the man’s real name—Elian didn’t know. He didn’t know anything at all about the man. Not really.

But he wanted to learn. Wanted to know why the man had left his mother, had left him. Why he’d abandoned them, and where the hell he’d gone.

Elian gritted his teeth. He couldn’t let this stop him from getting what he wanted. But to get what he wanted he had to learn to live with it. He had to take all his disadvantages and turn them into advantages.

His body was shaking, but if someone was spying on him they wouldn’t be able to see the internal battle he was in. And even if they did see that something was taking up all his concentration and will, they would simply think it was the unlocking of a node that he was so focused upon.

Elian focused on his essence. Focused on pushing it down the essence pathway. Focused on unlocking the node.

He knew he was risking everything by doing this, but he would be risking everything the next time he did this, too. And if he didn’t do it now, he might never be able to manage it. Questions might arise, as to why he wasn’t able to. Master Larson might even stand over him until he tried, well before he was able to replenish the energy that kept Flame within his heart tree.

Which meant that everything was riding on this moment.

I need to fix this.

The essence moved forward, down the pathway, getting closer and closer to the node. At the same time, Flame’s energy kept leaving him. He didn’t know why. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Using his skills didn’t compromise Flame’s energy, nor did circulating his essence through his body.

So why was unlocking a node affecting him in this way?

It didn’t make any sense.

Elian took deep, slow breaths. At least, he did after the initial shock.

Whatever he’d done to push the essence down the pathway toward the node had unleashed Flame’s energy. He couldn’t feel any added strength or speed in his body because of that energy being unleashed. And he wasn’t suddenly breathing fire, either.

The energy was just leaving him.

Elian focused on splitting his mind. Splitting his focus. It was something he’d had to learn how to do when he was controlling the different minions. It took a lot of mental energy to control the movement of not only himself, but both of the minions, simultaneously. Whenever he did that, he felt like he was splitting himself in half, then splitting one of his halves in half again.

Not a pleasant thing to put himself through.

But right now it was something he needed to do.

It took a while for him to manage it. His mind was already so focused on the task of unlocking the node along with trying not to freak out about Flame’s energy leaving him and his impending death if that were to happen, that it took what felt like an age for him to straighten out his feelings and thoughts.

Then it finally clicked.

The feeling was almost euphoric.

Now that he could focus on Flame’s energy, he was able to keep it contained. Though he still didn’t understand why it had tried to leave him—he’d lost three quarters of the demon’s energy before he’d managed to get a handle on it—at least he was now able to control it.

Hopefully, this shouldn’t happen again.

Beads of sweat erupted on his brow as he contained the energy within him, realising just how close he’d come to ejecting the demon from his heart tree—how close he’d come to death. It was a constant battle. Pushing the essence down the pathway while simultaneously keeping the energy from leaving him. One that he felt exhausting his body and mind the more he pushed.

But he was doing it. He was making it work.

Then, finally, he managed it. He didn’t know how much time had passed. A minute. An hour. A day. It felt like he’d been sitting on the stone floor of his chambers for the better part of a week, though he knew that couldn’t be true—someone would have knocked on the door during that time. Someone would have interrupted his meditation.

He snapped his eyes back open when it was done, feeling the rush of energy envelop him. Unlocking this node was the most significant thing he’d done since returning to the Valley of Auld after being stuck outside with the demons.

Once again, Elian was making progress. Moving forward.

A familiar pressure pushed on his head, and he activated the notification, reading the text that appeared in front of him.

Node Unlocked!

Mark: Infuser

Skill Name: Trade Quality (Tier 1)

You have consumed 5 units of Demon Essence.

Now that he’d unlocked the node and gained his first Infuser skill, it was time to see what he could do with it.


Chapter 12

<That felt more difficult than usual,> Alfred said. <Why are you sweating so much?>

Elian shifted where he sat, wiping sweat off his brow with his sleeve. His body and mind felt wrecked. As he focused on Alfred’s question, he realised it was one he couldn’t answer. He needed to be vague. “I’m not sure. It just felt harder than usual.”

He could use the word flame as a metaphor, somehow slip the details of what happened to them, but even doing that didn’t make him feel comfortable.

<It couldn’t have been that hard,> Cael said. <Considering you did that faster than you’ve done any of your other nodes.>

Elian blinked. “I did?” It felt impossible to keep track when he was focusing so hard on unlocking a node. He’d thought what he’d done had taken far longer than usual.

<You were only out for about half an hour,> Alfred said. <Must have something to do with you being full-marked.>

“Mmm,” Elian replied, glad he was the only one who could listen to what his minions said. It was interesting that it had only taken him a short time to unlock the node. He wondered if that was because of Flame. Maybe the energy that had been expended had somehow helped him unlock the node.

Or maybe it was because he was a prodigy, like all the instructors kept saying.

One thing he was mostly sure of, it wasn’t as simple as him being full-marked.

He touched a hand to the feather, then touched his other to the rock. “Any tips, Alfred?”

The Infuser chuckled in his mind. <Mistress Petra would kill me if she heard I helped you.> He paused. <Though I suppose it’s a little late for that.>

“So, are you going to help me, or…?” Elian trailed off.

<Figuring this out is a rite of passage for Infusers. This skill… it’s not something that can be taught. You have to feel it out. Every Infuser thinks about the problem differently,> Alfred said. He actually sounded a little apologetic as he spoke, as though he wished there was more that he could do.

Elian released a sigh. He didn’t think it was cheating to take advice from his minions, but he supposed if this was something he needed to do on his own, then he could live with that.

<That’s stupid,> Cael said.

Elian snorted, then chuckled a bit, aware that he likely looked a little mad, chuckling to himself alone in his room.

Cael had a point. This was stupid. None of the other skills he’d required needed him to solve some sort of mental puzzle just to get them working. All he’d needed to do was think to activate them, and if their requirements were met, they worked. Then again, no one had needed to tell him that he needed to use his own blood for the Blood Bond skill to work. That, he’d managed to figure out on his own. His Sight skill was also intuitive—more so than any other skill he’d yet to acquire.

This, too, seemed pretty straight forward.

Elian picked up the rock, holding it in his right hand, then picked up the feather. He opened both his hands, the items sitting on his palms. All he needed to do was transfer the weight of one to the other. Infusers did things like this all the time. They even did it while they were in the middle of a fight, or so the stories told.

He took a moment to imagine what that might be like. If he were swinging a sword, for example, and wearing heavy armour, he could transfer the weight of his armour into the sword mid swing, as the sword was falling toward the head of an enemy. Then, if he needed to adjust, he could pull the weight back out and move the sword as though it weighed as little as… well, a feather.

Elian smiled. That sounded like an amazing way to fight. And he knew that was only one possible way to use an Infuser’s ability. From what he’d heard, and lately seen, Infusers were variable in what they were able to do, and while the possibilities weren’t endless, the different combinations of things they could do with their skills sure made it seem that way.

He knocked himself out of his thoughts and focused on the task at hand. He may technically be an Infuser now, but that wouldn’t help him unless he actually knew how to use the skill.

Elian activated Trade Quality, looking from the feather to the rock and back, waiting for the weights to shift from one to the other.

Nothing happened.

Not a thing.

Elian frowned. He felt the essence inside of his heart tree. It hadn’t even shifted.

Strange.

When he’d tried to activate the skill, he’d felt… something. It was reminiscent of when he’d first tried to use Blood Bond and something had stopped him. The same sort of mental block was getting in his way now, though he was sure the solution wouldn’t involve the spilling of his blood.

Perhaps he needed to be more specific. His gaze shifting from the rock back to the feather, he imagined the thing that he wanted. He wanted their weights to be traded. He wanted the feather to be as heavy as the rock, and the rock as light as the feather.

When he’d first activated the skill, he hadn’t been focusing on what he’d wanted for the items.

He was sure now that that had been a mistake. This wasn’t the same as his other skills. With Sight, he didn’t need to think of taking an enemy’s sight away from them, all he needed to do was focus on his target and then activate it.

He supposed that this spell must act quite differently to that one. Trade Quality was incredibly vague, and while he wasn’t sure what other quality he could trade between the two items, there were likely things he could do with them that he simply hadn’t thought of.

Elian took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then activated the skill again whilst holding his wishes in his mind. He felt essence escape his heart tree, in the same way that it did whenever he activated one of his skills.

It’s working, he thought. It must be.

But when he hefted the feather and the rock, nothing about them seemed any different. He deflated, then looked at his essence.
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He titled his head to the side. He’d used up five points of essence when he’d unlocked the node, gaining him this skill. He’d been hoping that the skill would only cost a small amount of essence for him to summon, like the Sight skill did. Hell, he’d been hoping for it to cost less, if he were to be completely honest. As it turned out, the spell cost him 0.4 units of essence—twice as much as the Sight skill.

So far, he’d only encountered one skill that varied how much essence it used. He wondered what the odds were that this one would be the same.

But the thing that annoyed him the most was that he’d used up essence and nothing at all had happened.

The skill had definitely activated—he wouldn’t be out essence if it hadn’t.

He left the stone and the feather on the floor and stood, stretching out his arms and back. His body felt a little stiff from being on the ground so long. If not for essence circulation, he was sure his muscles would have felt sore and tired from all the training he’d undergone that morning.

Dead gods, it had been a long day so far. Training with Master Larson. The tests he’d gone through with Mistress Rakan. Then back to Larson, then straight onto Master Arin and Mistress Petra. He felt as though he’d cycled through every instructor in the academy, though he knew that wasn’t the case. There were more masters and mistresses standing on the balcony than he’d spoken to so far.

And it wasn’t only meeting all of those people that had exhausted him, it was seeing what happened to that poor girl. A Summoner, like him, dying for no other reason than the skills she would be able to unlock.

Though he knew it was more complicated than that.

He glanced down at the feather and the stone. As much as he wanted to get this skill right, there were other things on his mind. He was mentally and emotionally exhausted, and he didn’t think circulating essence would be enough to fix that.

He needed to do something, and he didn’t think he would be able to solve this feather and stone puzzle through sheer force of will. He wasn’t stuck outside of the wall, demons lurking around in the dark, ready to pounce on him if he wasn’t completely alert. Things were less urgent than they had been for him, even if they didn’t quite feel like that. And right now, he wasn’t expected to be anywhere.

Elian stepped out of his room, locked the door behind him, and wondered if he could scrounge up some food from the main hall. Lunch was long over by now, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t still be food in there, right? It wasn’t that he was hungry—although he always seemed hungry, these days—it was the toll that unlocking that skill had taken on him.

And, more importantly, the toll that it had taken on Flame.

If that had gone on any longer…

Elian shook his head. He wasn’t going to let his mind go down that path. He’d already done that countless times today. Catastrophising wasn’t actually helping him, despite how much his betrayer of a brain seemed to think it was.

Instead of heading to the main hall like his stomach wanted him to, he walked toward the library. He still didn’t have his bearings in this place. He’d never been in a building as large as the academy. Buildings this large didn’t exist back down in the Lower Town. The only structure he’d ever been in that rivalled the size of the academy—or perhaps was actually larger—had been the salt mines. But these hallways were nothing like those. He couldn’t even smell salt. And every now and then he would be in a hallway with windows, able to see outside, able to breathe fresh air.

This place was nothing like the mines.

He didn’t ask his minions for directions. He wanted to find the library himself. He figured it would be a better way for him to learn how to get around. He walked through long hallways and down curved staircases until finally he came upon the double doors that led to his destination. He smiled to himself before pushing the doors open. None of his instructors had mentioned the library. He was a student here now, so he assumed he could come in here without any trouble, even if he did feel out of place.

A woman stood behind a counter near another set of double doors, a large ledger sitting in front of her. She wore the robes of the academy, and from the marks on her shoulder she was Tier 2. She raised an eyebrow as he walked in, looking him up and down. A half-smirk flickered onto her lips. It wasn’t a kind smile, he noted.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked.

Elian ran a hand through his hair. He glanced down at the ledger, which was open in front of her. It had names—he assumed of other students—and then the names of books beside them. It took him a little while to decipher. He could read, but there were words he was unfamiliar with. Maybe he’d know them if he heard someone speak them. Maybe he wouldn’t.

The woman cleared her throat. “Did you hear me?”

“Ah.” Elian motioned toward the entrance to the library. He hadn’t expected there to be someone here, what… guarding the books? “I’d like to look at the books.” He smiled sheepishly.

Yeah, he was definitely out of place. But he knew that wouldn’t always be the case. It might be that soon enough he started to feel at home here, even if there were things about himself he’d never be able to reveal.

Even if there were people here that would never like him simply because he’d come from the Lower Town. In fact, that he was “thrice-marked” and a prodigy would no doubt make them dislike him even more…

Perhaps that’s why he was inclined to keep that little secret to himself for as long as he was able to.

At least Hylan was nice to me. And Master Larson was, if not nice, at least invested in my training.

The woman’s eyebrow was still raised, as though it were stuck like that. The sternness in her gaze and the turn of her lip made her look older than she actually was.

“There is a rumour going around that you can read. If that rumour isn’t true, then perhaps I can recommend a few books with pictures?”

Elian frowned. Was he really going to have to deal with this with just about every person he met? At least the instructors hadn’t treated him this way. He shut his eyes. Sighed. Opened them again.

Keeping his head down, keeping out of sight, it didn’t seem like an option for him when the whole academy already knew his name. “Yes. I can read. I know you must be shocked, but it’s true.”

The woman’s eyes widened a little. “Brazen.” Then she smiled. More than her little half-smirk. This one actually looked genuine. “I like it.” She nodded toward the door. “You can read anything on the shelves, for books that aren’t there, you’ll have to make a request or get a note from one of the instructors saying you’re allowed to view them. If you take a book out of the library”—she tapped her index finger on the ledger—“your name and the book’s title.”

Elian nodded. “Thank you.”

He stepped through the next set of doors and saw the academy’s library for the very first time.

His mouth fell open, his eyes widened, and he was swept up by a moment of joy.


Chapter 13

Elian had never seen so many books in his life. He honestly hadn’t known this many books existed.

He hadn’t really known what to expect when he’d stepped in here. He had thought they might have dozens of books, maybe even hundreds of books, when his imagination went wild, but this place had thousands.

“This is amazing,” he whispered, not sure if he was talking to himself or his minions or both.

<This isn’t even everything,> Alfred said. <They have other sections, restricted by what Tier you are, and your standing at the academy.>

<It’s not like reading will teach you how to use skills,> Cael said, sounding a little frustrated. <Only experience will.>

<That’s not how the instructors put it,> Alfred said carefully. <They’re always going on about how important it is to have a grounding in the theory of skills and combat. There are also demon bestiaries. Some of them are quite old. They list the qualities and strengths different demons possess.>

Cael grumbled. A weird sensation, a soul grumbling within one’s head. It sounded like he wanted to argue, but considering he’d been a once-marked Tier 1 and died because he wasn’t strong enough… maybe, for once, he saw the futility in it.

Or maybe he was just taking a moment to pause.

Elian sighed as the tirade began, and the two souls started arguing within his mind. He blocked them out, wishing he had a better way than just sheer force of will. Maybe he would find that better way here, despite what Cael said about not being about to learn from books…

Though he didn’t come here because he wanted to learn about skills. He’d come here because he wanted to learn about full-marked.

And Summoners.

Not to mention history. He wanted to get a better idea of how life was like before the Godfall.

As he stepped into the library, he gazed around at the stacks. Bookshelves lined each side of the library, making little rows he could walk down. There were also shelves up against the very walls. Shelves that stretched all the way to the library’s tall, domed ceiling. There were ladders in front of those shelves, as many of the books were too tall to reach from the ground.

Elian couldn’t imagine what all of these books could hold. Couldn’t imagine how there were so many in the first place. It made him wonder if all of the books were from his people—the people of the Valley of Auld. Maybe there were older books, from before the Godfall, before the demon hordes destroyed everything and left only them behind.

Not only us, he reminded himself. There could be others out there. Where else would my father have gone?

It was still strange, thinking about his father. It had really only been a few days since he’d learned the man was full-marked, let alone possibly alive out there.

Elian shook those thoughts from his mind and walked through the stacks, his fingers brushing the spines of the books as he passed them. He was about to ask his minions how he might find what he needed when he stopped himself.

There were other people in the library. Comfortable seats were dotted around the stacks, lanterns lighting the pages the other students were reading. In the middle of the large room there were also several tables with students sitting down at them.

I suppose not everyone has a class right now.

Chances were someone would overhear him talking to his minions. He didn’t much care about them thinking he was crazy. They would have all seen a Necromancer seemingly talking to themselves before. But did he really want to announce to everyone that he was looking for information on Summoners and full-marked? About the time before the Godfall?

He had no idea how others might see his research.

Would they think it was merely childish? Foolish?

Considering he was from the Lower Town, maybe they would see it for the curiosity that it mostly was.

But he couldn’t afford people seeing it as dangerous. Why would this man, this new thrice-marked student who didn’t truly deserve to be here, be dredging up the past?

Elian kept his mouth closed and his questions to himself. He walked through the stacks, deciphering the words on the spines. Though his mother had taught him to read, he hadn’t had much opportunity to actually do it. He was slower at it than he would like. That’s why it took him a moment, staring at one of the books, to realise it was simply something he couldn’t decipher. His forehead creased so heavily, and he stared at it for so long, that one of the minions in his mind spoke up.

<That book is in a different language.> It was Alfred who spoke, his words gentle. If it had been Cael, he probably would have said it in a way that made Elian feel like an idiot.

Elian frowned. A different language? He knew something about that—that there had once been people out there that spoke differently to those in the Valley of Auld, but that was so many years ago…

“Then this book is from before,” he whispered, touching the spine.

<Indeed,> Alfred said. <There likely isn’t a soul alive today who can read it. Though there are some scholars in the Peaks, and even in the academy, whose focus is on dead languages. Perhaps they might know what lies within those pages.>

Dead languages… Elian supposed any language that wasn’t their own would be considered dead.

He moved onto another book. It took him a while to find what he was after. Finally, he came upon a spine that read, Tales of the Godfall.

He plucked the book off the shelf and found a corner of the library that seemed private enough, a little nook between stacks with a comfortable chair. The chair had its back to the wall, which meant no one would be able to read over his shoulder and see what book he had.

Though if they had these books sitting on the library shelves, would it really be so bad that he was reading them?

He opened up the book. If it weren’t for his enhanced eyesight, he probably would have strained his vision looking down at the tiny text printed upon the thick pages.

It took him a while to read the words. At first, he stumbled over them. He still had to read mouthing things out, though he didn’t speak the words aloud. At one point, Alfred asked if Elian would like him to read the words for him. Elian considered it for only a second or two before shaking his head. It would certainly be easier, listening to Alred read, but he needed to stand on his own feet. Or, well, sit comfortably in this chair and read for himself.

He did find it helpful when he came upon a word he didn’t know, however. He would simply point at the word on the page and Alfred—or even occasionally Cael—would say the word then explain what they knew of its meaning.

It wasn’t so helpful when the two would start arguing over particulars, however. Then, it was simply annoying.

Still, he was forever astounded by how versatile his Necromancer skill was. It wasn’t just simply having the ability to animate a corpse into a minion, it was having the ability to communicate with the dead. He was glad the souls of his minions were mostly cooperative.

The story the book was telling was an interesting one. It read somewhat like a children’s tale, and Elian couldn’t help but recognise parts of it from stories he’d heard growing up in the Lower Town. The tales had clearly been written after the Godfall—which was clear enough from the book’s title—as they spoke of the Gods Before, and they were none too kind whenever they mentioned them. Elian had to wonder what it was like back when the so-called gods had been around, in a time before they were hated.

There was one thing about the tales in this book that he hadn’t encountered in the stories told back in the Lower Town. The enemy that those in the Valley of Auld were facing. In this story, they had a name. They weren’t simply “the enemy” or “the adversary.”

They were the Vicnasa.

“Vic-na-sa,” Elian whispered after Alfred had sounded the word out for him.

He had never heard of them.

The Vicnasa, according to the book, had an army of marked warriors. Not much was written concerning their marks, but the things they could do were interesting and fantastical. The tales called the Vicnasa the enemy, the adversary, evil.

They had the ability to control the elements, and were able to do other things that a normal marked could not, but a demon might. Elian wondered if they were simply full-marked or Summoners. He could wield fire now, after all, but there was barely any mention of demons until the hordes had been summoned, almost as if Summoners had been useless up until that point.

That doesn’t make any sense, Elian thought, but it wasn’t as though he had much to go on.

He sat there for a bit, staring off at the stacks, contemplating what the book might have been talking about. The way he saw it, there were three options.

First, either these Vicnasa had never actually existed, or else at least what they could do hadn’t been depicted accurately in this book of tales.

Second, the Vicnasa who could wield the elements were borrowing traits from demons they controlled or had assimilated into themselves.

Or third, there were other marks out there, beyond the four known to the Valley of Auld.

The last theory, he knew, was absolutely absurd. If that were true, wouldn’t they know about it?

He frowned, following that logic.

Maybe we do know about it, or at least maybe we once knew about it.

He thought of someone like Master Arin. He still wasn’t sure how old the man was, but he got the feeling the Necromancer had been around for a very, very long time.

Elian sat there for a while before he started reading the book again. The next part of the tale told of the tearing down of the gods. The most powerful non-full-marked participated in the coup, often killing their own relatives to take down the full-marked or the Summoners among them.

The book told of how evil anyone with the Summoner mark was, whether it was a quarter of their marks, a third, half, or their only one, it tainted the rest. It made them vulnerable to the will of demons, and that was what had led them to summoning demons to this world in the first place.

Elian wondered if there was some truth to that. Wondered if he was susceptible to the will of the demons. The bond that he shared with Flame, his blood-bonded hellhound, wasn’t only one way, after all.

Elian didn’t think of himself as evil. He didn’t buy that all Summoners were. Didn’t buy that the mark tainted someone, no matter who they were or what other marks they had.

At the same time, he couldn’t forgive the so-called gods for what they’d done to the world. It might not be so black and white as them being evil, but what they’d done? Setting the demon hordes upon Elaria?

That had been the worst disaster to ever befall the world.

Still, who knew how many people had actually been responsible for that in the first place? To punish every single Summoner that came after…

It wasn’t fair.

Elian closed the book with a sigh. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting there. The library had no windows to the outside—no way to tell where the sun was in the sky, assuming it was in the sky at all—but he felt like a few hours must have passed as he’d read.

Though the content of what he’d been reading hadn’t exactly been relaxing, he found something soothing in the simple act of reading. Deciphering the words on the page, making images in his mind of what they said, imagining the time and place the tales depicted.

If he didn’t have other things to do, he might have remained there deep into the evening and right through to the next morning.

Alas, he still had a skill to learn, and his mind was feeling far more clear than it had when he’d first come here.

Elian placed the book back on the shelf, then returned to his chamber.


Chapter 14

Back in his chamber, Elian sat cross-legged on the ground. He placed the feather to his left and the rock to his right. Feather and rock. Rock and feather.

As he stared at the two items, wondering where he’d been going wrong, doubting he was this talented prodigy the instructors kept telling him he was, he had an epiphany.

Every skill he’d used thus far required making a connection.

His Blood Bond skill connected him to a demon through the use of blood, and that connection manifested in a line that only he could see. A line that stretched between himself and the demon. That line grew thicker or thinner depending upon the strength of the bond.

A similar connection was made when he stole another being’s vision. He’d felt that connection snap into place, and he’d seen what difference it had made when he actively strengthened that connection.

Those connections weren’t something he had to consciously activate. They were simply there when he activated his skills, as long as the requirements of the skills were met.

This skill was different, for whatever reason. Less natural. Less intuitive. All skills messed with the natural order of things to some degree.

Bringing a corpse to life was certainly messing with the way things should go.

So why is this so different?

He didn’t know. Perhaps it was because he was acting on inanimate objects. But no matter the reason, he thought he knew how to make it work.

Elian picked up the feather and rock. He held one in each of his hands. Then he focused not on the skill and what he wanted it to do—transfer the weight between the two items—but on what the two items had in common.

What connected these two things? Two things that were so different from each other? Their weights, of course, were not the same. A feather, though now inanimate, originated from a living thing. It had once been a part of a greater whole. A rock, though never having been alive, was the same. It could have been parted from a larger rock by the end of a pickaxe, or simply by the passing of time as it slowly eroded.

Maybe the feather and the rock still both felt connected to something else.

The thought was an absurd one. He balked at the idea. How could a rock and a feather feel connected to anything? They couldn’t feel!

And yet there was a deep part of his mind that reacted to the thought in a different way. As though something dormant and buried stirred within him. A hidden knowledge of the way things were.

He wondered where that knowledge came from—whether it came from inside him, or perhaps even from inside the demon within him.

My skills change the way things are… I need to change these items.

He closed his eyes. For a time, he did not think about how absurd his idea was. He did not think about how foolish it would sound if he tried to explain it to another. He did not think of himself at all. He threw away his ego and simply acted.

In his mind’s eye he felt the rock, weighing down his right hand, felt the feather, soft in his left. He worked on the rock first, imagining as though he were unpicking its connection to whatever it had once been a part of.

A small piece of a greater whole turned into something solitary.

Something alone.

He didn’t know if it was working until it did. That deep part of his mind shifted once more. Except this time the movement it made was more significant.

Elian could sense the rock even more now. Its weight didn’t change but suddenly it felt lighter, as though it was no longer being dragged down by an extra force.

He smiled. A pure smile. He’d figured something out—at least, he hoped he had.

Elian did the same thing with the feather, though it took longer for him to convince the feather to cut its connection to its brethren. The bond was stronger. More tangible. Something he could relate to.

But this, too, didn’t take him long.

When he was done, he opened his eyes. Rock and feather looked exactly as they had before, but something felt different about them. He checked his essence reserve, and found it hadn’t changed.

Elian inhaled deeply, then exhaled for a long moment, until his body felt completely drained of breath.

He activated Trade Quality, focusing on what he wished to happen. The essence required for the skill to work flowed from his core.

He’d gotten this far before without any success. But that was before uncoupling the connection these items had to others—if indeed that hadn’t all just been a figment of his imagination, however real it might have felt.

Elian didn’t breathe. He simply watched, and waited, until a line sprang into existence, connecting the two items held in his hands.

His eyes widened.

The feather felt heavy.

The rock light.

He jumped to his feet and held both items aloft, stretching his arms high. He let out a whoop of excitement. “I did it!”

Elian didn’t let his excitement embarrass him. He embraced it. It was good to feel this kind of joy. When he’d been outside of the walls fighting demons, any advancement he made with his skills or his ability to fight had always been in the middle of life-or-death situations.

It had been difficult to feel such pure joy as he did now. To let go.

Not that he could ever let go completely.

<Whoa,> Alfred said. <You figured it out? Already?>

<Already? He’s been working on this one skill for the better part of the day! I think darkness has fallen outside…> Cael didn’t sound impressed.

Alfred sighed in Elian’s mind. <I told you—mastering this skill is different. It requires more thought than any of your skills.> the Infuser didn’t usually bite back at the Invoker. Elian couldn’t help but smirk at the comeback.

Cael scoffed. <Why should something like this be difficult. Invokers take from live beings!>

Elian let them argue. He placed the rock and feather on the ground, letting go of them. The connection held. He smiled. Stood. Stared down at them.

He didn’t know how long these things were supposed to last. The line that connected the two items was far stronger than when he stole the eyesight from a human, animal, or demon. The connection hadn’t been hard to make, either, not after he’d stripped the items of their other connections—ones he couldn’t even see.

When the two souls in his heart tree stopped bickering in his mind, he cleared his throat. “Is this something Infusers have to do for every item they use?” Elian asked.

There was a pause.

<Come on, Alfred. Surely you can answer that question. He passed your mistress’s little test,> Cael said.

<She isn’t my mistress. It’s not as though I’m a student here anymore…>

Elian tapped his foot on the stone. “Well?” he said, trying not to sound impatient. They could probably feel his impatience, anyway.

<Yes. It is,> Alfred said. <It’s called isolating. There are some items out there that are more connected than others. A branch from a tree, for instance, will be even more difficult to isolate than a feather from a bird. Salt is one of the more difficult items to isolate, even though it is inanimate. There are theories as to why. Salt hurts demons. Perhaps it is holy—and perhaps that is why it is harder to infuse.>

Elian nodded along to what the man was saying. <I thought Infusers could Trade Qualities instantly? Like an Invoker skill?>

<Almost instantly, yes. Though such finesse requires a great deal of practice. The items an Infuser often works with in the middle of a fight have already been isolated, stripped of all their connections. Their armour, their weapons, these items have been prepared in advance.>

Elian tapped his chin with his index finger. That made sense. He tilted his head to the side. “Isolating items doesn’t require any essence. How does the process actually work?”

<Honestly?> Alfred began, and Elian could have sworn he felt a shrug in the man’s words, “I’ve no idea. Mistress Petra spoke of one’s will, as though it was a tangible force on its own. I always had trouble understanding that.>

Elian’s eyebrows rose. He opened his mouth to reply, then thought better of it.

He had experienced his will as something tangible before. When he used Blood Bond to bond Flame, his hellhound, to him, there had been a battle of wills between him and the demon. It had only worked when his will had turned out to be the stronger of the two.

Though he still didn’t really understand what that meant. What exactly was his will? And what made it strong?

Perhaps it had something to do with him being a prodigy.

Elian held the feather and stone in his hand. He tossed the rock up into the air. Dead gods it felt strange to toss a rock that felt so light. Then he did the same thing with the feather. It was almost disorientating, watching the lines in the air as he tossed the items about, though like the other lines he’d dealt with in the past, he was sure in the heat of battle they would simply fade into the background.

“I need to go see Mistress Petra.” His stomach grumbled.

<I doubt she’ll still be in her office,> Cael said.

<She sometimes takes her meal in the main hall,> Alfred offered. <If dinner is still being served you might be able to catch her.>

If dinner is still being served?

That leant a sense of urgency to his actions. The last thing he wanted to do was miss a meal.

Elian threw his door wide, closed it swiftly behind him, and jogged toward the stairs.

His stomach felt absolutely empty.


Chapter 15

Elian sighed in relief when he reached the main hall. People were still here. Still eating. Talking. Some were even laughing, though he could feel the weight of what had happened this morning, some of the people here didn’t appear fazed at all.

His first thought was of food. Not only did he have a boundless hunger he needed to satiate, he had also spent some of Flame’s energy within him.

Even though the demon was a part of him, he found himself missing the physical presence of the beast. He’d grown to care about the hellhound in a way he hadn’t expected. He wanted to pat the beast on his forehead and tell him he was a good boy, but right now that was impossible.          

He plucked a plate from the serving table and put as much food onto as he could. Rice. Potatoes. Some sort of meat that looked like beef and probably was. It all smelled so fantastic.

The feather and the rock sat in his left and right pockets. The line connecting them was still there. When he looked down, he could see it move through him, which was an awfully strange sight. Seeing the line, feeling the weight of the feather in his left pocket, made him remember he wasn’t just in the main hall for food.

He was here to look for Mistress Petra. He knew he could simply find her in the morning, perhaps before her first class had started, but he didn’t want to wait. Besides, if he came to her the next day, chances were she wouldn’t believe he’d accomplished what he had the night before.

Elian spotted her at a table near the front of the hall, sitting down with some other masters. He recognised Master Larson and the headmistress.

That gave him pause. What if they were having an important conversation and he interrupted them? He took a step toward their table and tilted his head, trying to listen to what they were saying. His forehead creased.

Their lips were moving but he couldn’t hear a word.

That excited him more than anything. These people had the ability to not be overhead. Another trick of an Infuser’s skill, he imagined. It made him all the more interested in the mark and what it could do.

Master Larson caught his gaze. The man frowned. But now that he had seen him, Elian took that as an invitation—whether it was or not.

He approached the table with Headmistress Herack, Mistress Petra, and Master Larson. It didn’t take the two women long to notice him coming. He read disapproval in the headmistress’s expression, frustration in Mistress Petra’s, but curiosity in Master Larson’s.

Larson’s expression was what made him plough forward.

“Eating on this table is a great honour, Elian Salt,” Headmistress Herack said, “and not one generally afforded to first-year students, let alone first-day students.”

He looked down at the plate he was carrying. “Oh. I’m not here for that.” He put the plate down on a nearby table, giving it a forlorn glance as he abandoned it, hoping it would still be there when he came back, and that the food wouldn’t have grown too cold. “I simply wanted to speak with Mistress Petra for a moment.”

“Whatever you have to say to her, you may as well share with us. You have already interrupted our conversation. I suppose manners are something we shall have to teach you here as well.” Headmistress Herack sat straight in her chair. “Unsurprising, considering where you’ve come from.”

Great, Elian thought. Even the headmistress hates me because I’m from the Lower Town.

He sighed—inwardly. He didn’t want his feelings to show on the surface, and he was doing his best to hide them. Especially the spark of anger he felt in his chest.

Master Larson narrowed his gaze at Elian, but he didn’t look hostile. Instead, he gave him a short, encouraging nod.

Elian faced Mistress Petra. He took the feather and rock from his pocket and held them in front of him. “I finished your test.”

The woman blinked. She looked down at the feather, then at the rock. “What?”

“The rock and feather test,” Master Larson muttered. “You gave that to him on his first day?”

“You did say he was a prodigy,” Mistress Petra spat back.

Larson buried his head in his hands.

The headmistress shot the man a sharp look. “Prodigy? Is that why you requested to speak with me in my chambers after this meal? Do you honestly expect me to believe that this child from the Lower Town is a prodigy along with being thrice-marked, hmm?”

Master Larson raised his head. Elian expected to see anger in his eyes. Expected it to be directed at him. But he looked more like someone who wanted to be rescued than someone who was mad.

I really, really shouldn’t have come to this table.

Elian wondered if he should speak. Wondered if he should just turn back around and walk away. Hell, maybe he should run. Coming over here, the last thing he’d wanted to do was get on the headmistress’s bad side.

Though with how she seemed to feel about those from the Lower Town, it appeared as though he had been on her bad side from the moment he walked into this place.

He opened his mouth but closed it when Master Larson straightened, appearing to gain his composure.

“I wish you hadn’t seen fit to divulge that information prematurely, Mistress Petra. I was hoping to have a conversation with the headmistress about this in private. But, as that is no longer an option…” The man looked the headmistress in the eye. “You know me, Herack. You know that I would never claim something like this without proof. I do not expect you to take this on faith. There is nothing you need simply believe, for this young man is a prodigy, and we would be foolish to throw away all his potential simply because of which part of the city he was born in.”

Mistress Petra scrunched her nose. “This boy was not born in the city. He was born in the Lower Town. That stands apart.”

Headmistress Herack raised a hand, stalling their conversation. She turned her attention directly onto Elian, and he felt as though she was looking into his very soul. Felt as though she were able to see all his secrets. Read them in his eyes.

Fortunately, he knew that wasn’t the case. He wouldn’t have made it through the academy’s doors if it had been.

“When you came to me yesterday, you told me you had not yet unlocked your Infuser node,” Headmistress Herack said. “Were you lying about this?”

“No, headmistress. Mistress Petra provided me with the necessary essence to unlock the node earlier today.”

The headmistress’s eyebrow rose. “Are you to have me believe that not only have you unlocked the node, gaining you the Trade Quality skill, but that you have already figured out how to use it?”

Elian glanced at Master Larson. The man gave him another one of his encouraging nods. Though, looking closely, Elian could see a tightness around his eyes.

“Yes, headmistress. It took me longer than I’d hoped. I had to take some time away from it. Give my mind some space to figure out the problem. But when I understood what was happening, it became clear.”

“Preposterous,” Mistress Petra said.

“He isn’t lying,” Master Larson said. “He has no reason to.”

“Perhaps he simply wishes us to think he is more than he is.” Mistress Petra’s forehead creased. She leant over the table and plucked feather and stone out from his hands. “Did you get someone else to do this for you? It wouldn’t be the first time a first-year student has bribed a student with more experience to do their homework.”

“I daresay the boy from the Lower Town would not have enough money to bribe someone,” Headmistress Herack said. “Unless I am mistaken?”

Elian shook his head. “You’re not.”

The headmistress held her hands out, looking at Mistress Petra. “Hand them to me. Please.”

Mistress Petra didn’t hesitate, though she didn’t look happy about it.

The headmistress weighed the items in her hands. “There is a simple way to test whether or not he was the one to perform this.” There was a shift in her hands. The one holding the stone dipped. The one holding the feather rose. “I have isolated the items. They are no longer connected to one another.”

The woman looked around for a moment, then her gaze settled upon the fork on the table beside her plate. She placed the rock in her other hand, so she was holding both items together, then she touched a finger to the fork.

Finally, she passed the feather and rock back to him.

They felt… different. The moment the woman had isolated the items, he’d seen the line between them disappear. There was a slight sense of loss, somewhere inside of him. A part of him had been maintaining that connection.

Did Infusers always feel when their skills failed, or ended? The saltsteel spear he’d used when he’d been fighting demons outside of the wall… he had barely given a thought to who might have been the Infuser who had enchanted it.

In a sense, Elian owed that person his life. He doubted he would have survived without such a weapon.

Elian had heard that there were Infusers out there whose connections—or enchantments, as they were often thought of—could last long after they were dead. He wondered what Tier they needed to be to make something like that happen.

The feather was the thing he noticed first. It was light again, that much was obvious. But it wasn’t only that it was light. It felt… hard. Not rigid. The feather was still flexible, but the surface of it suddenly felt colder than before.

Like metal.

The item was no longer isolated, and neither was the rock. The difference in the rock was harder for him to discern. Once he focused on the items for a moment, he was able to tell what had happened.

“You connected both of these items to the fork. And took the quality of… hardness?”

“Durability,” Headmistress Herack said. “Good that you figured that out quickly. Now, I think you know what I want you to do next.”

Elian nodded. She wanted him to isolate the items again, and use his Trade Quality skill on them for a second time. When he’d been in his room, he’d been sitting cross-legged on the ground, breathing deeply in a meditative state, without anyone around him.

Now, he had the head of the entire Academy of Marked breathing down his neck, along with Mistress Petra and Master Larson. And he didn’t doubt that there were students on other tables watching what was going on. It made his nerves flare up.

It took Elian a moment to take his focus away from the instructors. To let him focus only on the task at hand. He took a breath. Then another. And slowly, everything but the two items in his hands faded away.

He could almost feel their connection to the metal fork. Almost. This wasn’t the same as isolating the items had been before. The connection was artificial. Forced upon the items. But it was forced upon them with a strength that was difficult for him to imagine.

The headmistress’s Trade Quality skill had somehow convinced the items that they had always been this way.

Elian released a breath. He shut his eyes. He knew that wasn’t something he’d be able to do when he was in a combat situation. Knew that he would have to have his wits about him if he were isolating while fighting against demons.

But right now, that wasn’t what this was. This was a test. A test in front of the most important person in the academy.

This would be the best way for everyone to see him differently. The best way to stop them from looking down on him for where he was from. If he was useful, it wouldn’t matter where he was from.

Elian had been told, by Anders Galkin, the Head Guard of the Lower Town Wall, that he should keep his head down. That he should do everything he could not to be noticed. That he shouldn’t let others break him down. Though the man hadn’t said it in that many words, Elian had been able to read between the lines.

He didn’t want to keep his head down. The lower his head was the easier it would be to kick. He knew the only way to not be a target was to be stronger than the others around him.

To rise above them.

That was the only reason he was still alive in the first place, after all. Because he’d been stronger than the demons he’d faced out there.

That, and luck.

Perhaps I have a bit of that too, he thought, thinking about Master Larson, and the faith the man seemed to be putting him. Meeting a master like that had certainly been a stroke of luck.

Elian opened his eyes. When he did, his mind felt clear. This time, it hadn’t taken him going to the library and losing himself in old stories of the valley and the Godfall. All he’d needed to do was take a moment, instead of several hours, to find his inner calm.

He felt the connection the feather and the rock had with the fork, and he severed it. Severing the connection caused him to jolt backward. There was some sort of snap back from the action—a mental pain he’d never experienced before.

“No…” Petra breathed.

“Yes,” Master Larson whispered. “He isolated them.” The man gave Elian another one of his encouraging nods, though this time it was followed by some words too. “Finish the job, Elian.”

Elian activated Trade Quality, shifted the weight of the rock onto the feather, then placed the items onto the table. He stared directly into Mistress Petra’s eyes. “Have I passed your test?”

Mistress Petra stared at him for a long moment. Headmistress Herack was doing the same from the corner of Elian’s eye. Master Larson was looking between the three of them.

Finally, Mistress Petra replied. “Yes, you have.”

Headmistress Herack gave a tight smile. “Perhaps you have found your prodigy after all, Master Larson. Now, the question remains, what shall be done with him?”


Chapter 16

Unfortunately, Elian wasn’t privy to the conversation regarding what would happen to him.

At least he got to eat his food.

He went back for seconds, thirds, then finally was brave enough to go for a fourth plate. When his meal was finished and his plate was clean once more, he looked around the hall to find that he was the last one there. He had expected to see Baylin here at some point, but if the man had been here, he hadn’t come up to Elian, and Elian hadn’t spotted him.

Maybe he saw me with the headmistress and thought it was better to make himself scarce.

If that were the case, Elian wouldn’t blame him.

He returned to his chambers late in the evening. There was a fire burning in the grate. The bed looked inviting. Though his body wasn’t especially tired, his mind was.

Elian walked over to the bed. He was about to sit when he thought better of it. He examined the energy within his heart tree. Elian hadn’t gone back for a fourth serving of food simply because he’d been starving—even though he had been. He’d done it so that he could restore the energy that he’d lost when he’d unlocked that last node.

He still had no idea how, or why, something like that would have happened, and unfortunately it wasn’t as though he had someone he could ask. He would simply need to be more careful the next time he did it.

Elian was glad he’d pushed through and unlocked the node. Ultimately, he’d decided that approaching that table during dinner hadn’t been a mistake. It might have been a break in etiquette, it might have even led to the headmistress finding out that he was a prodigy before Master Larson had been ready to tell her.

But it had also demonstrated to her what he was capable of.

When Elian had walked away from that table, Alfred had spoken up within his mind. Before that, the two souls had been quiet.

<I don’t think you realise what you just did, Elian,> Alfred had said. <The headmistress is a powerful Infuser. You’re Tier 1. You… you unlocked the Trade Quality skill today, and yet you were able to isolate an item she’d enchanted.>

<So what?> Cael had replied. <What’s so hard about that?>

<Perhaps you didn’t see the shock in their eyes, Cael, but I did. What Elian did shouldn’t have been possible. It’s difficult for a trained Tier 1 Infuser to isolate an item enchanted by someone of a higher tier, let alone an untrained Infuser. I was trained and… I doubt I could have isolated the headmistress’s enchantment.>

There had been a slight shakiness to the dead man’s voice, as though his utter disbelief was bleeding through.

Elian, like Cael, wasn’t sure he saw what was so hard about what he’d done.

The connection Headmistress Herack had made had been strong, yes, but it had also been artificial. It had been forced onto the feather and the rock. It was not their natural states, just like what he’d done to them when he’d traded their qualities, shifting the weight from the rock to the feather—twice now—hadn’t been their natural states.

All he’d had to do was remind the items of what they had been. The connections snapped right off. He still felt a little bit of pain in his head from when that had happened. He hadn’t circulated his essence. Doing that likely would have taken away the pain. But he wanted to feel it.

Now that he was alone in his room, and—as far as he knew—no longer being watched, he asked Alfred about the pain he felt.

<Backlash,> he said. <I’m not surprised you felt that. Whenever an Infuser breaks an enchantment by another, there’s always at least a little backlash. The backlash is dependent on how long the enchantment is supposed to last, and the strength of the one who breaks it. If she had set that enchantment to last for a year—something more experienced Infusers could easily do—then it would have likely knocked you out cold, considering you’re only Tier 1… then again, perhaps it wouldn’t have, given what you’re able to do.>

Knocked me out cold.

That was a bit of a shock. He imagined himself, falling to the floor in the main hall. Everyone would have heard it. Every single student still sitting down to their evening meal would have turned around and stared at the fool from the Lower Town lying unconscious on the ground.

He swallowed, thankful that the headmistress hadn’t done a thing like that.

“Suddenly I’m not sure if I’m looking forward to my first class with Mistress Petra,” Elian muttered. He kept his next thought to himself—that the woman seemed rather unpleasant, so he wasn’t sure why he’d been looking forward to her class anyway.

But, honestly, it was a lie to say he wasn’t looking forward to it. Despite what he’d been through today, and despite what had happened that morning, he was more excited than ever that he was in the Academy of Marked.

That’s why he didn’t sit on the bed. Instead, he got down on the floor and started doing push ups. He didn’t count how many he was doing. He simply did them until his arms got tired. When they did, he moved onto squats. As many as he could manage.

Elian needed to become stronger, faster, and he wasn’t going to wait until Master Larson’s next training session to do that.

When he was finished with his squats, he went back to push ups, switching between the two until he could no longer perform a single rep of either of them.

Then, and only then, did he circulate some essence through his tired, weakened muscles. As he’d trained, the muscles had broken down. The essence rebuilt them. Made them stronger.

He repeated the process.

He wasn’t sure what time it was when his head finally hit the pillow. His heart was filled to bursting with excitement for what he was in for in this place. He’d only been here for one full day, and he’d already discovered something amazing about himself, not to mention the fact that he’d unlocked another node.

Elian felt a sudden sense of guilt for his excitement the moment he shut his eyes. The first thing he saw when his eyes closed was Reena of House Rakan. He heard the creak of the rope as it swung beneath the balcony, and he was sure that the woman was still there. Swinging. Creaking.

The wind blew loudly outside. That low whistle that gave him a chill even though he wasn’t outside in it—even though he was within the warmth of his room, with the cosy fireplace blazing not far from where he lay.

Did he deserve to be this excited about his future when someone with the Summoner mark—the very same mark that he possessed—had just lost their life that morning?

Her suffering is not my fault. Her loss is not my fault.

Something about that thought didn’t ring true to him. His eyes opened back up of their own freewill, banishing the image of the woman hanging from the balcony.

It’s not my fault, what happened to her.

That was true, so why did the thought feel wrong? He didn’t kill her. He couldn’t control what the laws of this place were. He wouldn’t even survive if people knew what he was.

But he was full-marked. More. He was a prodigy. Something that hadn’t been seen here in years.

Killing someone simply because of the mark they bore… it was the same as treating someone like trash simply because they bore no marks.

It wasn’t right.

Since the moment Elian had discovered what he was—that he was full-marked—his thoughts had narrowed. He’d been concerned with only a few things. His own survival, the survival of those with him, and the new skills that he could learn.

And the danger being what he was posed to him.

Now that he was at the academy, there was a lot more on his mind. And something else was there too, something that had been niggling at him.

He had the potential to be the most powerful marked in the entire Valley of Auld. If that was the case… then couldn’t he do something to help other people afflicted with the mark of the Summoner?

A sense of urgency filled him.

I need to help other people like me.

He doubted there would be more full-marked popping up, but he was certain there would be others with the Summoner mark, like poor Reena of House Rakan.

I can’t help them yet. Not until I’m stronger. Not until people are forced to listen to what I have to say. Not until I rise above them all.

And for that to happen, he would need to do something amazing. He would need to prove himself, not just in the academy, but outside the walls, against the demon hordes.

He would need to push them back.


Chapter 17

Elian was woken by a knock on the door.

Bleary eyed and tired, he almost fell out of his bed as he tried to get up. He felt a momentary sense of disorientation as he looked around, not recognising his surroundings.

Then he remembered.

I’m in the Academy of Marked. This is my second night here.

Another knock startled him into the present. He made it to the door and yanked it open. An impatient looking servant was standing there. Straight-backed, chin high.

“What is it?” Elian snapped. He didn’t appreciate being awakened so rudely.

The man was taken aback, his eyes widening. That’s when Elian noticed it hadn’t been impatience that he’d seen in him, but rather anxiousness.

Maybe all the servants stand like that. I’m reading too much into their posture.

“My apologies, Marked Elian. You are wanted in the training yards. Master Larson’s request. He… expected you twenty minutes ago.” The man leant in and said in a whisper. “He seemed rather… angry.”

“Thank you. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Elian shut the door then immediately changed into fresh academy robes. He also took a moment to apply the lily root powder to his Summoner mark. He didn’t know if he were being watched—if someone was hijacking his vision—so he didn’t look down at his work as he did it.

If someone had hijacked the vision of a fly on the wall? Well, it was just a risk he would have to take…

No one is really watching me that closely, are they?

He could feel where the mark was, and he had to trust that he’d covered it properly.

He opened the door again and burst through it, running straight past the servant who was still standing there. Why the servant had waited outside, he wasn’t sure. Had the man had his ear to the door?

Elian shrugged off his suspicions and sprinted down the hall and straight down the stairs. He was careful, in his haste, not to stumble and fall down the steps. If he fell and his head hit the ground at just the right angle, it would do him in—just his luck, to die not fighting demons, but on his second day at the academy. Even if the fall didn’t kill him, it would be liable to break a few bones at the speed he was running.

He made it down the steps safely and ran out the back of the tower toward the training yards.

Master Larson had his hands on his hips, his face red. Elian didn’t think it was because of the heat of the sun.

“You’re late. On your second day. Do you think just because you were I prodigy I was going to start taking it easy on you, huh?”

Elian lowered his head in a bow. He wasn’t sure what the proper etiquette was for an apology. How did one say sorry in a civilised way?

“I’m sorry, Master Larson. I did not know I was supposed to be here.”

“What, you thought your training was already done?”

Elian suppressed a sigh. “No, Master Larson. I simply haven’t been given any sort of schedule, and… I don’t know how to wake when I need to.” He felt a bit sheepish saying that. It seemed like the most basic thing in the world. “The truth is, the mines… they work very differently to this place.” He scratched his head.

Master Larson tipped back on his heels, then forward onto the balls of his feet, his arms crossed at his chest, a thoughtful expression on his face. Or maybe it was just anger. Elian was finding it hard to tell.

“I suppose we can blame it on your ignorance, this time. But at some point that’s going to stop letting you off the hook. You can only be ignorant for so long before your failures come down to laziness or stupidity.” Master Larson clapped his hands together. “Now, it’s time for your training!”

The master pushed Elian even harder than he had the day before. Though Elian definitely hadn’t expected the man to take it easy on him because he was a prodigy, he hadn’t expected the training to be twice as hard as it had been the day before either.

Though Elian struggled through almost every single exercise, he wasn’t going to let that get him down. He didn’t complain. He picked up his feet and plastered the best smile he could muster onto his face, sure that it probably looked like a grimace, and pushed on through the hundreds of push ups the master made him do, not to mention all the squats while holding heavy rocks, or having to pull large logs with rope handles bolted into them off the ground. His fingers and hands burned every time he did that, and the movement activated muscles in his forearms, back, and legs that he didn’t even know he’d had.

This was exactly what Elian needed. The day before he might have discovered that he was able to do things that other people here couldn’t, but when it came to physical and martial prowess, he was years behind everyone else.

Also, after being run through this training for several minutes, he realised he was nowhere near as fit and strong as he’d thought he was.

As many marks as he had, and as powerful as his skills were for his tier, he knew that physical prowess was worth just as much, if not more, when it came to facing demons. If Elian had been a little bit weaker, a little bit slower, he would have had his throat torn out, or been disembowelled, by one of the hellhounds or hellcats.

Master Larson didn’t let him circulate his essence as he went through each of these exercises. Nor did he let him circulate his essence when he ran laps around the training field, laps where he had to switch from running to outright sprinting at the drop of a hat. Elian was used to pushing past fatigue, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever felt his muscles this tired before.

Eventually, when what felt like hours had passed but had probably not even been half of one, the man tossed a training sword at him, one Elian was honestly surprised that he’d caught.

Then he’d run straight at him.

“One must not learn to block, parry, and dodge enemy attacks only when they are fresh. They must do it when they are at their most fatigued!” Master Larson shouted as he swung his sword at Elian and Elian was expected to get out of the way.

More often than not, Master Larson would slip past Elian’s guard and slam his shoulder into his chest, making Elian fall to the ground. Or he might kick him straight in the stomach then sweep his legs. Each time, he didn’t stop there—Elian had to roll out of the way and get back up as smoothly as possible.

These sparring sessions were the only time that Master Larson allowed Elian to circulate his essence. Every second that the sparring went on, Elian felt his muscles ease.

He wasn’t only being taught how to block or parry or fight through his fatigue in the fog of battle. He was also, according to Master Larson, being taught how to fall.

Falling during a fight was one of the worst things that could happen. Being on the ground was where one was most vulnerable. It was also something that couldn’t always be avoided. So, to ensure that one was ready for it, the academy trained marked to fall without getting injured. To get out of the way when they were on the ground. And to regain one’s feet as swiftly as possible.

After these sparring sessions, when Master Larson deemed Elian had recovered enough, he had the physical training begin once more. Push ups. Squats. What the man called log dead-lifts. And laps of running interspersed with sprinting.

Elian went through this circuit three times before Master Larson finally told him to stop. The master tossed him an essence stone. “Use this to recover what you’ve lost,” he said. “Have breakfast, then clean yourself up. You have other classes you need to get to.”

Elian snatched the essence stone in the air and pulled the energy out of it and into his heart tree. It was second nature now—he was able to do it with barely a thought. His essence warmed his heart tree as it entered him, filled up just about as much as he’d lost from all the essence circulation.

“What class do I have next?” Elian asked. He had more questions than that. For one, he wanted to know how the master’s discussion with the headmistress had gone the night before. Elian had accidentally made things a bit tense for the man. He hoped it hadn’t had negative consequences beyond momentary embarrassment.

Master Larson looked away. “You’ll be entering Mistress Rakan’s Tier 1 Invoker class. The one for thrice-marked. And I must tell you, Elian, that Headmistress Herack seems to be of the opinion that you should be treated no differently to anyone else at the academy. According to her, no extra academy resources should be wasted upon a single student. I know I told you that I would tutor you myself outside of your other classes, but according to her, no one is deserving of one-on-one tutoring from the masters.”

Elian deflated. He hadn’t realised how much he’d been looking forward to his unique training with Master Larson until that moment. Though he’d known something might not work out—that the headmistress might not want to change the way things were done—Master Larson had seemed confident enough that it might be possible.

Elian tilted his head to the side, glanced around the training yard, which was completely empty except for him and Master Larson. He cleared his throat. “Master Larson, if the headmistress said no student deserved one-on-one tutoring, how is it you’re doing exactly that right now?”

The man smirked. “Because, this time is usually time I have to myself. Therefore, no extra academy resources are being wasted. You might have noticed how deserted the training yards were this morning? And the fact that the sun hadn’t even risen yet when you made it here?”

Elian scratched his head. He hadn’t been paying enough attention, considering how late he’d been running. But now that he thought about it, the training yards had been far busier the day before. People had even stopped and watched him.

“Get along now, Elian. After your class with Mistress Rakan, you have one with Master Arin down in the dungeon. I trust you remember how to get there?”

Elian nodded. Master Arin. The man whom—if Elian was right—had lived during the time before the Godfall. Oh, how he wished he could pick that man’s brain. But he didn’t think it would be something that he’d ever get the opportunity to do.

Elian ran back to his rooms and found a change of clothes as well as a towel stacked just in front his door. There was also a small basket filled with dirty clothes near his door—there were similar baskets dotted across the hall in regular intervals.

At least I don’t have to wash my own clothes. That’s something I haven’t had the luxury of since… since my mother was alive.

The thought hit him harder than he thought it should. His mother had been gone for years now. A part of him thought he should be over the pain. Then his mind protested at the mere thought of ever being over losing his mother. He recoiled from those thoughts, or rather, he pushed them down so far that they wouldn’t crop back up that day. Not if he could help it.

The last thing he needed was to get all weepy eyed about his mother during one of his classes. That would only make him appear weak.

And I’m far from weak. I’ll show everyone that.

Elian bathed, put on fresh clothes, then headed down for breakfast in the main hall.

“Baylin!” Elian said as he found the big man sitting at one of the tables, eating a bowl of oats with cut up fruit over the top. “I was hoping I would bump into you this morning.” He smiled at the man.

Baylin seemed a little surprised about just how warm that smile was. “It’s good to see you, Elian. I tried to find you at dinner last night, but I must have arrived at a different time.” He leant in over the table. “There’s a rumour going around about you.”

Elian shovelled a bit of his own porridge into his mouth, ignoring the slight look of disgust on the other man’s face. “There seem to be plenty of rumours about me already. What makes this one any different?”

“The difference is, I don’t know whether this one is true or not.”

Elian nodded for Baylin to tell him what it was.

“Word is, you’re a prodigy.”

Elian froze. He’d been bringing his spoon up to his mouth. So his mouth was open as he stared at Baylin. “Where did you hear that?”

Baylin grunted. “So it’s true? Is that what the masters are sayin’ about ya?”

Elian bowed his head in a nod. “It is.” He glanced around. He wasn’t sure if he should be talking about this openly in the middle of the main hall. Then again, the night before, he’d been speaking about it to the headmistress, Master Larson, and Mistress Petra.

That’s probably where the rumours started, people must have overhead us.

He doubted one of the masters would have been the one to blab.

Baylin was still staring at Elian. Elian tried to keep eating.

“What is it?”

Baylin looked down. Bit his lip. Then made eye contact with Elian again. “I’ve never met a prodigy before. Not even Dereck Hollow was a prodigy.” He spoke in a serious tone.

Elian put his spoon down into his bowl and leant backward in his chair. “Really? I thought that, maybe…” He let his words trail off, thinking, I thought maybe I was this way because my father was, and maybe my father was hiding that he was a prodigy, just like he’d been hiding that he was full-marked.

“You’re a remarkable young man, Elian. I don’t think there’s been anyone like you for a long while. Not anywhere,” Baylin said. The man continued eating his food, seemingly dropping the topic for the moment.

Elian couldn’t help but think about how the man had said the word anywhere, putting weight behind it. There were things Baylin hadn’t told him. Things he’d promised Elian’s father that he wouldn’t. And now that they were here at the academy, they couldn’t speak about them even if Baylin wanted to.

But Elian could feel the significance in what the man had said. Could tell that he meant something more by it.

He didn’t say here, at the academy. He didn’t say in the Valley of Auld.

He said anywhere.

Elian’s father was out there, somewhere, beyond the wall, and chances were that he was alive. It was still something he was trying to wrap his head around, but he knew that it was the truth. Knew that Baylin wouldn’t have lied to him about something like that.

I don’t think there’s been anyone like you for a long while. Not anywhere.

Elian finished his food. The two sat in silence before he headed off to his next class.

Not for the first time, Elian wondered what else was out there, recalling the book about the Godfall he’d just read, and the Vicnasa, and what the book purported they could do—things no marked in the Valley of Auld could.

There wasn’t much time for him to get stuck in his thoughts—with his head in the clouds, as Aila would have said—as he had to make his way to his next class.


Chapter 18

Elian was the last one to arrive in Mistress Rakan’s class.

The door was being closed just as he got there. He shoved his boot into the jam before it shut. A surprised looking young woman widened her eyes as the door didn’t close, then took a step back when she saw him.

She blinked, then opened the door for him.

Elian looked around. There was only one seat remaining, and it was right up the front near all the cages.

There were still animals in the three different cages. As he walked toward his seat, all the other students stared at him, though none of them whispered. Perhaps the mistress didn’t like it when they whispered among themselves. He imagined she might have some imaginative punishments—much like the overseer had.

Elian’s eyes weren’t for the other students. Instead, he focused on the cages.

In the first cage, there was a bird. It was the same bird that he’d used his Sight skill on the day before. He remembered how it had simply dropped its head and nodded off to sleep while he’d taken its vision. He was glad for how docile the creature was. He didn’t wish to traumatise animals in his training.

The other cages, however, didn’t have birds. There were five cages in total—more than the first time he had walked in here. Something told him she brought different ones out depending on the lesson she intended to teach.

One of them had a rat, the other a cat. The cat swiped and hissed at the rat through the bars. In the fourth cage a dog was sleeping. Elian tilted his head to the side and looked down at the sleeping dog. He couldn’t help but be reminded of his hellhound, Flame. He touched a hand to his chest, thinking about the beast.

As Elian got comfortable in his seat right up at the front of the class, he turned his attention to the final of the five cages and what was inside of it. His eyes widened at the sight.

It was a demon. And not just any demon—a demon he’d encountered before. How it wasn’t the first thing he’d noticed the moment he’d stepped into the room, he didn’t know.

The other students were looking over at the cage warily now that their attention was no longer on him. In the presence of a demon, the new kid at school was apparently an afterthought.

Elian was glad for that.

The demon in question was an imp. Bastard little things. His mind flashed back to when they had attacked his makeshift camp, leaping so high they made it over the salt line. The imps were mischievous, devious things that liked to play with their prey. They’d been the ones to break Baylin’s foot, and as only a few days had passed, the man was still limping about the place.

“What’s the matter, Salt, afraid of a little imp?”

Elian shut his eyes, released a breath. He recognised that voice, though he hadn’t noticed the man as he’d come through the class, as he’d been trying not to look at the other students in the room.

“Quiet down, Marc,” Mistress Rakan snapped. “Elian here has fought more demons than you’ve laid eyes on. Perhaps you should show him a little respect, hmm?”

Elian straightened in his seat. He looked up at the woman. She was standing behind her desk, her hands resting on her hips, a stern look on her face, staring over at Marc.

He hadn’t expected someone like her to defend him. The only person here who seemed to be on his side other than Baylin so far had been Master Larson, and that was—he was sure—because Elian was a prodigy.

Elian couldn’t help but look over his shoulder at Marc. The man had a sour look on his face, but he didn’t say anything in reply.

Good.

Mistress Rakan clapped her hands together. Elian looked at her again, concentrating hard. The woman’s daughter had died the morning before, and he was trying to see signs of that on her face.

Her eyes are a little red, he thought. They weren’t like that yesterday.

That, and the comment she’d made to Marc, made Elian feel a little better about the woman.

Perhaps I misjudged her.

“Today, we will be practising our Sight skill, for soon, I will be taking a group of you down into the caves.”

Elian glanced at the others, wondering what the caves were, wondering if the woman would elaborate. Clearly everyone in the room already knew. He wished his minions could talk to him during the lesson, but the enchantments stopped that from happening.

So he raised his hand.

Mistress Rakan raised an eyebrow at him. “Yes, Marked Elian?”

“I’m sorry for interrupting, but I was just wondering what the caves were?”

Mistress Rakan blinked. “Of course. You wouldn’t know what those are. I apologise, I’ve never had a first year from the Lower Town in my class before. Usually once-marked are in different… introductory classes before they reach me in their second or third year.”

Elian wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he just waited for the mistress’s answer.

“Does anyone wish to explain to your new thrice-marked peer what the caves are?” Mistress Rakan asked.

Elian glanced about the room again and found no one appeared willing. Then a straight-backed young woman that looked oddly familiar raised her hand.

“Go ahead, Josie.”

Josie lowered her hand and turned her gaze toward him. “The caves are a training ground for students in the academy. There are tunnels in the Peaks that lead down through the mountain. Deep in those tunnels, demons can be found. The deeper we go, the higher tier the demon.”

The woman, Josie, glanced at the mistress, as though asking a question. Mistress Rakan made a circle motion with her hand for her to continue.

“The students go down through the tunnels to face demons in groups of three, along with their instructor. Each group must have someone who possesses each of the three different marks.” She smirked. “Which, in thrice-marked classes, isn’t difficult at all.” She sounded a little smug saying that. “That’s why we venture into the caves more than once-marked or twice-marked.”

“Very good, Marked Josie. Though a little less smugness next time would be nice, especially considering you, nor anyone in this class, has yet to venture into the caves at all, as you’re all first-years very early in your training.”

Josie didn’t seem perturbed by the instructor’s words. If anything, she seemed to sit a little straighter.

Mistress Rakan cleared her throat. “As I was saying, your performance here today will determine who I take down to the caves for the first time.”

The woman motioned toward the different creatures in the cages. Elian couldn’t help but have his gaze slide toward the imp. It seemed oddly docile. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t noticed it right away—it was nothing like the imps he’d encountered outside the walls.

In fact, the demon didn’t appear to be the exact same kind of imp as the ones he’d fought—and helped kill. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but now that he’d gotten over the shock of seeing the demon in the flesh where he hadn’t expected to, he realised it was rather pale. Far more pale than the other demons.

It was even a little skeletal.

He couldn’t help but wonder how long it had been a prisoner at the academy. A tool for the students to test their abilities on… Not that he felt bad for the demon, even if he had bonded one himself.

“First, you will each be timed on how long you can maintain stealing the bird’s vision, then the rat’s, then the cat’s—and, well, I think you all can see where I’m going with this. Stealing the sight from the demon will be the most difficult for all of you. Some of you might only be able to maintain the connection for a few seconds. Now, there’s nothing wrong with that. Demons have stronger wills than that of mere animals, just as other marked do.”

Elian took in every word the woman said.

Demons have stronger wills.

Once again, the word will was mentioned, and it was as though the different pieces of a puzzle were coming together for him.

Is it my will that makes me a prodigy? And if so, why is mine stronger than other people’s?

Elian looked forward to learning as much as he could from this woman, but he also tried to keep in mind what Master Larson had said. That the way they taught at the academy was very regimented, and it might not suit someone like him—someone who was a prodigy—for if limits were imposed upon him, he might never realise he could rise above them.

And Elian needed to rise.

I won’t compare myself to what the others can do. I will only focus on my times. What I can do. What I’m capable of. And if I need to compare, I’ll compare with myself.

He knew that might be easier said than done.

One by one, students began to file toward the front of the class as the mistress called them out. There were twenty students in total within the class.

Though Elian was sitting at the front of the class, he wasn’t one of the first people to be called. He couldn’t really make sense of the order. He tried to remember people’s names as they were called, but he’d never met this many people before all at once, so it was a difficult task.

The first person to stand up was a boy named Darcus. Without asking, he went straight to the bird and used his Sight skill on it.

Just like when Elian had done the same, the bird’s head drooped, and it fell right to sleep. The instructor used her little stopwatch. Elian heard its ticking. Her gaze moved from the bird and back to the student every few seconds.

“Twenty-five seconds, Marked Darcus. Please retake your seat.”

The young man’s shoulder drooped. He trudged back to his seat, not making eye contact. Elian frowned. He had expected the boy to test himself on all the different animals, and then finally the demon at the end, but apparently that wasn’t what the instructor was after.

Shouldn’t she give him some pointers? Let him practice to hold a longer time?

Elian still wasn’t sure what the standard time should be for people at this level of experience. His Sight skill had lasted for two minutes and eleven seconds when he’d done it, and he was sure he could make it last for a lot longer now that he’d thought about it.

I can definitely make it last longer.

The next student’s name was Kia. A redheaded, freckled young woman with a bright smile. Her hair was tied up in a single ponytail that ran over her front left shoulder. She raised her hand and touched her ponytail as she activated her Sight skill, as though it were some sort of talisman that helped her focus.

That wouldn’t be very smart during a fight, Elian thought, but then again, he supposed they weren’t in a fight right now. Just like the night before when he’d closed his eyes isolating the objects given to him by the headmistress.

Kia had lasted for thirty-one seconds. She looked a bit disappointed and had to retake her seat just as Darcus had.

As she walked back to her seat, Elian’s eyes widened. Kia was the woman who had been with Marc. The woman he’d dubbed Cold Eyes. She looked completely different when she wasn’t staring at him in anger.

This went on for every single student until the tenth one came up. A man named Hurn. Elian recognised him as Softy—another of the people who had been with Marc in the main hall. He activated his skill, and Elian could see the look of concentration written on his face.

Hurn’s Sight skill ended up lasting for an entire minute, and by the end of it, the young man had beads of sweat running down his forehead.

Elian knew the instructor had been impressed by what he himself had done, but he’d done it without any training. Could a minute be impressive?

Mistress Rakan, however, smiled at Hurn. “Stand aside, Hurn, you’ll be moving up to the rat after a bit of rest.”

Six students in total reached over a minute of use in the Sight skill on the bird. Josie had lasted for a full minute and a half, which he couldn’t help but find impressive, mostly because it was the best score anyone had gotten so far.

Then Marc had stepped up. He’d rolled his shoulders, shook out his arms, and rotated his head around his neck as though he were about to do something incredibly physical.

Elian had a secret hope that Marc would have the weakest skill of all of them.

The skill was activated.

The instructor clicked the timer.

The bird’s head drooped.

Tick, tick, tick, tick.

Elian counted in his mind, listening to the stopwatch’s ticks. When he reached over a minute he frowned and saw Marc clench one of his hands into a fist. When he reached ninety seconds, a bead of sweat formed on the man’s head, and Elian was sure his skill was about to fail.

But Marc kept going.

Finally, when his skill failed, the man took a long breath as though he’d just run a mile, then looked over at the instructor expectantly.

Mistress Rakan raised an eyebrow. “Have you been practising on the once-marked again, hmm?”

Marc shrugged. “Only when they have it coming.”

The mistress pursed her lips but didn’t say anything more. “Two minutes and fifteen seconds.”

Marc smiled wickedly. And, for some reason, he looked over at Elian. His gaze was a challenge. “Your turn.”

“Indeed. Marc is correct. Step up to the bird’s cage please, Marked Elian.”

Elian did as she said and stood from his seat, walking up to the bird’s cage. It was only a few feet away from where he’d been.

Two minutes and fifteen seconds.

Elian couldn’t help but be a little impressed with how Marc had done, but he wasn’t going to let it bother him. He had done almost the same without any training whatsoever—except for his time fighting demons outside the wall.

Still, seeing how Marc had done made him instantly doubt everything that had come the day before. Being called a prodigy… he could certainly see how he might be one compared to some of the people in the class.

But was he really all that much better if Marc had been able to match him?

Better than match. He beat my time by four seconds.

Elian let go of those worries. He already had proof that he was unique—that he had a potential other marked lacked. He found he trusted Master Larson.

He didn’t think the man had a reason to lie to him, either, not when his reputation was at stake. He wouldn’t risk telling the other instructors about him being a prodigy if there was a chance that he was wrong.

Elian stared down at the bird.

“You can start at any time, Elian,” Mistress Rakan said.

“He probably doesn’t even know how to use the skill,” someone whispered behind him.

“Close your mouth, Gaius, or I’ll take your sight away,” the mistress snapped.

Elian heard a sharp intake of breath, then nothing more from the one who’d spoken—Gaius, one of the other students who’d managed to hold the skill for over a minute.

Elian activated the Sight skill. Felt the essence leave him. Saw the bird’s eyes flash white, then its head flop to the side as it fell right to sleep. The line that appeared, stretching from the bird back to his heart tree, was where he focused his attention. The very first time he’d used this skill in this room, he hadn’t bothered trying to make it last longer.

This time, he would.


Chapter 19

Elian counted the seconds that passed in his mind, listening to the tick, tick, tick of Mistress Rakan’s stopwatch.

The line connecting him to the bird strengthened the more he focused on it. He breathed in and out slowly, calming his body and quietening his thoughts.

However he felt about the people around him in that moment, they were his peers. More than that. At some point in the future, they would be the ones he fought beside. His life might depend upon their aid and cooperation, even if he struggled to see them as brothers- and sisters-in-arms.

Elian curled his fingers into a fist as he focused. The entire room had gone quiet. Mistress Rakan kept looking between her stopwatch, Elian, and the currently blind bird. She had a blank look on her face, much as she did when she’d been timing the other students, but he couldn’t help but notice a slight shift in her posture.

Focus.

His count just took him over the two-minute mark.

Two minutes ten seconds.

Two minutes fifteen.

He kept counting. Felt a bead of sweat form on his head. Usually, when he activated this skill, he didn’t feel any sense of strain. Today, that was different. Perhaps because he was focusing on it so hard—perhaps because he intended for it to last for so long. A tension was building in his body, one he didn’t know how to calm down from.

Despite his wishes, his intentions, his breathing was quickening.

Two minutes thirty seconds.

The sides of his lips kicked up in a smile. He’d lasted longer than Marc. By a full fifteen seconds. Part of him thought he should release the skill now—he’d done more than the day before, and he’d done more than the best person in this class.

But this was the first time the others in the room were getting a glimpse of what he could do. He wanted them to see it. He wanted them to stop treating him like someone less than them. All his life he’d been treated like crap by marked. All his life he’d seen markless treated the same way. And now that he was marked—and thrice-marked for all these people knew—he was still being treated poorly simply because of where he’d come from.

He didn’t care if he needed to work twice as hard, three times as hard, a thousand times as hard, to prove himself to these people—even if, deep down, he didn’t think that should be necessary—but he would do it.

He would show them what he was capable of, and then they would treat him better. Not as an equal, maybe. But perhaps someone to be respected.

Even feared.

He could live with that.

The line connecting him to the bird started to thin. He could feel his grasp on the skill disappearing, as though it were a tangible thing. He tried to grasp it tighter, but every time he did it slipped farther away from him.

Dead gods, this was harder than he’d thought it would be.

Finally, the line snapped. The skill ended. The bird’s vision was returned. It looked up, a little wearily, then cleaned its feathers with its beak as though nothing at all had happened.

A very relaxed bird.

Elian wasn’t feeling relaxed at all. He was feeling exhausted. Wrung out. The skill hadn’t used up any more essence. He felt the same amount had been taken from his heart tree as any other time he’d used the skill.

But it had taken its toll.

He put a hand to his head, where he felt a headache was forming. He wondered if he could circulate essence to cure him of it, or if that perhaps would be frowned upon.

Somewhere in his efforts he’d lost track of his count. He looked up at Mistress Rakan. The woman was staring at her stopwatch. Her face was no longer blank. Instead, there was a somewhat dumbfounded expression etched upon it.

The room was still quiet. In fact, he was pretty sure several people were holding their breath as they awaited the woman announcing how long he’d lasted.

“Three minutes and… twenty-one seconds,” Mistress Rakan said. “Marked Elian, please… stand aside with the other students moving on to use their skill on the rat.”

Elian bowed his head. He’d been expecting a little more of a reaction from the woman, but perhaps the look on her face, and the hesitation in her voice, was reaction enough.

And the reaction from the room was even better. Not a word. Not a whisper. When he came to stand with the others, he momentarily made eye-contact with Marc.

The man stared at him. There was something fierce in his eyes. An anger burning within them.

Is he mad because I did well, or because I did better than him?

Elian supposed chances were it was a bit of both.

He held his head high as he took his place.

The time seemed to speed up after that. He watched the other students try their skill on the rat. Each of them lasted perhaps a second or two less than they had before. Apparently the larger the animal or more powerful the creature one used their skill upon, the more difficult it was to maintain it for a long period of time.

I never really noticed that while I was fighting demons… maybe the fights were never long enough to make much of a difference.

That was something he wondered about as he watched the others use their skill. Did the length of time one was able to steal someone else’s vision matter if the fights didn’t last very long?

But he supposed having better control of one’s skills could only ever be a good thing. Certainly not something he would ever turn away from. And he also imagined that the stronger the skill, the more will it needed to be used. So when he had skills that were significantly more powerful than simply taking an enemy’s vision—and he was sure there would be many like that down the line—he wanted to have enough will to control them as best he could.

They moved from the rat, to the cat, to the dog.

A few of the others didn’t seem to meet the right criteria for Mistress Rakan, and they were told to retake their seats. At the end, there were only three people who were to use their skill on the imp, and Elian, of course, was one of them.

He stared at the imp through the bars. It was odd to see how docile the thing was. He wondered when it had been caught, how long it had spent being caged, and how many times it had been used for marked students to practice their skill on.

The imp is a demon. The enemy. And not my concern.

But he couldn’t help but feel a small hint of sympathy for the wretched little imp. Which was strange. Even after he’d grown protective of Flame and started seeing the hellhound as far more than just a hellhound, after his artificial bond had grown into something real, he still felt nothing for the demons that he’d fought outside the walls.

Then again, he supposed the situation he was in right now was quite different to that. He wasn’t currently battling this imp for his life, after all. He was in a safe environment. Somewhere where the imp wouldn’t be able to hurt him—wouldn’t be able to fight back at all.

Why didn’t I feel these same things for the other creatures in the cages that I just practised my skill on?

Maybe it was the demon inside his heart tree. That demon that had assimilated with him and become a part of him. Or maybe it was that he was a Summoner, and he was letting the imp get inside his head.

He shrugged away all those worries. They wouldn’t serve him right now. Besides, it was only a small amount of sympathy that he felt for this wretched beast. Not a lot.

Not worth making a fuss over the treatment of it.

He could imagine how that might go down—they might hang him on the spot without even knowing that he bore the mark of a Summoner, simply because he was trying to protect a demon…

Elian took a deep breath. He was the last one to test the Sight skill out of the different students. Marc had just gone before him, and Josie before that. Other than Elian, Marc and Josie were the strongest people in the first-year, Tier 1, thrice-marked Invoker class.

Marc’s skill had lasted for fifty-five seconds, while Josie’s had lasted for forty-five.

Elian prepared himself—a luxury he knew he wouldn’t have when he was in the middle of battle, fighting for his life and the lives of those who stood beside him—then he activated the skill.

The imp’s eyes flashed. It did not protest. Did not scrabble for the bars. Did not whine. It simply stumbled backward, where it slumped down, putting its weight on the bars at its back.

The spirit of this demon had been killed a long time ago, which made Elian wonder if its will was even strong enough to resist this skill—if, indeed, that was something a demon could even do.

My skill probably won’t last as long on a demon out in the wild, versus one in captivity that’s lost its spirit from being in this position for so long.

The line connecting him to the imp thickened as he focused on it. Elian, as he’d practised on each different animal, unlike the other students, had managed to maintain his skill at the same number of minutes and seconds as he had when he’d used it on the bird.

Some whispers started after he’d used the skill on the rat and the duration of his skill hadn’t diminished.

These people had had time to practice their skills in a controlled environment for far longer than Elian had. For Elian, using his skill, understanding his will, and strengthening the connection—he’d only gotten to practise that since entering this room.

So each time he used it, he felt himself understanding it more. Felt his prowess in the skill only improving. It made him smile.

He had to strain harder, using the skill on the imp. He felt the difference immediately.

But he also felt something else—some kind of equalizer. Perhaps it was because he was a prodigy—but he wondered if, maybe, it was because he was a Summoner. The line connecting him to the demon, even though it wasn’t from a Summoner skill, could have very well been strengthened by that part of him.

He wasn’t sure, and he didn’t have anyone to ask. That wouldn’t explain why he was a prodigy in other marks, however, so he didn’t think it had all that much of an impact.

Elian’s skill lasted for three minutes and twenty-two seconds. A whole second longer than the skill had lasted when he’d used it on the bird. When he was done, his body rigid and stiff near the end, he almost collapsed to the ground. He leant on a desk close by. Felt a bit lightheaded. It took him a moment to gain his bearings, let alone catch his breath. His head was splitting in pain.

Every single person in the room was staring at him. And they weren’t the only ones there, either. A man stood by the door—the door that should have been closed since the class had started, but now was open. That man was Master Larson. He had a smile on his face as he looked at Elian. His arms were crossed. He gave Elian a swift nod before he walked back out of the room and disappeared into the hall.

Mistress Rakan cleared her throat. “Elian, Marc, and Josie will be accompanying me into the caves tomorrow morning. For everyone else, this classroom will be open for you to practice while we’re gone.” She turned her attention toward Elian and the other two. “I will inform the other teachers that you won’t be in their classes tomorrow.”

Elian tilted his head to the side. He was about to raise his hand when the mistress spoke.

“Yes, Marked Elian?”

“How long will we be down in the caves? Will we be wearing armour? Carrying weapons?”

“We will stop by the armoury on our way. Armourer Nelson will find something for you. And we will be down in the caves for the entire day, perhaps well into the evening.” Mistress Rakan faced the whole class. She clapped her hands together, much as she had at the start of her lesson. “Lesson over! Time to clear out. I hope you all got something from your practise today. I have written down each of your times, and they will be listed on the wall soon. I trust you all have been keeping track of your personal bests. I expect each of you to improve by next week.”

The other students all filed out of the room. Elian’s next class was with Master Arin down in the basement—the dungeons. He was looking forward to seeing what it would be like. He assumed the other people in the class were heading down there as well.

To Elian’s surprise, Marc came right up to him.

“You impressed me just now, Elian Salt.” Marc stared at him intensely. There was still a hint of anger in his eyes. “That doesn’t happen often.” He jutted his chin up. “Maybe there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

Without another word he strode for the door.

Josie nodded at Elian, but didn’t speak, instead following Marc out to the hall.

“I believe you too have another class, Elian. Best be making your way toward it,” Mistress Rakan said.

Elian looked over at her. He wanted to say something. Ask her questions on how the skill really worked. But there wasn’t time for that. He barely knew the way down to the dungeons, and as neither Cael nor Alfred had been down there before, he doubted they would know how to get there. “Thank you for the lesson, Mistress Rakan.”

He started to walk to the door when the mistress cleared her throat.

“In all my years at the academy, I have never seen anyone do what you have just done. Not at your tier. I thought, perhaps, what you did yesterday was a fluke, or some sort of trick. But you have proven otherwise. People will be watching you now, Elian.”

Elian turned. The mistress was looking down at papers on her desk. “Is that a good thing?” he asked.

The woman looked up at him. “I hope so.” She waved a hand. “Now get going before you’re late. Master Arin doesn’t appreciate tardiness.”


Chapter 20

It was easier than Elian had expected to find Master Arin’s classroom again. He’d only been in the academy for two days now, but he was starting to get a feel for its hallways. And all he’d really needed to do was catch up to the other students that were heading that way.

He didn’t speak to Josie or Marc after he’d caught up to them, he’d simply trailed a few feet behind them down the stairs and through the hallways until they’d made it to the dungeon.

The two walked side by side, but they never said a word to one another. There was definitely a familiarity between them, though, even if they weren’t speaking. As if they’d known each other for some time.

All these thrice-marked people know each other. Thrice-marked are almost always from the Peaks. Everyone in this class probably came from one of the strongest families and as such all grew up together.

It might be even more difficult for Elian to fit in than he’d first realised.

I don’t need to fit in. I just need them to respect me. If I have that, it will be enough when we’re out fighting demons.

He didn’t really expect to become friends with any of them, either, which made him wonder if he even wanted to. The only person that he’d spoken to in this place—who wasn’t Baylin or one of the instructors—that had been nice to him was Hylan, and he hadn’t seen the man since the day before.

A part of him had expected to see Hylan in his Invoker class.

I never did catch what year he was in. Alfred and Cael told me everyone I’d spoken to in the hall at that time had been thrice-marked, so he mustn’t be in the same class…

Master Arin’s classroom was brighter than it had been when he’d been down here earlier. There were more torches and candles dotted around the place. The eerie atmosphere of the dungeon still lingered in the room, however. As they’d walked down to the stairs, students had picked up their minions along the way. Elian had followed them to some sort of holding room that was heavily scented with herbs and perfumes. He hadn’t even known the place existed, but inside were hundreds of different minions, all of them he assumed belonged to a student.

The other students each had only a single minion, unlike Elian, who possessed two. Elian’s minions had been waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs near the main hall.

Elian hadn’t noticed the last time he was in this classroom, but there was space between each of the chairs that faced the stage-like platform where Master Arin, the Necromancer, stood. The space between the chairs was where everyone’s minions stood.

Elian chose a seat near the back this time around and had a minion on either side of him.

The skeletal, pale form of Master Arin stepped out of the shadows and spread his arms wide as though he were some kind of performer. “Welcome, welcome, to my Necromancy class!” He had a wide, open-mouthed smile that made him look all the more creepy. “We are welcoming a new student today!” The master motioned toward Elian. “Come up to the front of the class, Elian, so I may introduce you.”

Elian suppressed a groan. He didn’t feel like he needed an introduction. The class had all the same people that the one before it had had, and they all definitely knew his name.

And now they know a little something of what I can do.

Elian didn’t disobey the master, however. He stood and headed down the steps, then climbed up onto the platform next to Master Arin.

“Class, this is Elian Salt. Elian, this is the class. I had the pleasure of meeting Elian yesterday and testing his capabilities. Another one of the masters suggested to the headmistress that this man is a prodigy. Now you will all have to become comfortable with the fact that this untrained man from the Lower Town who only just discovered that he was thrice-marked is already more skilled than the lot of you!” His words became more serious and harsh as he said them. When he said the last word, he’d shouted it.

Then he’d laughed. The laugh, Elian supposed, was supposed to ease the sudden tension in the room. But it was a bone-chilling laugh that sent a shiver up his spine, one he tried to suppress but failed to.

Everyone in the classroom was staring at him again. This time, it wasn’t in awe or shock like it had been upstairs in Mistress Rakan’s classroom, where the woman hadn’t remarked on his ability at all. Now that Master Arin had pointed it out and put the others to shame, they were glaring at him with annoyance.

“Bring your minions down and show the others what they can do,” Master Arin said.

Elian’s forehead creased as he looked at the Master Necromancer. A part of him wanted to refuse the man. In the last class, he’d wanted them to see what he could do so that they would respect him. He wasn’t trying to show off or prove that he was better than anyone else.

This felt different.

But again, the last thing he was going to do was disobey an instructor’s request. He controlled his minions, bringing them down the stairs. He was getting better at controlling them down stairs, considering how many this academy had. Even so, one of them still stumbled down a step.

Someone chuckled at that, and some of the tension in the room seemed to ease. Elian saw people’s shoulders relax.

Master Arin frowned. “Now, now, people, you may think he hasn’t got a handle on this from that little stumble, but you should be aware that Elian is controlling two minions, something that he shouldn’t even yet be capable of. Controlling two minions, as you all know, takes on more of a toll than controlling a single one does.”

The master put Elian through his paces. Elian tried to focus on improving what his minions could do, but it was a far more intricate task than simply maintaining a single one of his skills like he had back in the last classroom. He was beginning to realise that even though he was a prodigy, that didn’t mean everything would come easy to him.

He was glad for that. He didn’t want things to be too easy. He’d been looking forward to the challenge.

The dead gods knew he hadn’t been challenged while working the mines, not with anything more than fatigue, anyway.

Despite Master Arin’s proclamation about him being better than the others, and controlling two minions being harder than controlling one, the fact that he wasn’t perfect at controlling the minions themselves seemed to be putting the other students at ease.

A few times, when one of Elian’s minions stumbled, Elian had looked over at the Master Necromancer and seen a glint in his eyes, as though this had been a part of his plan all along.

Maybe it had been.

A few times his minions had been pitted against other minions, each holding practice swords. Every single time Master Arin made him use only a single one of his minions at a time.

Elian’s minions lost every one of their bouts. Always being knocked to the ground. Elian couldn’t help but marvel at how expertly the other students controlled their minions.

Thunk.

For the nineteenth time, one of his minions was knocked straight to the ground. This last time, it had been by Marc. The man didn’t look smug, funnily enough. He didn’t look proud at all. There was a thin line crinkling his forehead, and Elian was sure he could see a bit of anger in his eyes.

During all the bouts where one of his minions was pitted against a minion owned by another student, Elian had been trying to pay close attention to those minions and how they moved. As far as he could tell, Marc’s minion had moved the most swiftly, and with the most skill.

Just as Marc—other than Elian—had had the strongest Sight skill in the last class.

It looks like he was top of the class before I came along, and he liked it. I might make an enemy of him if I’m not careful. Maybe I already have.

Marc gave Elian a single nod, then stepped off the stage and took his minion with him.

Master Arin stepped to the edge of the stage and clapped his skeletal hands. The sound was strange—almost like smacking two rocks together rather than flesh.

“I hope you have all enjoyed this demonstration,” Master Arin said, his gaze searching the class full of students.

A few of them were grinning broadly. Others were smiling faintly. Marc still had that slightly angry look on his face. Josie looked somewhat blank, her back straight, as though she wasn’t at all concerned with the current proceedings of the class. “I think this has been quite instructional, yes?” The master pointed at Elian. “This man is performing a task that is more difficult than any one of you can currently do, but he’s had next to no training, which means his skill in that task is, well…” Master Arin opened his hands. “It leaves a lot to be desired, doesn’t it?”

Elian looked away from the students. Far too many of them were smirking at him. He wasn’t sure what Master Arin was trying to do with all this. First, it seemed as though he was trying to show him off, now it seemed more like he was trying to humiliate him. They were two extremes that Elian didn’t care for. He was trying to gain these people’s respect—he thought he had, after the last class. Or at least taken a good step toward it.

Now it was as though the Master Necromancer was trying to make him look like a fool.

And he was starting to feel like one, despite the fact that he had no right to beat people who had been training for a lot longer than himself. Just, after what he had experienced in his last class, he felt as though he should be beating them.

Maybe the master isn’t trying to teach the class a lesson, but rather trying to teach me a lesson in humility. He knows what it means to be a prodigy, as he might very well be the only one among the masters who has actually seen one in the flesh. He’s trying to humble me.

Either that, or the master was just a little… well, mad. Elian hadn’t decided which was the truth. Hell, there could be another reason entirely for the man’s actions, one that Elian couldn’t even think of.

“Now, who’s ready for another lesson? We should put our new student through his paces, shouldn’t we? See what he’s capable of?” Master Arin said. He had a sinister looking smile on his face.

A few people in the class cheered their assent. They looked gleeful. They wanted to humiliate him, and there was nothing Elian could do about it.

This isn’t what I expected from Master Arin.

“All right, then! Who wants another match against him, hmm?” the master asked, looking out at the students. He pointed a bony finger at one of them. “Darcus! Come on up!”

Darcus had a stupid-looking grin on his face as he stepped up to the stage with his minion. The minion took up a practice sword that was thrown to it by the master. It looked like a practiced movement. Elian didn’t think either of his minions would be capable of catching a thrown sword quite yet.

I really, really need to practice.

And this certainly wasn’t the type of practice he was thinking about.

Elian stood up from the chair he’d sat back on after the bout with Marc’s minion. He suppressed a sigh, gritting his teeth. He looked at the Master and wondered why the man was putting him through this for a second time. Hadn’t he already proven his point?

Elian commanded one of his minions to step forward, the minion already had a practice sword in its hand.

Master Arin stepped between the two minions. “No, no. Not like this.” He turned to fully face Elian. “You will be using both your minions now.”

The other man looked a little stricken. “Both his minions?” Darcus said. “But, that isn’t fair—”

“FAIR?” Master Arin turned, shouting the word directly in Darcus’s face.

“It isn’t fair, is it, Darcus? And since when is fighting demons outside the walls ever fair?” The master turned away from Darcus—who was looking rather pale, his mouth having fallen wide open. The master stared out at the class. “This world is not a fair one. I, more than any of you, am aware of that. When you are knee deep in blood fighting hellhounds and hellcats and imps and the demon horde lords themselves, will you be thinking about what is fair? Do you think you’ll be able to stop your enemies and tell them not to bring as many demons to fight you because it isn’t fair? It doesn’t matter how strong any one of you is—fights will never be fair. You will not be able to choose your opponents! The classroom is a safe environment in which to test our skills, but when you step outside and face demons? Then, and only then, will you know what you’re truly capable of. Raise your hand if you’ve fought a demon before?”

Not a single one of the students in the crowd raised their hand. Elian, more than a little shyly, raised his.

All the students were staring at him again. He didn’t see humour in their eyes. Nor did he see anger—not even from Marc. They were just… staring at him.

Some of them might have actually had a little respect in their gazes, but he couldn’t be sure of that.

Master Arin let out a long breath. “All right, then. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way.” He clapped his hands together. “It’s time for another bout!” The anger that had been in his voice a mere moment ago was gone, like it hadn’t even been there at all. The Master Necromancer took a step back and sat down on his chair, waving his hand for the minions to fight.

Elian gave his other minion a practice sword. Honestly, he didn’t expect this bout to go all that differently to the ones before it. When he’d been using his minions outside the wall, he’d never really had that much luck with them in battle—they were simply too difficult for him to use.

Each day, he’d had a little more practice with them, so he was hoping that he would do all right. But considering how easily they had all defeated a single one of his minions during the last bouts, it wasn’t exactly as though he was going to get his hopes up.

The bout began. Elian had both his minions rush forward and swing their swords at Darcus’s single minion. The swings weren’t particularly swift or skilful. And they were the furthest thing from elegant. If he had only one of them attacking, Darcus’s minion would have been able to slip away from the attack easily enough.

But with two, it was a different story.

Darcus’s minion seemed to have difficulty deciding what to do. Or, rather, Darcus had difficultly deciding what to make his minion do. Though Elian was nowhere near as skilled as these people at controlling minions, he knew that it took a unique type of concentration. It was nothing like controlling one’s own body—at least, he couldn’t imagine it would be without years of training under one’s belt.

And Darcus, while he did have more training than Elian, and he was able to control his minion’s movements more finely than Elian could his own, was still rather new at being a Necromancer. He was only a first-year student, after all.

The minion stumbled. Elian took advantage of that. His minions rushed the other one. One of Elian’s minions ended up falling over in the process, but it didn’t matter—he’d managed to take down Darcus’s.

As the other minion fell to the stage’s floor with a loud bang, Elian found he was breathing heavily. His heart was racing, his blood rushing in his ears.

Dead Gods, that had felt good. He’d done it! He’d taken down one of the other minions!

Through the last nineteen bouts, Elian had felt… weak. Useless. Clumsy. Mostly because he had been.

Now, some of the confidence that he’d gained in the last class was returning. Actually, a lot of it was. Yes, it was true, he was pitting two of his minions against a single one, and that had been the only reason he’d been able to win.

It wasn’t fair. But he’d been outside, fighting demons—this didn’t need to be fair. Just as the master had said.

Master Arin dismissed Darcus and called the next student down to fight Elian.


Chapter 21

The next few bouts in the Master Necromancer’s class went just as the first had. And, with each new bout, Elian was getting better and better at controlling his two minions. As difficult as the first nineteen bouts had been, he felt as though he’d actually learnt something—he just didn’t realise that he’d learnt something until now, as no matter what one of his minions had done, he’d still been thoroughly defeated by his opponents.

Now he was using two minions against one, that was no longer the case.

For the second set of bouts, he didn’t lose a single match.

And then he came up against Marc.

The man looked angry again. Or maybe that wasn’t anger Elian was seeing—maybe the other student was simply focused. Elian had seen the man as a bully. Someone who thought they were above everyone else… As, well, like Hylan said, an asshole.

However, there must be more to the man than that. Yes, he was a bully—Elian had seen that first had. But the man had to have become the top student in his class somehow. He must have had a stronger will, or ability to focus, or practice, or something, than the others around him to have excelled so much more quickly than them.

Elian had been becoming more and more relaxed during the other bouts, and no matter which minion his own minions faced, he always came out the other end victorious.

He was worrying that this would no longer be the case.

His whole body tensed, which he doubted was a good thing.

The bout began. Elian had his two minions rush Marc’s. He had done this for most of the different bouts, finding that because his two minions lacked skill in comparison to their opponents, it was much better to simply try and overwhelm them as quickly as possible.

So far, that approach had worked to varying degrees.

He wanted this fight to be over with as quickly as possible. Wanted Marc’s minion to hit the ground as fast as he could make it happen.

Elian’s minions came in. Swung their swords. Marc’s minion moved. There was no hesitation. There was no second guessing. It moved with purpose. It took a step back. With its sword, it slapped one of Elian’s minion’s swords straight into the other minion’s sword. There was hard clack of wood as the two weapons met.

Elian struggled to get his minions under control for a moment. But it was already too late. Marc’s minion snapped forward and managed to knock the sword out of Minion One’s grasp. Then it kicked Minion Two straight in the chest. Minion Two hit the ground at the same time as Minion One’s sword clattered on the floorboards.

Then the minion executed a perfect leg sweep against Minion Two.

Elian blinked. Both his minions hit the ground. during the first bout he’d had against Marc, he’d seen that the man’s minion was the most skilled.

Apparently, he hadn’t even seen the half of it.

Elian had to wonder… if Marc’s minion could move like that, how good of a fighter was the man himself?

Master Arin stood. He stepped forward and clapped slowly. “Bravo, Marc. Bravo. It is good to see that one of you, at least, is able to defeat this untrained new student we have.” He looked over at a clock that was hanging on the wall—one Elian hadn’t even noticed before.

“We only have a minute left in this class. I’d like all of you to think about what happened today. And, I would also like to remind all of you that no matter what happens during these bouts, you are all on the same side. I was a student once. I remember what kind of rivalries can brew.” He winked. “Even if that was a long, long, long time ago.”

He clapped his bony hands once more. “Class dismissed!

As Elian left the class, he wasn’t quite sure what to feel. He was breathing heavily from the bout he’d just had against Marc’s minions. A part of him wanted to step up to the guy. Maybe shake his hand. If he wasn’t such an asshole, maybe it would be a good thing for them to be friends. He could clearly learn a thing or two from him. But the man was already walking to the door, rather swiftly—his minions in tow—by the time Elian had the thought.

Elian’s next idea was to look for Master Arin. Perhaps have a word with the man. He wanted to know what he thought about him, and why he had decided to make Elian the centre of attention like that.

But, somehow, the master was already gone. Elian looked around, but there was no sign of him. He hadn’t even seen the man leave.

Strange.

Josie, the student he’d faced just before Marc—and the other student who would be coming to the caves with him the next day—was waiting by the door.

Elian thought she must be waiting for someone else, but when every other student had passed through the dungeon classroom’s door and she was still standing there, he realised she’d been waiting for him.

“Josie?” Elian said, stopping before her at the doorway.

“I thought I would show you to the next class. With Mistress Petra. I saw you following behind Marc and me on the way down here.” She looked down the hall. “This academy can take a little getting used to.”

“Oh,” was all Elian said for a moment. Then he cleared his throat. “Thank you. That’s very nice of you.” He wasn’t really sure how to talk to the other students.

Josie raised an eyebrow as they began walking down the hall toward the stairs. “You seem surprised.” She tilted her head to the side. “Do I not seem like a nice person?” There was a slight smile on her face, and Elian got the feeling that she was playing with him.

“It’s just that… no one has really gone out of their way to talk to me yet,” Elian said. “Let alone be nice to be.” Then he remembered Hylan. “Well, maybe one person has.”

Josie dipped her head. “It doesn’t surprise me. No one knows what to make of you yet.” She looked up at him. A lock of her hair fell in front of her eyes. “I’m not really sure what to make of you either.”

Elian didn’t know how to respond to that, so… he didn’t.

“How are you feeling about tomorrow?” Elian asked. “Your first time down in the caves. From the way you talked about it, it sounds like an important moment.”

The woman nodded. “It is a milestone for all first years, and it is always a privilege, being among the first in a class to go into the caves. It means you will be among the first in the class to face a demon.” She paused. “At least, it used to mean that. Until you showed up.”

“Oh,” Elian said. He almost felt like he should be apologising. But he didn’t. Why should he apologise for what he’d gone through? “Well, I am glad I’ll get the chance to go tomorrow. Do you have any idea what kind of demons are down there?”

The woman shook her head. “We’re supposed to find that out while we’re down there. To test our skills. I asked my sister, but even she wouldn’t tell me.”

“Your sister?”

Josie nodded. “She’s older than me. Went to the caves a few years ago.”

“It must be nice, knowing other people who have come here. Being able to talk about it and ask questions. All we have are stories about the academy down in the Lower Town,” Elian said.

Something on the woman’s face twitched. Elian frowned. Had he said something wrong? Maybe it was his mention of the Lower Town.

Elian contemplated what he was going to say next. He wasn’t sure if it was the best idea, but Josie had been nice enough so far…

“Marc seems to have a problem with me.”

Josie was quiet for a long moment. Elian thought he’d made a mistake, speaking up.

He was going to say something—maybe apologise for bringing up the subject—when she finally spoke.

“Marc, like the rest of us, has spent his entire life preparing for this. For being marked. And to be thrice-marked… it is an honour to be chosen for such a thing.”

Chosen? Elian wondered. What does she mean by chosen?

He’d never heard of it like that before. Chosen by what? By whom?

“He is… a little more proud than the rest of us, but he’s always had a right to be as proud as he is, you know? He’s the best of us.” She looked over at him. “At least, until you arrived.”

Elian dipped his head in a nod. For a moment, he tried to put himself in Marc’s shoes. It was hard. Not the man’s life—he couldn’t imagine someone from the Peak’s life was hard. But he had no idea what life was like for someone from the Peaks at all.

Still, he wondered what his life would have been like if all his life he was told that he was special, and suddenly someone who isn’t supposed to be special comes along. Someone with no experience. No reason to be as strong as they are.

And in an instant, they’re already better than you.

He could see how that might sting—but that didn’t mean Marc wasn’t already an asshole. He’d come up to Elian when all he knew about him was that he was thrice-marked, and he’d treated him like trash.

Elian had more things he wanted to say—more things he wanted to ask—but he wasn’t sure how. The academy was still so new to him. This was only his first day doing classes, his second full day here.

“I hope that he can let those things go while we’re down in the caves,” Elian said. He swallowed. “I want us all to work together.”

The words had tumbled out before he’d truly thought about them. The next day, they would be fighting demons as a party. It made him wonder if the man might try something to get him hurt.

I’m just being paranoid.

Not that it would be the first time he was targeted by someone marked.

Still, the thought stuck with him.

After a long pause, Josie spoke again. “The mistress will be there,” she said. “Whatever happens, the three of us should be safe.”

Elian couldn’t help but sense a little doubt in her voice.

It did not fill him with confidence. If this woman was worried about their safety, should Elian be worried?

He shook away that thought. Shook away his momentary fear. Elian, unlike Josie and Marc, had faced demons before. He wasn’t afraid of heading down into the caves. He wasn’t afraid of what Marc might do, either. The man might be an asshole, but Mistress Rakan would always be watching—there was no way she would let something happen to him.

I’m a prodigy. She’ll want to protect me.

Besides, he knew by now that he could take care of himself if he had to.

Couldn’t he?


Chapter 22

Mistress Petra stood at the front of the Infuser class, eyeing each of the students as they entered the room. Her gaze rested on Elian longer than it rested on the others. Elian didn’t mind. He could handle her scrutiny—he’d been handling the scrutiny of almost everyone he’d encountered since coming to this place, after all.

The instructor wasn’t the only one who was staring at him. Others in the class had locked eyes with him. He couldn’t read their expressions. These were the same people he’d just had his Necromancer and Invoker classes with. They were well aware of what he was capable of now.

At least, they were aware of the things he’d shown. They certainly didn’t know that he was also a Summoner. That he had a demon hiding inside his heart tree. That he could call upon its strength, that he could breathe fire from his mouth.

Elian took a seat near the back. It was the only one that was free. Josie had parted with him before they’d entered the class. She was sitting by the front. Elian supposed it would be easier for her to be seen by the instructor up there—which was something he could very much tell she appreciated.

A shiver run up his spine as he smelled salt in the air. Piled on the desk in front of Mistress Petra were almost two dozen pouches. He could tell what was in the pouches without having to look inside of them.

Salt.

That made him worry. Over the past two classes, he hadn’t spent more than a few seconds worrying about whether or not people would discover what he was. He had been too focused on what was going on. It had been refreshing, realising that he could let his worries on that matter go—if only for a short time.

Now, he wondered if he should have been worrying about it more. With Flame, the hellhound he’d blood bonded then assimilated with, who was currently resting inside of his heart tree, salt was now something that burned him.

He hadn’t really known what he would do about that—he hadn’t had occasion to find out. Making it here, to the academy, had been hard enough. There had been salt barriers even during the train ride he’d taken to the peaks. Things that had been rather painful for him to pass through.

Even the gates to the academy had been enchanted with salt.

But since he’d been inside the academy? He hadn’t had to worry about that as much as he’d thought.

At least, not until now.

She is going to want me to use my Trade Quality skill on salt. She wants us to create saltsteel.

He knew that for certain, because he could see the other items that were sitting on Mistress Petra’s desk. Spearheads. They appeared to be made from normal steel—unenchanted.

“You are all aware by now that we are welcoming a new student into our class. I understand that this is highly unusual at this stage in the semester, but he has only recently been discovered. I trust you will treat him as an equal.” Mistress Petra’s gaze scanned the different students.

When he had first encountered her, she hadn’t treated him with very much respect. He was a little surprised to hear her tell them to treat him this way.

She probably doesn’t want where I’m from being a focus. If the others are focused on me and not the class, then they won’t learn as much.

Either that, or he had misjudged her. He hoped it would be the latter. Honestly, he wanted to think the best of the instructors and students at the academy, seeing as this was where he would be for the next few years, and that these were the people who he would be fighting beside.

“Today, we will be moving on to our next lesson. Infusers are the most versatile of the three marks. We are able to do things no other mark would even dream of being capable of. There are endless qualities in different items out there, and endless things that we are capable of doing with them—as endless as our creativity, some say. We are like engineers, like artists. And we are also like blacksmiths—though we are better than all of them put together—but our reason for being is the same. We are here to create things of true worth. Things that are useful. One of the most useful things for someone venturing outside the wall is, of course, a weapon that can more effectively fight against the demons.”

Mistress Petra motioned to the pouches of salt and the steel spearheads. “That is what today’s lesson will be about.”

Elian swallowed. Mistress Petra asked for volunteers to hand out the items to the rest of the class. Josie stood up first. So did Darcus. The man smiled at Josie when he grabbed some of the items, as though trying to get her attention. Trying to be seen that he was helping too. Though as he was obviously distracted, and he ended up cutting himself on one of the spearheads.

“Handle those with care, Darcus. There will be far more dangerous items that we deal with in the future,” Mistress Petra chastised.

Darcus nodded sharply and refocused on the task.

When the two items sat before Elian, he hesitated. Fortunately, none of the others in the class were touching their items yet, either, as though they were awaiting the woman’s instruction.

“Isolating salt is one of the more difficult things you will find yourself doing in your early training as an Infuser. Can anyone tell me why that might be?” Mistress Petra asked. She was leaning back on her desk, practically sitting on it, with a single eyebrow raised as her gaze scanned the class.

Josie’s hand was the first to fly up.

“Yes, Marked Josie,” Mistress Petra said with a nod.

“Salt, unlike other items we deal with, isn’t strictly one item. It is an assortment of items. We cannot simply use the Trade Quality skill to transfer the quality that repels and hurts demons from a single granule of salt. It would not be as effective as it needs to be. The Infuser must isolate every granule of salt, and then ensure that the salt feels connected to the other granules in the pile one is working with. We must convince the salt that it is, indeed, a single item even when it is not.”

Mistress Petra had been nodding along as the student spoke. “Perfectly stated, Marked Josie. Isolating salt. It isn’t as easy as, say, isolating a feather or a rock.” She glanced at Elian as she said that, though he felt no malice in her words—it wasn’t a dig at him, merely a remark.

While Elian was interested in what Josie had said, and the thing he had originally been looking forward to the most as an Infuser was creating saltsteel, he found his heart was racing. He felt hot. Hotter than he should have in a room like this.

He didn’t know how badly the salt would burn him, only that it would. But there was nothing for him to do. He couldn’t stand up and leave the class. He couldn’t refuse to touch the salt.

And he couldn’t very well expel Flame from his heart tree to stop the salt from harming him. How would he be able to explain a hellhound suddenly appearing in the middle of the class?

They would kill Flame, then they would probably kill me, if they realised where that demon had come from.

Elian’s foot began to tap on the stone, without his permission or desire. He put a hand on his knee and forcibly stopped his leg from jiggling up and down. He didn’t want to draw any more attention to himself. He was glad that he was sitting at the back of the class, but he’d already seen a few of the students glancing back at him, as though they wanted to see how he would do.

No surprise, considering all he’d done in the last two classes to garner attention.

Maybe that had been a mistake after all.

“All right, class. I am going to sit down behind my desk in silence as you each isolate the salt and steel, and then attempt to trade the correct quality of the salt into the steel. Silence is an Infuser’s friend when they are trying to learn how to use new materials, remember that. Remember, also, that you will all be taught the combat application of Infusing—silence is a tool, and your friend, but it is also a luxury that you will not always have access to, and one you will never have access to in the heat of battle. This is another lesson that I will teach you—but it is not a lesson that I will teach you today.”

The mistress sat behind her desk. She leant back in her chair and closed her eyes.

Is she… having a nap?

That was the last thing that Elian would have expected the woman to be doing. He had thought she would be out among them, walking past each of them, giving them tips or encouragement as they attempted the task she’d set before them.

Elian, however, was glad she wouldn’t be walking over to him. It meant that he could do what he needed to do in… well, silence. Just as the woman had said.

He blocked out everyone else in the room, kind of like he would when he was meditating. He set his worries and fears aside. He had already gone through his other options, and none of them would work for him. He might be able to get out of this class by feigning some sort of sickness, but he doubted the mistress would fall for it.

Besides, the last thing he wanted to do was appear weak in front of a class full of thrice-marked, especially after the day he’d had.

And then when he finally returned to class to try this again, how would avoiding it the first time have helped him do it a second time?

Unless he planned to escape the academy…

He inhaled deeply, held the breath for a moment, then exhaled slowly. He repeated this a few times until he felt his body and mind calm.

The salt, sitting directly in front of him in that pouch, felt more oppressive now that it was closer to him. Other students around the room were pouring the salt out of the pouch, creating piles on their desks beside the spearheads they had. The tang of salt was even harsher in the air, and he could feel instincts that he knew belonged to Flame rise up from within him.

He tamped those instincts down.

What other choice did he have?

Elian upended the bag of salt, pouring it onto his desk. His heart rate, which he’d managed to slow, sped back up again. He wasn’t going to let it affect him, however.

His gaze moved over to the other people in the room. He watched Darcus, running his fingers through the pile of salt with a creased forehead. He watched Marc, the man’s face serene, stuck in his focus. He watched Josie, who had her head bent down so close to the pile it almost looked like she wished to inhale the salt straight up through her nose.

Elian didn’t pick up the salt. Not at first, at least. First, he picked up the steel spearhead. To complete the task set before him, he would need to isolate the metal as well as the salt. He knew he was just putting off the inevitable—he should have perhaps worked on the hardest task first. But he wasn’t the only one in the class who seemed to have the same idea. Steel would be something he would work with a lot as an Infuser, so he figured it was best to get used to it quickly.

It only took him a moment to isolate the steel, to his surprise. He had thought it would be considerably more difficult than it was. It had taken him some time when he had first performed the task on the feather and the rock. Then again, that had mostly been because he didn’t know what he was doing. Now that he had a better handle on that, apparently doing this was… easy.

Maybe that shouldn’t have come as a surprise to him, considering what he had done in front of Headmistress Herack, Master Larson, and Mistress Petra herself the night before.

Well, that didn’t help put this off for very long.

Elian braced himself for the pain, then he touched a finger to a granule of salt.

It burned. It didn’t sizzle—and of that he was glad for—but he could feel the salt burning the sensitive skin at the very tip of his index finger. He didn’t pull his hand back, or flinch from the pain. Nor did he hiss or—as far as he knew—show any sign of being in pain at all.

He simply left his finger there for a long moment, trying to get used to the pain. This was yet another thing that he would need to endure while he was here—like keeping his secret in the first place. And pain, though not something he ever wished to experience, was something he knew well enough how to deal with.

Now that he was marked, he also had the power to heal his wounds.

Elian had begun circulating essence a moment before he’d actually touched the salt. The last thing he wanted was some keen observer to figure out that he had been burned by this stuff. He assumed that would be the fastest way for them to learn that something was different about him—and that, unlike him being a prodigy, it was something they would kill him for.

It took a few moments of his finger touching the salt for Elian to regain his focus properly. It was only then that he tried to perform the task he’d been giving by the instructor.

I have to isolate every single granule of salt, just as Josie had said.

Looking at the others, he could see that it was a painstaking process. Some of them were touching their fingers to one grain at a time, which seemed like an absolutely maddening way to do this. He hadn’t come here to spend his life separating granules of salt.

Except, curiously, that wasn’t how Marc, or even Josie, were going about things.

The two best students in the class weren’t separating their salt one granule at a time. They had their hands submerged into the entire pile, and they’d swept up any granules that had fallen away from the main group so that everything was still touching.

Marc had his eyes closed. His back was straight, and his forehead was slightly creased in concentration.

Josie was the complete opposite. Her eyes were wide, staring down at the granules, and her back was still bent with her face close to the pile. Every now and then she’d blink. Her forehead was deeply lined in concentration.

Elian looked down at his own pile, the pain still searing his finger. His forehead creased, perhaps as deeply as Josie’s was. He pushed his hand down farther into the pile. The pain was hard for him to keep hidden, but somehow, he managed it. At least, he hoped he managed it. He didn’t want these people to see what he was going through.

That focus he’d regained slipped away from him. But it didn’t take him as long to get it back. He figured what he was going through now might actually be good training for when he was out on the battlefield, facing demons. If he became used to doing things while in pain, or under the pressure of being discovered, then when he transitioned back into combat, he would be used to the added element.

Unlike the other students, who were each working under what must be perfect conditions for them.

Breathing in and out, Elian’s focus became sharp. He could suddenly feel the different connections the granules of salt possessed. His eyes widened as he felt all of them. There were so many. More than he had expected. His mind expanded as he took it all in. Salt. An inanimate object. And yet, it possessed so much more depth than he could have ever imagined. Salt had been a large part of his life for some time now. How could it not be, given his former occupation? But that didn’t mean he’d really thought about the nature of salt for very long.

Now, it was all that he could think of. He still didn’t know why it affected demons the way that it did, only that it did.

And the pain he was currently in was proof enough of that.

Elian tilted his head to the side, staring down at the pile, feeling all the different connections. He could sever them, one by one, like many of the other students he saw were doing, but he didn’t think that would be the best approach for him—it didn’t seem… natural.

Nor did it seem efficient.

The longer his hand stayed in there, the more normal the pain that he was feeling became. The instincts that told him to flee from the salt were still there, but he was easily able to push them away, and slowly they started to become weaker and less urgent.

Elian didn’t close his eyes like Marc, nor did he bend his whole body forward like Josie. He didn’t feel the need.

I need to sever every single granule of salt all at once.

Something in his mind clicked, and his task suddenly became a simple one.

In one single thought, every granule of salt had been isolated. All he needed to do next was make the pile feel as though it were one.


Chapter 23

Elian couldn’t believe how easy that had been.

He sat, with his hands resting in his lap, staring at the steel arrowhead sitting atop his desk.

The saltsteel arrowhead. He wasn’t sure he’d seen anything so beautiful. He was smiling at his work. The burns on his hand had instantly healed the moment he’d removed it from the pile of salt, thanks to the essence he’d been circulating toward the area. There was no visible mark of the pain that salt had put him in.

That was part of why he was smiling so much. He’d been dreading this occasion—him coming into contact with salt in front of other marked—and yet… it had been fine.

I’m not a demon. It hurts me, but it doesn’t do what it does to Flame, or other demons out there. It’s only pain.

Pain, he could handle, especially if it let him do what he needed to do.

He was the first in the class to finish what needed to be done. The instructor, Mistress Petra, kept her eyes shut for the rest of the lesson. Elian had thought she would open them at some point, stand up, and check on everyone’s progress.

But that never came to pass.

Only two other students in the class managed to complete the task by the time the lesson was over. Mistress Petra looked exceedingly impressed by what they’d done.

At the start of this class, Elian had expected everyone to be able to do this. He hadn’t realised that the task the woman had set them all was something so difficult that only the top three students were able to manage it.

The other students gave him looks. Even Marc and Josie stared at him from time to time.

Mistress Petra didn’t remark on what he’d done—only on what Marc and Josie had done, as though his accomplishment was completely invisible. Considering what she’d said at the beginning of the class—that they should treat him like an equal—she hadn’t appeared to show him the same courtesy.

“For those three students who managed to complete this task, I will be gathering the salt you used back into their pouches then locking them in my desk. Each lesson, I want you to take out your arrowheads and show me whether the enchantment is still on them. For the student whose enchantment lasts the longest, there will be a reward.” Mistress Petra looked over at him—for the first time since the beginning of class—and gave him a swift wink, as though she knew it would be him getting that reward.

I don’t understand this woman at all.

The lesson concluded. Elian stood up and stretched out his shoulders, one of them popped. He hadn’t realised how long he’d been hunched over at the salt. His body was a little tense, something that circulating essence didn’t seem to alleviate.

The other students filed out of the classroom. Elian contemplated walking over to the instructor and having a word with her, but he wasn’t sure what it was that he would say. Some of the students avoided looking at him completely, while others gave him pointed glares or appreciative glances. He couldn’t say how each of them felt about him—whether they hated him being there, or were impressed by what he was able to do.

His stomach grumbled. He’d gone through three classes, and it was finally time for lunch. He noticed the other students were headed down to the main hall. He hurried past them on his way. He hadn’t realised just how hungry he was until the prospect of food was in his immediate future.

Josie hadn’t been waiting for him by the door this time, neither had any of the other students. Elian was perfectly fine with that.

He was hoping to run into Baylin in the main hall.

When Elian stepped through the wide doors and got a look at the long tables, his gaze trailed over everyone there. Baylin wasn’t anywhere in sight. He frowned. He didn’t know what the man would have to do in this place. He’d been sent down to the servant quarters, but Baylin was hardly a servant.

To these people, he definitely is. He’s markless in an academy full of marked—markless in the Peaks…

Elian was wondering if he’d made the wrong decision, letting Baylin come to this place. What if he’d been forced to work in the very kitchens that cooked the food Elian was about to eat? Or if he was even now being made to clean the bathrooms, scrub the hallways, or… whatever else these types of people wanted servants for?

He saw a lot of people from other classes glancing over at him, whispering behind their hands. Apparently word travelled fast, as they seemed to show even more interest in him today than they did the day before.

They must know what happened in the classes I was in. That Master Arin announced to them all that I’m a prodigy…

He didn’t like it, but there wasn’t much he could do. He clearly wasn’t good at being subtle.

I guess I’ll just have to play to my strengths.

He strode straight down the middle of the hall, through the two main tables, keeping his head held high. There was a small part of his mind—and even his body—that rebelled at what he was doing. The way he’d grown up, walking past marked, he’d always kept his head down. Not being noticed by marked was a good way to be. Yet here he was, walking past hundreds of them, holding his head high with pride.

A few masters and mistresses were already eating their lunch in the main hall, though Master Larson wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Elian knew that his next lesson would be with the man. It was a lesson that he was both looking forward to and dreading. After everything he’d done today, showing up every other student with his natural prowess in using different skills, he was about to walk into a combat class when he was the least prepared and least capable student in the entire academy when it came to fighting.

Something told him that the other students wouldn’t take things easy on him. If he were honest, it wasn’t as though he wanted them to take it easy on him—he just expected the class wouldn’t be pleasant.

That’s assuming Master Larson makes me spar other students.

Elian pushed away all of his worries and focused on what was in front of him.

Food.

He piled as much as he could onto his plate, then found a second plate to pile even more food onto. He wasn’t exactly sure what was on offer today, but it smelled delicious. There were lots of different pastries, and he snagged as many as he could, getting a few raised eyebrows from others who weren’t eating near as much as him.

They probably think I’m some sort of glutton.

Elian didn’t really care what the other students thought. He shovelled the food into his mouth, devouring the meal as swiftly as he could, all the while glancing around the hall in hopes of seeing Baylin, or even Master Larson.

He just wanted to see a friendly face.

When both of his plates were cleared, he felt a sense of deep satisfaction. He closed his eyes and felt the energy within his heart tree—the energy that was Flame, his blood bonded demon. It felt as though the beast had been thoroughly satiated.

Elian left the hall while the majority of the other students were still eating. He hadn’t seen neither Baylin nor Master Larson.

At least I know where I’m likely to find one of them.

Elian headed up the stairs through the academy until he came to Master Larson’s office. The door was closed, but when he focused he could hear a quiet scratching on the other side. It took him a moment to realise what that scratching actually was—a quill moving across parchment. The master must have been writing something at his desk.

Elian’s fist was almost on the door when he wondered if he should really be disturbing the man. He’d already spoken to the master that morning, but that was before he’d been through all the different classes. He wanted to speak to someone about all of the things he’d experienced—well, all of the things except for being burned by the salt. That was definitely not something he’d be able to talk about—especially not to one of the masters at the academy.

“Enter.”

Elian blinked. His hand was still raised, but he hadn’t actually knocked. The voice had come from the other side of the door. Master Larson. Elian let out a sigh. Well, if the man knew he was out here, there was no backing out from this now. He was committed.

He opened the door and stepped into the office. Master Larson smiled over at him. “I thought that was you lingering out there.” He motioned across from him. “Have a seat, Elian, I’ll be with you in a moment.”

The master turned his head back to the parchment before him and continued writing. Elian couldn’t help but notice there was a small wooden barrier erected, hiding whatever the man was writing from view.

“It’s not that I think you’ll read what I’m writing, Elian, it’s simply a precaution many marked should make if we wish to hold onto some semblance of privacy. I have other precautions as well—enchantments that shatter an Invoker’s skills as one crosses the threshold.”

The master finished whatever he was writing with a flourish of his quill, then popped the quill into a holder next to his inkwell. He folded the paper and put it in a draw in his desk, then he removed the little barrier and folded his hands on the tabletop.

“Now, what was it that you wanted to speak with me about? We have a class together soon, if I’m not mistaken.”

“You’re not mistaken, sir.” Elian looked down at the table, suddenly feeling a bit awkward. Though he did latch onto the fact that enchantments to block an Invoker’s skill did exist.

Something to look into later.

“I thought you might like to know how I did in my classes.”

“Ah. Yes. Do you have anything you’d wish to report? I had intended to confer with your other instructors before speaking to you, to see what their opinions on your performance might be.”

“Oh, well, if you want me to leave—”

“No, no, Elian. It’s good that you’re here. I want to learn all I can about prodigies. In fact…” The master pulled another sheaf of parchment out and placed it on the table, then took up his quill, dipping it in the ink. He kept his hand poised and ready. This time, he didn’t take out the small barrier that allowed him to obscure his writing. “Tell me all about it.”

And so Elian did.

He recounted what had happened in the different classes and how he’d performed. Master Larson kept his expression blank through much of it, but it was almost as though he was trying too hard. Elian was sure there was some surprise and delight twinkling in the man’s eyes—he was also writing furiously as Elian spoke.

When Elian was done, the man released a long sigh.

“Remarkable,” Master Larson said. “Absolutely remarkable. Out of all the accounts of prodigies I’ve read about… it sounds like you are one of the strongest to be seen yet.”

Elian blinked. “Really?”

The master nodded. “Really. Perhaps leaving you in the group classes won’t be so bad after all, though I do wonder how the other students will react. I did notice you neglected to mention anyone else as you spoke—not even a single name.”

“I didn’t think that would be relevant,” Elian said. It wasn’t a complete lie, he just didn’t know what to say about the other students.

“And you’re going to the caves tomorrow.” Master Larson frowned.

“Is… that a problem?”

“I had been hoping to take you there myself. Alas, not all things go to plan. I wish I could come with you, but I will not be able to block an entire day for cave delving anytime soon.” He gave Elian a serious look. “You be careful out there. I know you’ve dealt with demons before, but you shouldn’t underestimate the ones you encounter in the caves—you should never underestimate any opponent you face. Complacency is a death sentence for marked. I believe that must be what happened to the guards that were supposed to protect you and the other miners you were with on your return to the Lower Town.”

Elian tilted his head to the side. “You think they became complacent?” he asked.

In that moment, he was glad he didn’t have Alfred and Cael listening into the conversation, as they were two of the people who’d been tasked with protecting him and the other miners.

“I do,” Master Larson said. “What happened to them…” He released a sigh. “Should never have happened. They may have only been once-marked, but that didn’t mean they weren’t strong enough to take on that hellcat.”

Elian lowered his head in thought, his forehead creasing. He didn’t want to speak ill of the dead. His mother had taught him such things were bad manners. But he was compelled to agree.

“I thought the same.” His frown deepened. “Though I hesitate to speak poorly of them.”

Master Larson waved a hand. “I am not here to condemn the fallen, but it would be a poor service to them if we ignored the cause of their deaths. When a marked dies fighting a demon, it is our duty to investigate why that happened, not to simply ignore it. Don’t you agree?”

Elian bobbed his head in a nod. He did. “I didn’t see the fight. I was locked in the wagon with the other miners.”

“Yet you managed to kill the hellcat when it came for you.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to do that if the guards hadn’t taken down the hellhounds.”

“Still, you mustn’t sell yourself short.”

“You really think the guards should have survived?” Elian asked.

Master Larson sighed. “I was not there. Perhaps I am wrong about the situation. But five marked, fighting together… Either we were wrong to send so few, or something went wrong in their training. Either way, it is something we must learn from. If it is the latter, then it may very well be me that is at fault, or any of the other instructors here who dealt with them. I do not want something like that happening to you.”

“Because I’m a prodigy,” Elian said, lowering his head again.

The other man frowned. “No, Elian. Yes, it is true that you being a prodigy is something that I value, and something that is important to the entire Valley of Auld. However, do not think that is the only reason your life holds value, and do not presume it is the sole reason that I have an interest in you.” Master Larson cleared his throat. “Now, I have a few things I must do before teaching my next lesson.” He made a waving motion toward the door. “Best you clear out while I get these things done. You’ve taken up enough of my time as it is,” he said admonishingly, then he gave a small wink to show he wasn’t truly serious.

Elian stood. “Yes, sir.” He turned on his heel and left the man’s office.

Elian walked slowly out to the training yards, where his next class would be. The training yards, so far, other than his room and the main hall, was the place in the academy that felt the most familiar to him. It was also the place he knew he excelled at the least.

And that was an understatement. He didn’t excel at physical combat at all.

As he walked through the different hallways in the large academy, glancing briefly at the decor as he passed different portraits and tapestries that depicted wars with the demons that must have happened hundreds of years ago, he once again wished he felt comfortable speaking freely to his minions.

Though he was glad that neither Alfred nor Cael were able to overhear his conversation with the master, he still had questions about that battle. The one that had taken their lives.

Had the guards truly grown complacent, or had the hellcat simply been too much for them?

Does it matter? Either way, they died, and I lived.

Maybe it was important, as Master Larson had said, but he had things that were more important on his mind.

Like his journey down into the caves the next day.


Chapter 24

Elian was the first to arrive at the training yards. The other students eventually started trickling in after he’d been there for a little while. The first students to arrive, unsurprisingly, were Marc and Josie.

Josie gave him a little wave, and Elian was surprised that Marc gave him a nod. It was a curt nod, but it felt like progress.

Does it really matter if he acknowledges me?

But this was one of the people he would be fighting alongside the next day—it would be better if they could at least learn to respect one another before then.

Marc and Josie squared off against each other in the middle of the lesson’s designated training yard. They did this without even saying a word, so it was clear this was a regular ritual between the two of them.

Other students lined the border of the yard and looked on at what was about to happen, while a few others paired off. A couple of students picked up training swords and training spears and began going through the motions on their own.

Elian watched the fluency they each had with a weapon with awe.

It was clear that each of the academy’s students had been training for years.

Thrice-marked. They all come from the Peaks. They all come from families with strong bloodlines.

He knew how much of a difference that made. It was assumed that these people would become marked, and it was assumed that they would make it to the academy. Their parents could afford to have them train much of their lives to get here, so that when they arrived… they were already master fighters.

All they needed to do was master their marks, their skills.

That’s the only advantage I have on these people—other than being a Summoner, something I can never reveal—that I’m a prodigy, and they are not. Skills come easy to me, but this…

He didn’t know how he would ever be able to move like these people.

Elian had sparred with Master Larson, and he’d always known the man had been taking it easy on him. He just hadn’t known to what degree that had been until he saw the Marc and Josie fight.

Marc carried a sword and shield, while Josie had a spear and shield. All the weapons were training weapons, made from wood with dull edges, but they wielded them with strength and finesse that made them feel just as dangerous as the real thing.

Josie moved like the wind. She was lighter on her feet than Marc, and significantly shorter of stature. The loss in reach she had from having shorter arms seemed more than made up for as she was wielding a longer weapon than her opponent.

She moved like water across the training yard, flowing smoothly from one movement to another as though she’d been born with a spear in her hand.

If Josie was water, then Marc was a rock. His defence was impeccable, and though he was significantly larger than Josie, that didn’t appear to hinder his speed. Whenever her spear lashed out at him, his shield or the side of his blade was there to block it or turn it away.

He stood his ground, and he did it with amazing skill, barely letting his opponent shift him from his spot.

Elian couldn’t help but imagine the man standing in the middle of a broken gate during the time of the demon hordes first arrival, stopping the flood of beasts from overtaking the city.

He wasn’t sure how he felt, seeing the man in this light, being so impressed by him, especially with how he’d been treated by him.

Elian found he… respected Marc. Or, at least Marc’s skill.

In the few minutes that Marc and Josie sparred before Master Larson arrived, they each managed to score three hits on the other. It appeared as though they were evenly matched, even though their fighting styles differed significantly.

Elian’s gaze didn’t drift away from the two of them, even though there had been other students paired off to fight in the training yard before Master Larson arrived, and still others training by themselves, the two students had managed to command his full focus.

“Stand at attention, class,” Master Larson announced as he stepped into the training yard.

His words had an immediate effect on all of the students. They lined up at one side of the yard, all of them holding a training weapon and shield. Elian swiftly moved to grab his own training weapon—a spear and shield—and joined them, though he was the last one to make the line, getting him a few glances from the others.

Of course I’m the last here, I didn’t know what was expected of me.

That fact only made him feel more out of his depth, however.

Master Larson raised an eyebrow at him, but didn’t comment on his slowness compared with the others. The man turned his gaze away and started pacing in front of the lined-up students, with his hands folded behind his back and a serious expression on his face.

“It has come to my attention that Mistress Rakan intends to take a group of students down into the caves tomorrow. Now, it is my duty as your primary combat instructor to ensure that the three heading into the cave are ready for this little adventure. Marc, Josie, Elian, please stand in the centre of the training yard.”

Elian glanced over at the other two. They stepped forward the second they’d been asked. Elian was only a moment behind, though he felt hesitation fluttering in his chest.

He’s not going to make me spar them, is he? I’m not ready for that!

The two of them would wipe the floor with him. Even if he were able to use his skills, he wasn’t sure it would do him all that much good.

Maybe if I used my Summoner skills, and drew power from the blood-bonded demon residing in my heart tree…

But he would never risk such a thing. Besides, sparring in this class, as far as he’d seen, didn’t involve skills. Perhaps when all the students were more developed, that would change.

“No one can ever know if they are fully prepared to face a demon until they have already defeated one. Even then, every demon is different and engaging with them must be done cautiously. This can never, and should never, be taken for granted.

“Today, the three of you must learn how to fight in concert. You must learn to work as one.” Master Larson called out three different names. Darcus, Kia, and Hurn. The three students stepped up.

Elian swallowed. He glanced over at Master Larson. The man had trained with him twice now. Surely he knew he wasn’t ready for this.

It doesn’t matter if I’m ready for this—it’s going to happen whether I want it to or not.

And, if he were honest, he did want it to happen. Even if he fell on his ass a dozen times, it wouldn’t matter if he learnt something. He didn’t like how it would make him feel, after he’d been trouncing the others with skills for the entire day, however.

He didn’t want them thinking less of him. He didn’t want them… thinking he was just some untrained idiot from the Lower Town.

Even if that’s exactly what I am.

Elian stood on the left of Marc, while Josie was on the right of the man.

“You’re nervous,” Marc said. “You’ve fought demons, and you’re nervous about a little sparring?” The man sounded genuinely confused.

“I’ve never done anything like this before,” Elian replied.

“I suppose it isn’t a skill one tends to teach miners,” Marc muttered. “Just keep your guard up. I’ll make sure no one knocks your teeth out.” He nudged Elian’s shoulder with his own.

“You’ll… look out for me?” Elian asked, hating how his voice sounded.

The man frowned over at him. “Tomorrow, we’ll be fighting side-by-side against demons. It doesn’t matter what I think of you. It’s my job to protect you, like it will be yours to protect me.”

Elian blinked. That wasn’t what he’d expected from the man, but he was glad it was what he’d said.

Josie, on the other side of Marc, gave him a nod. “We’ll each look out for each other.”

Marc took a step forward. “Now, just follow my lead.”

“Since when are you giving the orders?” Josie asked.

“Every team needs a leader. I’m the natural choose, is all.”

Now he’s back to being a jerk again, Elian thought, though he couldn’t argue with the man. After all, from all Elian had seen, he was the natural choice. Josie was strong, and skilled, but Marc had beaten her in every skill Elian had seen the two of them perform, even if they had tied in points while sparring before the class.

“In three seconds, the fight will begin,” Master Larson announced.

Darcus, Kia, and Hurn approached. Darcus carried a spear and shield, while Kia and Hurn each carried swords and shields. Elian wondered what other types of weapons might be on offer in this place. Master Larson had tested him with war hammers and war axes, but they weren’t available here—were those things he’d ever be able to get his hands on?

He could see himself becoming comfortable swinging a war axe. He certainly had plenty of experience swinging a pickaxe, even if it wasn’t at an enemy.

Not the best time to be thinking about such things.

“Shield up, Salt,” Marc said, practically spitting the words. “No need to make my job harder than it already is.” The man winked over at him.

Elian couldn’t decide if he was being a jerk or if this was his idea of being friendly.

The three opponents heading their way broke off, coming after Marc, Josie, and Elian individually.

Elian took a step away from the others so he could look at his opponent front on. It was Darcus. He’d seen the man in class—he seemed like an above average student.

And here, on the training yard, with a practice spear in his hand, he looked far more imposing than he had back in the classes they’d shared.

If only Baylin or Flame were here. That would more than even the odds.

Master Larson stood off to the side, arms crossed at his chest, observing the spectacle without saying a word.

Elian could already hear the others clashing around him, but all he knew of the fights happening near him was the sounds of wood slapping against wood—he only had eyes for his opponent.

Darcus had a grin on his face. “I’d take it easy on you, but that doesn’t seem fair.” There didn’t seem to be any malice in the man’s voice. Elian hadn’t seen the man give him any dirty looks in class. If anything, he’d been ambivalent.

Would I even want him to go easy on me? Elian wondered. No. I wouldn’t. I want them to show me how big of a gap there is between us.

Darcus stepped forward, and before Elian knew it, the man was already within range, his spear snapping out to strike Elian in the chest. Elian was only just able to dodge the strike. He took a swift step backward, one that turned into a stumble.

He must look like the clumsiest marked to ever step onto the training field.

Except I know I’m not. I’m probably like most once-marked are, maybe even better than them, if I’m being fair to myself.

That didn’t fill him with confidence, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t need confidence to fight—he’d found that out when he was up against demons.

And Darcus was no demon.

Elian snapped his own spear forward in a counterattack. The attack was easily thwarted. Darcus brushed it away as though he were waving away an annoying fly.

Suddenly, a shield was slapping Elian straight in the face. Elian wasn’t even sure how the other man had gotten so close. He’d slapped away his strike, then was suddenly inside his guard?

Dead gods, this would be a good time to pull on the strength and speed from the demon he’d assimilated. His body didn’t glow when he borrowed power from Flame, nor was there any other physical tell but the power itself.

It would certainly even the playing field.

But it didn’t seem right to pull on those powers. He knew fights outside the city, or inside the caves, would never be fair, but that didn’t mean he wanted to cheat during his first ever sparring session.

Or during any of his sparring sessions, for that matter.

Elian stumbled backward from the shield that had just hit him in the face. The next moment, the ground was whacking him straight in the back and the air was fleeing his lungs. He gasped in a breath. He was ready to swiftly roll to the side when he looked up to find—

Darcus lying on the ground, nursing a broken nose, looking up sheepishly at Marc. Then Josie was in front of him, offering him a hand.

Elian sighed, taking the offered hand and standing up.

Josie smiled. “Not bad for your first day on the field, especially for someone with no training…”

Elian stabbed the butt of his wooden spear into the dirt and brushed himself off. “Is my lack of training that obvious?”

“It’s incredibly obvious,” Marc said with a shake of his head. “I see why you were nervous. How was it you survived outside the walls again?” The man raised an eyebrow, looking over at him sceptically.

“Must have something to do with how strong his skills are,” Josie said. “His skills are even stronger than yours if you recall, Marc.”

Marc grunted and turned away.

Master Larson cleared his throat. “Looks like our cave delvers are the winners.” He paused for a moment, raised his chin. “We saw what they did right. Now, can anyone tell me what they did wrong?”

“They let someone from the Lower Town fight beside them,” someone called out.

Elian was looking at the master when they did, so he didn’t see who it was. He wasn’t sure if he was glad for that or not.

“We didn’t fight as a team,” Josie said. “Our opponents broke off to tackle as one by one, and we let them, turning it into three individual fights. Our numbers didn’t matter until the first of those fights had concluded.”

“Josie is correct,” Master Larson said. “You each had tunnel vision, eyes only for a single opponent, and not on your allies. But that is only fair, considering you have never been taught to fight as a team. That, in fact, is on me.” The instructor put a hand to his chest. “And that is why I am going to teach you some drills. Everyone pair up, groups of three. It’s time to learn how to fight as one.”

Elian had thought they were going to be sparring another three opponents after the first, but apparently that had only been done as some sort of demonstration from the master.

He was glad for that. Though he didn’t want his opponents holding back, he didn’t think he would learn much fighting opponents so much more skilled than him without some sort of instruction.

So far all he’d learned was that he was too slow to see the attacks coming.

The question Marc posed to him entered his mind.

How did I survive out there? he wondered. Baylin. Flame. My skills. And sheer, bloody minded force of will.

Not to mention more than a little bit of luck.

If he’d managed to survive out there on that and only that, he couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like after a few weeks, months, even years of training in a place like this.

He’d worried about his decision to come to the academy more than once. Seeing how far he had to go, how much he had to learn from these people… now he knew he’d made the right decision.

Or, at least, he was pretty damned sure he had.

Even if it meant he had to hide who he truly was to be here.


Chapter 25

Though Master Larson had put each of the students into groups of three, he didn’t make the sparring matches or the drills strictly three against three—and he hardly actually made them spar.

Instead, he made them perform drills.

He showed them how to lure an opponent toward a single one of them, imitating the nature of a demon. He had them in what he called a triangle formation.

Elian was glad to find that he wasn’t the only one unfamiliar with this kind of fighting. Actually, he might have been more familiar with this than the others.

Baylin had showed him and the miners a formation or two, and he’d also tried to show them how to form a shield wall—something that Master Larson hadn’t mentioned—but that hadn’t really gone all that well.

The miners who hadn’t broken the wall had crumbled during the attack from the demons. They simply hadn’t had the training to withstand the onslaught.

For these students, it was a different matter entirely. They clearly weren’t used to training or fighting as part of a team, but they did have far more experience than he did with combat in general—even if they hadn’t actually faced demons before.

The triangle formation had Marc on point. Master Larson had his arms crossed at his chest as he watched. He said the marked at the point of the triangle—or the tip of the spear, as he liked to call it—should be the one most able to withstand an enemy’s attacks.

From the way Elian had seen this man fight against Josie, he was sure that Marc was the right person for the job, and that he would be able to hold his ground. Though he wondered if that would have changed if they were allowed to circulate essence.

Better to block or dodge attacks than be forced to heal them.

The marked at the tip of the spear attracted the enemy first, while the other two in the group flanked the enemy, taking them from the sides.

It was an incredibly powerful manoeuvre—the problem was, it worked best when you were up against a single opponent.

And so Master Larson took them through other drills as well.

One drill had the three students fighting with their backs to each other, simulating being surrounded by enemies from all sides.

Doing these drills brought back memories of fighting alongside Baylin when they were still stuck outside the walls.

Was that really only a couple of days ago? It feels like I’ve been at the academy for weeks.

He supposed it only felt that way because so many new things had happened to him since he’d arrived here.

When the class was due to end, and the other students readied themselves to leave, Master Larson made Elian, Marc, and Josie stay behind.

He had them line up in front of him, then he stepped up to each of them and looked them up and down in turn.

“In your own way, you are the top three students in your classes,” Master Larson said as he took a step back. “I have already said that a marked never knows if they are ready to face a demon until they do, but I know that each of you is ready.”

Marc smirked at that.

Master Larson raised an eyebrow at the man. “Just because I believe you are ready, does not mean you should grow complacent. The three of you are likely to be grouped up again in the future—this is how it works for thrice-marked. Other masters and mistresses will see that you fought together, that you’re the top of your class. They’ll team you up. Today, I saw you cooperate because you needed to. Tomorrow, I hope to hear that you cooperated because you wanted to.” He paused. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” they all said at once.

“Good. Then today’s lesson is over.”

Master Larson nodded at them, then strode across the training yards and back to the academy.

Marc let out a sigh. “I guess that means we’re stuck together.”

“You always knew we’d be matched up,” Josie said.

Marc raised an eyebrow. “With you? Of course.” He nodded his head at Elian. “With him?” He shook his head. “That’s taken me by surprise.”

Elian stood there, feeling awkward. This was a conversation he didn’t feel like he was a part of, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to be a part of it.

But Master Larson had been good to him, and the words he’d said—that they should cooperate because they want to, not simply because they needed to, sounded in his mind.

“Believe me, I didn’t see any of this coming either,” Elian said.

Marc and Josie turned their gazes on him, as though they’d forgotten he was standing there.

Marc was the first to speak again. “What happened out there, anyway? Outside the wall, I mean.”

Elian blinked. “Do you really want to know?”

Marc and Josie glanced at each other, then Josie spoke, “There are a lot of rumours. If we’re going to be fighting demons together tomorrow… it would be nice to know what about the rumours are true, and what are not.”

Marc nodded along. Then he grinned and snapped his fingers. “Well, there’s an idea.” He jutted his chin toward the front of the academy. “How about we head into town? Go to a tavern?”

Elian narrowed his eyes. “Which tavern?” He shifted from foot to foot. Did he really want to go to the tavern with Marc? His first encounter with the man had been… unpleasant, to say the least. The last thing he’d expected was that this man would be the best student in the class—or at least, he had been until Elian had showed up.

He still is if you count Master Larson’s combat class… though Josie certainly gives him a run for his money.

“Does it matter which tavern? It’s not like you’ll know them, up here on the Peaks,” Marc replied.

Josie smiled. “It does sound like a good idea. My father tells me spending time with other marked you fight alongside outside of combat builds camaraderie. Though we shouldn’t stay out too late. We have an early day tomorrow.”

Elian reflexively raised a hand but stopped himself. He’d almost been about to touch his chest, where the marks were.

He had applied lily root powder that morning—the powder that helped him conceal his Summoner mark—before his lesson with Master Larson. He’d been worried about being watched—about someone having hijacked his vision and him never knowing—so he’d done it without looking down. He knew where the mark was. He could practically feel it.

But something told him that lily root powder had already been cleaned off.

He’d been so busy with his different classes he’d barely thought about what might happen if the mark became visible. Lily root powder… it just didn’t seem strong enough, especially after all the physical training that he’d just been through.

Maybe I need to find something else. Something stronger.

If he went off to the tavern, instead of going back to his room to apply the powder, would there be any chance of him being caught?

He shrugged away the worry. There’s no way that he was going to be without his shirt, so there shouldn’t be a reason for him to worry. A part of him wanted to get along with the other students here, and this… this seemed like a good opportunity.

Even if he never ended up getting along with Marc, Josie had been nice enough to him. She’d even helped show him to one of his classes earlier in the day.

“All right,” Elian said. “I’ll come along with you.”

Marc tapped his trouser pocket. Something in there clinked. “Don’t worry, I’ll cover the drinks.” The man winked at Elian.

Once again, Elian couldn’t tell if the man was being a jerk, or if he’d been trying to make a nice gesture. A part of him wanted to protest, then he remembered the dismally small number of coins he had in his own coin purse—a purse that he didn’t even have on him, it was locked in the chest back in his room.

“Thanks, Marc,” Elian replied.

Marc blinked. “Ah, welcome.” He glanced at Josie, then strode through the training yards.

Elian followed the two of them as they walked around the academy and left through the gates. Though he paused before the gates after they’d made it to the other side, remembering the pain he’d felt the first time he’d stepped through them.

A crow perched atop the gate cawed.

The headmistress is watching.

“Don’t worry about that,” Marc said, looking back at the crow. “You’re allowed to leave the grounds—we’re not getting you into any trouble.”

“It’s true,” Josie said. “Marc might be the type to get into trouble, but I would never dream of it.”

Elian was glad they thought he was pausing for a different reason. He braced himself, then walked through the salt-enchanted gates. He hid the pain he felt as best as he could, keeping his face blank.

The trio walked through the pristine streets of the Peaks, past the beautiful houses he’d seen when he’d walked to the academy with Aila Verran.

Aila. She was so nice to me. I wonder when I’ll get a chance to see her again.

The woman was once-marked, but also Tier 3. Which basically meant he was sure he would never actually get a chance to encounter her at the academy, especially since she wasn’t even at the academy right now. She was down in the Lower Town, at the wall, as Anders Galkin’s second.

He glanced back at the gates, a part of him wishing Baylin was coming with him, a part of him glad the man wasn’t.

<Are you really heading to the tavern with Marc?> Cael said. <The man is a clod-head.>

<A clod-head? Where’d you come up with that colourful insult?> Alfred replied.

<From hanging out with clod-heads like the two of you.>

Elian let out a silent sigh. The two once-marked souls residing in his heart tree had been mostly quiet today, though that had been because he’d been in classes that made it impossible for them to talk.

He missed the silence in his own mind. Elian didn’t say anything in reply to their question, instead, he sped his stride, catching up to the other three.

“Before I tell you my story, I have a question,” Elian said.

“Oh?” Marc said. “Do you want to know where babies come from? I hear education standards in the Lower Town are quite low, so I wouldn’t be surprised if you never learnt that…”

Josie slapped Marc on the shoulder. It felt like a familiar gesture. “Be nice, Marc. Or at least don’t be mean. What question were you going to ask, Elian?”

Elian bit his lip, then ran a hand through his hair. “Well, you remember from the necromancy class that I have two minions?”

“Of course we remember. That was only a few hours ago. We aren’t idiots,” Marc said. He glanced at Josie. The woman was glaring at him. “What? That wasn’t mean! I was stating a fact…”

Elian decided to ignore his response and carry on with his question. “Do you ever, ah, learn how to block out their voices?”

<You want to block out our voices?> Cael said. <We’ve been blocked out most of the day with all the classes you’ve been in! Honestly, it’s like he isn’t grateful for our presence at all.>

<Sorry if we’ve been talking too much, Elian,> Alfred said. The dead Infuser sounded a little sad. <I’ll… try not talk so much.>

<I can’t say I’ll do the same,> Cael spat back. Then, he seemed to remember himself—and the fact that he actually wanted something from Elian. <Though I suppose if it’s what you need…>

“Elian?” Josie waved a hand in front of him. “Where’d you go?”

Elian shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “Sorry. Did you say something? They’re… a talkative bunch.

“Do they really talk to each other?” Marc asked. “My mother said that they do, but she hasn’t heard her minions’ voices for twenty years, so it’s hard to know if she was remembering correctly.”

“Oh, they definitely talk to each other,” Elian said. “Sometimes they even get into arguments.”

<It wouldn’t be an argument if Alfred would just agree with me!> Cael said.

<I disagree, and I fear you’re just making his point, Cael,> Alfred replied. <Oh, sorry Elian, we talked again, didn’t we?>

Elian rubbed his forehead. “In fact, they’re arguing right now—about the very thing I just said.”

“Dead gods,” Marc exclaimed. “That does sound rather exhausting.” He paused, folding his hands behind his back as they walked. “Well, there is one way you can deal with that. You could develop stronger mental fortitude. They won’t bother you unless you let them bother you.”

“Oh, Marc, you make it sound a lot easier than it actually is. It takes countless months, even years, of practice to be able to manage something like that. You’re better off purchasing an enchantment for yourself from a high-tiered Infuser. I know a good store only a block from here. They would probably be interested in new business.”

“A shop with enchantments?” Elian asked. Once again, he thought about the small number of coins in his possession. “That does sound rather interesting.”

Marc frowned. “You can’t afford an enchantment, can you?” the man asked.

“Marc,” Josie said.

“No, it’s fine. Marc’s right. I can’t afford one.”

“Hmm.” Marc sighed. “As I thought.” His forehead creased, as though he were deep in thought. The expression looked out of place on his face. He sighed again, this time louder. “I can buy one for you.”

Elian stared at Marc. “What? Why would you offer me something like that?”

Marc raised an eyebrow at him. “You sound as though you’re surprised. I can be nice, you know.”

“You can?” Josie asked with a smirk.

“Besides, we will be fighting by your side tomorrow. What happens if one of your minions distracts you at a critical moment? I doubt our lives will be in danger down there, with Mistress Rakan along with us… but Master Larson said we shouldn’t be taking any chances.”

Elian wanted to say, And you listened to him? But he stopped himself. If he were honest, he’d had so few encounters with Marc he didn’t really know what the man was like.

It did make a little more sense to find out that he was only offering to buy him this enchantment because it would put him in less danger while they fought together.

Still, accepting the man’s gift seemed like Elian would be putting himself in Marc’s debt. That certainly wasn’t something Elian wanted to do. But having an enchantment like that… it would be a great help to him.

Besides, there were a few other enchantments he was interested in that he was sure to find at a store like this. Like ones that would protect his room from being observed by an Invoker’s skills…

He might not be able to afford them now, but at least he would have an idea of what he needed to aim for.

“All right,” Elian said. “But I’ll be paying you back.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you will.” Marc strode ahead. “I’ll lead the way. I know where the store is, too.”

He walked ahead of them a few feet, and Josie came beside Elian as they followed. “You don’t really need to pay him back. Buying something like this for him is… well, it will barely put a dent his allowance.”

“His allowance?” Elian asked.

Josie looked at Elian. “The money his parents give him for attending the academy.”

Elian stared at Marc’s back. His parents were paying him to do something that he already had to do simply because he was marked. Elian knew that would be happening, but it was one thing knowing from afar, and another seeing it up close.

These people really do live different lives.


Chapter 26

Elian stepped into the enchanters shop with his eyes wide. He’d never seen so many different items. He didn’t even know what half of them did.

There were the usual things that he expected to see in the shop of an Infuser—saltsteel weapons lined one wall, all in racks or presented in stands. There were even a few weapons that were behind glass. There were also suits of armour and chainmail shirts. Boots, gloves, shields. All manner of equipment that Elian didn’t have a name for.

And then there were the ordinary looking items. Candles. Cups. Belts. Kitchen knives. One table was even filled with rocks. He could only wonder what those might do.

Some of the items looked strange, devices as foreign to him as the train that had taken him from the Middle City to the Peaks had been. But even though he didn’t know what they were, he could appreciate the craftsmanship that had clearly gone into creating them.

“This is amazing,” Elian whispered as he looked around.

“This is one of the best stores in the Peaks for enchantments,” Josie said, then she continued in a whisper, “once-marked are often derided by twice-marked and thrice-marked, but they also tend to be the best at specialising.”

“One of the best stores in the Peaks?” a voice said from ahead of them. Elian couldn’t see where it had come from until an incredibly short woman poked her head up over the shop’s counter.

No, she wasn’t that short, she’d simply been kneeling.

The woman stood up. She looked old—about as old as the headmistress at the academy. Though Elian assumed this woman wasn’t as old as the master Necromancer. That man ruined Elian’s scale when it came to knowing what old even meant.

“My apologies, Samanta,” Josie said with a smile. “I personally consider you the best enchanter in the entire valley.”

“Oh, Josie,” the old woman waved a hand. “You always bring such kind words with you.” She winked. “Flattery will get you everywhere with me.” She tilted her head to the side as she looked at Elian. “Now, who is this? A student from the academy that I don’t know? That’s a rare thing indeed.” The old woman frowned, deepening all of her wrinkles. “You haven’t been shopping over at Agar’s, have you? He makes you think his enchantments are better quality by charging more, but it’s a ruse. You’re better off with something more reliable.” She opened her hands. “Which is what you’ll find here!”

“He hasn’t been shopping anywhere,” Marc said, then leant in and spoke in a whisper everyone in the store could clearly hear. “He’s the thrice-marked from the Lower Town.”

“Oh!” The woman smiled. “Elian Salt! I’ve heard of you.” She walked around the counter, practically beaming at Elian. “Mind if I shake your hand?”

Elian stared at the woman, a little dumbstruck. He took her hand and shook it. “You’ve heard of me?”

“Word spreads fast in the Peaks, especially about someone as interesting as you. You know there’s never been a thrice-marked that’s come from the Lower Town, don’t you?”

“I’ve heard,” Elian said.

“Well, I think it’s simply remarkable! It’s about time something different happened around here! You know, I’m from the Middle City myself.” She leant in, just how Marc had a moment before, but hers was a genuine whisper. “Neither of my parents were marked, so I understand a little of what you might be going through.” She winked, then clapped her hands together. “So, what did the three of you come in here for, hmm?”

“A Silencer,” Josie said. “Elian has two minions. Apparently they are quite talkative.”

“Sounds like they never shut up,” Marc said.

<Dead gods, I hate Marc,> Cael muttered. <I really don’t know why you’re hanging out with this guy.>

Elian ignored Cael. He felt a little bad getting this enchantment, especially after how Alfred had sounded, but surely the two souls knew how much he might need something like this.

“Ah, two minions. Yes, I did hear about that. You walked straight through the Peaks to the academy with them in toe, and with Aila Verran and Baylin Sworn by your side.”

“Aila Verran?” Josie asked, sounding a little surprised.

“Yes, she helped escort him to the Peaks. Didn’t you hear?” Samanta said.

“No.” Josie turned away. “I did not.”

Elian frowned. It hadn’t occurred to him that Marc and Josie would know who Aila was, but it should have. She was part of one of the families, after all. All the other thrice-marked in his class would have known who she was.

They would have all grown up together, even if she is a few of years older than them.

“A Silencer, well, that should be easy enough. Now, a Silencer will only block a minion’s voice. They’ll still be able to see and hear what’s happening while their voices are blocked, unlike the stronger enchantments that are used in academy classes. I’ve got a few different kinds of Silencers—though the only real difference is in their appearance, and the length of time the enchantments work. The cheapest ones only last for a few hours. You can activate them whenever you like, and they’re rather affordable. But I imagine you’re looking for something a little bit stronger than that, huh?”

“I… I am, yes,” Elian said, still feeling awkward about the fact that Marc would be the one to buy this for him. “And you can deactivate them whenever you wish?”

“Indeed! For instance, if you have one that lasts for a day, you could split the hours over as long a period as you wish. If you only used it for an hour each day, it would last you twenty-four days! Almost a month.”

Elian nodded. He wouldn’t need to have it activated all of the time. He did like being able to speak to his minions. And it was good to know that the duration wouldn’t be spent when it wasn’t activated.

“Get him one that lasts a year,” Marc said.

“A year?” Samanta’s eyes widened. “Well, something like that might be out of his, um…” The old woman trailed off, her gaze sliding from Marc to Elian, looking a little awkward.

Marc waved a hand. “A little too rich for someone plucked from the Lower Town, yes. But I shall be purchasing this for him.”

“Oh, you will?” Samanta’s smile returned. “Well, in that case…” She bustled over to an assortment of stones and carvings set up on one of the tables within the store and looked at them seriously, a hand raised over them, moving left and right as she hummed. Then she started plucking different rocks and carvings and putting them to one side.

“The three of us will be heading to the caves tomorrow,” Josie said, with a hint of excitement in her voice. It was perhaps the most excited he’d heard her sound, except for when she’d been answering questions in class. “With Mistress Rakan.”

“Mistress Rakan?” That seemed to get the woman’s attention. There was a hint of curiosity and something else in her voice. Sorrow?

Mistress Rakan just lost her daughter, because the girl turned out to have the Summoner mark. Word like that must have spread fast too.

“How is the mistress doing?” Samanta asked, a hint of caution in her voice.

Though the question seemed innocent enough, Marc and Josie glanced at each other with significant looks, and Elian remembered being warned about showing sadness at the Summoner’s death.

“She’s fine,” Josie said.

“Now, about these enchantments,” Marc said, swiftly changing the subject as he strode over to the table. He gestured toward the items the old woman had gathered. “Are these the one-year enchantments?”

Elian walked over and looked down at the items. There were five of them. Two of them were… well, ordinary rocks one might find anywhere on the ground. They weren’t large rocks. Their radius was about the same as a coin’s.

The third item wasn’t a rock at all—it looked almost exactly like a coin, except for the hole in it.

The last two, however, were intricate stone carvings. Figurines. He tilted his head to the side as he examined them. One was in the shape of a cat. It had a little hole in it—he supposed one could put a chain through it and wear it around their neck.

In fact, now that he looked more closely, they all had the same small holes, just like the one that had looked like a coin.

“We call enchantments like these charms,” Samanta said, observing Elian’s expression as he looked at the different items. “They can be put on a necklace, a bracelet, even an anklet.” She leaned in. “Though men don’t tend to wear anklets.”

“Why are these two different?” Elian said, looking down at the carvings.”

“They make them look nice so they can charge more for them,” Marc said, matter-of-factly.

The old woman gave him the smallest of glares.

“What?” Marc asked. “I said they look nice. Besides, I’m the customer here. I should be able to say whatever I like.”

Elian raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t say a word. He didn’t want the man to rescind his offer of buying one of these for him.

He really can get away with saying whatever he wants…

“People pay for the craftsmanship,” the old woman said, only the barest hint of sternness in her voice. “Some like simple rocks, like these, or talismans, like this one”—she pointed at the coin-shaped enchantment—“while others want something more interesting.”

Elian looked at the final carving. It was of a hound. He tilted his head. It reminded him of Flame.

“He can have one of the stones,” Marc said. “This is supposed to be a practical purchase. I’m not here to give him a gift.” The man scoffed. “And I’m not paying more for something he doesn’t need.”

“Well, in that case, I’m happy to give a discount on these carvings,” Samanta said. “I’ll bring the price down on the other ones so Elian may choose whichever he likes without you paying any more.” The old woman smirked.

Marc rolled his eyes. “Fine.”

Elian smiled. “Thank you, Samanta. That’s very kind of you.”

“Kind of her?” Marc said as he started pulling coins out of his purse. “I’m the one buying it for you. Shouldn’t you be singing my praises?”

“Yes. Thank you, Marc,” Elian said, and his words were sincere. He really did appreciate this.

“Don’t get any of us killed tomorrow and we can call it even.” Marc dumped the money onto the counter. “Come on, let’s go to the tavern. I could use a drink.”

“I wouldn’t mind having a look around for a little while,” Josie said.

Elian wanted the same. He hadn’t had a chance to look for the enchantments he was after, but he didn’t want to kick up a fuss—he also didn’t want the other two to think he was trying to hide something by looking at those particular enchantments. He was sure they probably had the same things protecting their rooms—or themselves—from an Invoker’s skills, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t look at him suspiciously for wanting the same thing.

I can always come back another time.

“Well, I’m getting a drink,” Marc said, striding out the door without another word.

Josie sighed. “All right.” She followed behind the man.

Samanta shook her head at their backs, then caught him staring at her. “That man doesn’t know how to be nice without being rude at the same time.” She winked. “Now, here you go.” She passed him a small pouch, with the enchantment inside. “I included a chain. I figured you might not have your own.”

Elian nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“I hope to see you again sometime, Elian Salt.” The old woman smiled warmly.

Elian couldn’t help but return the smile. “I’m sure I’ll be back.”

Elian threaded the chain through the hole designed for it in the hound figurine, and followed after the others, stepping out of the store and down the steps back onto the street. Then he put the stone around his neck.

“How do I…” Elian trailed off.

“You just have to will it,” Josie said. “It should be rather intuitive.”

Elian frowned. He willed the enchantment to work, wondering how that would even be possible, then… he felt something shift within him.

“Cael? Alfred?” Elian whispered.

There was no response. All was quiet.

He sighed in relief. Peace at command. That would be a nice change.


Chapter 27

The tavern they ended up at was the same one he’d stopped in when he’d come through here with Aila and Baylin. Aila had mentioned that it was frequented by students from the academy, so he supposed he shouldn’t have been too surprised this was where they would end up.

Marc was already at the bar, ordering the three of them a round of drinks. Josie found a cosy table in the corner. She sat down and peered around the place, then she leant over the table. “This is my first time here,” she said, a little shyly.

Elian raised an eyebrow. “It is? Really?”

The woman nodded. A strand of hair fell down the left side of her face. She tucked it behind her ear. “I’m always too busy training, practicing with my skills…” She trailed off for a moment. “Honestly, I’m not sure why I came out. Going to the caves tomorrow, I should be preparing.” Josie’s forehead creased in a deep frown.

“I think this is exactly where you need to be,” Elian said.

Josie narrowed her eyes at him. “It is? And why do you say that?”

“I’ve seen the way you fight, and I’ve seen what you can do in class with your skills. You’re prepared for this. You deserve to take a break.”

Josie seemed to think about that for a moment, then she nodded. “I suppose it wouldn’t be a bad thing to take a moment to rest. My father always says that rest was more important than most marked gave it credit for—especially resting the mind. It is one bit of advice I have had difficulty taking.”

That was the second time she’d mentioned her father. Elian wondered if he was an important man in the Peaks.

Elian glanced around. Marc was still at the bar, tapping his foot impatiently. “You know, I’ve actually been in here before. On my way to the academy.”

“You’ve been here before me?” Josie chuckled a little. “Ok, that’s a little funny, isn’t it? I suppose it shows just how much I work.”

“Well, your hard work has clearly paid off.”

The woman stared at him intently. “And yet you are more powerful than any of us. How do you do that?”

Elian looked away. “Honestly, I don’t have an answer. I just… do. I suppose it has something to do with me being a prodigy. Maybe Master Larson would know more, but he hasn’t explained it to me. Actually, I don’t think he wants to explain it. I think he’s worried that if he does it will stop working.” Elian laughed and shook his head. “And I’m a little worried that he might be right.”

Josie made a hmm noise. “I think you do not give yourself enough credit, Elian. I am sure you have more to do with your abilities than you think.”

Marc made it to the table and placed a drink in front of each of them. “All right, Salt. Tell us how in the hell you survived out there,” he said, plopping himself down in one of the seats without another word.

Elian grabbed his drink and took a sip. The ale was sweet and bitter at the same time. It tasted better than what had been served over at Purgatory in the Lower Town, where he’d last told his story to a group of marked.

At least this group was a little smaller.

Elian cleared his throat and told them everything he could—without revealing anything about being a full-marked Summoner with a blood-bonded hellhound, of course.

“You survived all that?” Marc said when Elian got to the part where he reached the Lower Town gates.

“You’ve seen what he’s done in class,” Josie said. “No reason to sound so surprised.”

“I also saw how he fought.” Marc chuckled. He shook his head. “But I’m not surprised—well, I am. But I’m also impressed.” He sighed. Looked thoughtful.

Twice in one day, Elian thought.

“You know,” Marc started. “There could be a small chance that I misjudged you, Elian Salt.”

Elian almost choked on the ale he was sipping on. “What was that?”

The man narrowed his eyes. “I’m not about to repeat myself.”

Elian shook his head. “Maybe I’ve misjudged you right back,” he said. Then he hesitated before saying the next words, then decided he may as well get on with it. “Then again, you did make a terrible first impression.”

It was Marc’s turn to almost choke on his ale, but that was because he was laughing, another thing Elian didn’t expect. “No one talks to me like that!” He let out another peel of laughter and slapped the table. “You must have brass ones. I like it.”

“Brass ones? Of what?” Elian asked, not understanding the expression.

The man blinked. Shook his head. “Never mind.” He rubbed his hands together. “So, we’re delving into the caves tomorrow. What kind of demons do you think we will encounter?”

“They keep that a secret,” Josie said. “There’s no way for us to know.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t guess!” Marc said. He stood. “I’m getting another round.”

Josie looked like she wanted to protest. She’d only drunk half of her first mug of ale.

The trio ended up staying in the tavern for three rounds—well, Elian and Josie drank three rounds. Marc ended up having five mugs of ale.

And the mugs were not small.

They helped him stumble back to the academy. It was dark by the time they made it through the gates. Elian wondered why the man didn’t simply circulate essence to dissipate the alcohol—it was something Elian had done the moment he began to feel a little bit tipsy.

The last thing he needed was to compromise his mental state when he was trying to hide who he was from these people.

But it seemed as though Marc liked the feeling of being drunk, which was probably why he’d had so many mugs of ale in the first place.

“You do this often?” Josie said in an accusing tone as Marc tripped and fell into the grass when they were on the academy’s lawn.

“Trip and fall?” Marc said, standing up and brushing himself off. He scratched his head. “I’m usually more coordinated than that.”

Josie put her hands on her hips. “No, I mean go to the tavern on nights when you have important things to do the next day. Honestly, it seems rather irresponsible.”

“You did come along with us,” Elian said with a smile.

“Well, my father says—”

“Comradery, yeah, yeah, but you liked hanging out instead of working, didn’t you?” Marc winked.

Josie rolled her eyes. Shook her head. Then sighed. “I suppose it wasn’t that bad.” She crossed her arms. “But I am going to get some sleep. It is far later than I intended.” She headed through the large double doors into the academy’s tower, leaving the two men on the lawn in front of the steps.

“She takes things very seriously, that one,” Marc said, then hiccupped.

“I thought you did too,” Elian replied. Looking at the man now, it was hard to imagine him as being at the top of the class.

“It’s what’s expected of me.” Marc straightened. His eyes became clearer. His face less flushed. His whole demeaner shifted in an instant. “I am going to head back to my room.” He nodded at Elian. “See you in the morning.”

Elian watched the man walk off. Had he just circulated essence? And what did he mean, it was what was expected of him? Because he was from one of the families?

Most of the thrice-marked would be from the strongest families…

Elian shrugged. It wasn’t something he needed to worry about. He headed into the academy too. Of all the things he’d imagined doing at the end of his day, having a drink with Marc and Josie hadn’t even been on his list.

He trudged up the steps and made it to his room, then collapsed back onto his bed. He touched a hand to the charm around his neck, the stone carving of the hound, and deactivated the enchantment.

“I can hear you again,” Elian said, but neither Cael nor Alfred responded. They were quiet. Elian frowned, wondering if they were doing that because they’d felt ignored before. It seemed a little petty, but he supposed he understood it.

He looked at the figurine of the hound and released a breath. Flame was a part of him—literally—and yet he missed seeing the blood-bonded demon. In their time surviving outside the wall, he’d grown fond of the hellhound—which was something he’d never have imagined even after he’d first bonded with it.

Just like I never would have imagined becoming friends with that asshole Marc.

Not that he would consider Marc and Josie friends. At least, not yet.

As Elian looked at the figurine, he frowned, tilted his head to the side, then stood back up from the bed and went to the chest in his room. He opened it up. Inside lay his coin purse, and the necklace he’d brought. His mother’s necklace, the one with the crystal.

Elian took the necklace out of the chest and examined it.

Marked wear charms around their neck…

He wondered if that was why this was important to her, though he didn’t even know if markless could activate charms or not.

I doubt this is an enchanted item…

Still, he put it around his neck all the same, then held it up and closed his hand around the crystal.

But if it is enchanted, maybe its activated in the same way as the one I just got…

He felt around with his mind until something pushed back, just like it did when he willed the Silencer charm he’d just received.

Elian didn’t will this charm to activate. He still had no idea what the charm actually was.

He pushed his mind back to it. His eyes were wide as he stared down at the crystal.

My mother had an enchanted necklace?

It made him wonder… what in the world could it be?

The only person he imagined could have given this to her would have been Elian’s father, Derrick Hollow. A man he still knew next to nothing about.

A man who very well might still be alive somewhere out there.

Before he used it, he wanted to discover what it actually was first. Samanta, back at that store, had been kind to him. Elian didn’t have much money, but maybe the woman would be willing to examine this and discover what it was for him.

Maybe I’ll go tomorrow. After the day in the caves.

Elian placed the crystal back in the chest and tucked himself into bed.

He thought he would struggle to sleep, but the moment his head hit the pillow he was out.


Chapter 28

Elian woke early, before the dawn. He headed down to the main hall and found Marc and Josie already there with food on their plates. He hadn’t even known the main hall served breakfast this early. Apparently, they would always make students food on request—that was something he’d learned the night before when he’d been at the tavern with the others.

“Good morning, Elian,” Josie said with a bright smile. “Are you excited?”

Elian tilted his head from one side, then the other. “I’m not sure. The last time I faced demons it wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience.”

“Well, that’s when you were with nothing but markless,” Marc said. “It will be an entirely different experience with us around.”

Elian hated to admit that the man was right. Baylin had been a skilled fighter and a great help—and he was one of the reasons Elian was still alive—but he wasn’t marked. And he certainly wasn’t thrice-marked.

He walked past the three of them and got his plate of food. Eggs. Freshly cooked bacon. It looked and smelled glorious. Nothing like the slop he was used to when he’d been a miner. He was still becoming accustomed to the luxuries of this place.

The three ate in silence. Marc was quiet. Josie looked excited. Elian could only think about the necklace back in the chest in his room. He was starting to wonder if he should have brought it with him.

After their early breakfast, they met up with Mistress Rakan in the academy’s foyer. She took them to the armoury before leading them down a series of hallways Elian hadn’t been through before—and he hadn’t been through them because the doors to them was locked. The woman had a ring of keys in her hand and was opening one lock after another, selecting a different key for each one.

The doors were thicker than any he’d seen in the academy before, and it wasn’t just doors that she took them through, it was metal gates.

Saltsteel metal gates. The enchantments were strong. He wondered how often they got refreshed.

Elian was still surprised to find out that the caves were in the academy itself. That there were tunnels, deep in the Valley of Auld’s mountain, that had demons lurking within them. Growing up down in the Lower Town, he’d certainly never heard any stories about this.

The marked would want to keep something like this secret. If the general populace knew there were demons down here, they might think the marked wouldn’t be able to handle them.

Elian knew better than that, however. He could see that the defences put in place by the academy would be strong enough to hold the demons back.

Every time he stepped through one of the gates, he felt tremendous pain from the saltsteel. He had to stop himself from flinching or hissing. He was starting to get better and better at hiding his pain.

It was just another reminder that he was different to these people. That they weren’t the same. That if they knew what he truly was, they would see him dead in a heartbeat.

It wasn’t really something that he wanted to think about when he was about to walk into battle with them.

The tunnels started to become different. They were no longer the hard stone of the Academy of Marked, and were now starting to resemble the tunnels of the salt mine he’d spent so much of his time in. But there were also signs that the tunnels had been altered.

At one point, they passed a door made entirely of steel. Saltsteel. The door looked ancient. There were slash marks dug into it, and parts of it were blackened as though it had been burned.

Though the door looked like it had been there for hundreds of years—before even the time of the Godfall—Elian knew that the saltsteel enchantment on it was fresh. Or, if it wasn’t fresh… it had lasted for a very, very long time.

It was the strongest enchantment he’d ever felt—stronger, even, than the one on the gates to the academy.

Mistress Rakan was leading them through the tunnels, a lit lantern in her hand. Though it wasn’t only her lantern that illuminated the space. There was a green, glowing moss that clung to the walls. It provided just enough glow to light the tunnels, and he imagined their vision would quickly adjust without the lantern.

The deeper into the tunnels they went, the more of the moss they came upon.

Marc was just behind her, and Josie behind him. They had visited the armoury on their way to the tunnels, and Elian had a spear and shield in his hands—not practice ones, this time.

The weight of them felt good.

He paused at the enchanted saltsteel door as the others went on. He stepped closer to it, even though the saltsteel hurt to be this close to.

It was also as though he could… sense something from behind it.

Then he heard something—at least, he thought he heard something. It was so faint. Was that the wind, howling on the other side of that door? But how could there be wind so deep in the tunnels?

He took another step, almost as though he were going to press his ear to the door, when someone called out.

“Marked Elian, do not touch that door,” Mistress Rakan commanded. “And do not fall behind.”

Mistress Rakan, as well as Marc and Josie, were standing well ahead of him down the tunnel.

Elian pulled back from the door, which, strangely, he noticed didn’t even have a lock. “What… what’s behind that door?” he asked.

“Now isn’t the time for questions. I trusted that you were ready to come down into the tunnels. If I have to send you back, I have to send all of you back.”

“Come on, Elian,” Marc said, glaring hard at him. “Keep up.”

Elian nodded. He hurried along and caught up with the others. He tried not to look back at the door, but he couldn’t help throwing a glance at it over his shoulder.

He had a very strange feeling about that door, and whatever might be on the other side of it.

That howling definitely couldn’t have been the wind. And what had caused those scratches?

And they were more than scratches—they were gouges.

Elian tried to put the door out of his mind as he followed the others through the cave. He kept having to scratch his neck. It wasn’t just the spear and shield that he had with him. He was also wearing a shirt of chainmail, something he hadn’t even done when he’d been fighting outside the wall. He felt strange wearing it. It kept chafing at him, and it was far heavier than what he was used to wearing.

It was also the same type of armour that the guards protecting his miner’s wagon had worn, and it wasn’t as though it had done them much good.

“How much longer is it, Mistress Rakan?” Marc asked. His voice sounded soft, as though the question were an innocent one.

“Patience is a good trait in marked. I’ll trust you to remember that,” Mistress Rakan snapped back.

Marc blinked, glanced back at Josie, then shook his head.

Elian thought the response was a little bit harsh too, but maybe he’d done something to aggravate the woman when he’d stopped by that door.

Or maybe she’s just mourning the loss of her daughter, but isn’t allowed to let that show, and it’s getting to her.

Either way, Elian decided to be extra careful around the woman. The last thing he needed was one of the instructors angry with him.

They passed through two more saltsteel gates—and no more of those mysterious, lockless doors—before Mistress Rakan paused at a threshold that wasn’t covered by anything more than a simple line of salt.

“This is where we leave the safety of the city behind,” Mistress Rakan said. She turned back to face them, but he noticed she never turned her back on the threshold with the salt line.

Elian glanced through the entryway. There was a vast, cavernous space just behind the line of the salt.

“Once we have stepped across that line, we enter the domain of the demons. I may have brought you down here to train, but this will be nothing like any training environment you have ever experienced.” Mistress Rakan turned her gaze toward the cavern. “The three of you should be strong and experienced enough to deal with anything you encounter on the other side of this door. I will be there to back you up should you need it, but there is nothing I can do to completely ensure your safety.”

Her gaze swept back to the three of them. She looked at each of them intently. “Students have died in these caves. It is rare, and it isn’t something that has happened for many years, but it does happen. I knew a girl who stepped across that threshold for the first time back when I was a student and never returned. If you believe that you are not ready to make this step, please say so. There will come a time this year when you will have to take it if you wish to progress in the academy, but today is not that day.”

Elian glanced at Marc. The man had the same blankly serious look that he’d been wearing all morning. He looked at Josie. The woman still looked excited. The mistress’s warning hadn’t done anything to put her off, either.

Elian found that after the warning, he was more eager than ever to do this.

“Good,” Mistress Rakan said. “In all my years I’ve never had a student turn back. I’m glad that will not have changed. Now, follow my lead.”

“Aren’t you going to tell us what we’re going to find in there?” Marc asked. He cleared his throat, then added in a more deferential tone, “Mistress Rakan.”

The mistress paused a step before the threshold. “That is something you’re going to have to find out for yourself.”

Elian suppressed a sigh. He’d been hoping for more information about the enemy demons they were going to have to fight down here before having to actually fight them.

Apparently, that wasn’t going to happen.

Mistress Rakan stepped over the threshold into the cave. Marc, as usual, was the first to follow, then Josie. Elian didn’t know if they’d decided beforehand that he should be at the back, or if the order had simply happened naturally.

As no one was looking his way, Elian let himself flinch as he passed over the salt. He suppressed a sigh, and took a step away from the threshold, catching up with the others.

He felt an instant shift, being out here. A sense of imminent danger that he hadn’t felt earlier in the tunnels. He wasn’t sure if it was something he was imagining because he consciously knew the area was dangerous, or if some part of him—perhaps that part of him that was Flame—knew there were demons here.

The others were quiet, and so he remained quiet along with them. He felt strange, worrying about demons while being in caves and tunnels. He had spent much of his life in a salt mine where it was impossible for a demon to attack because of… all of the salt.

But here, things were different. Elian felt a little claustrophobic. They were in a larger space than they had been before crossing the threshold, yet it was as though the walls were closing in on him.

At least we can see what’s coming, he thought.

Out in the open, outside the walls, the demons could have come from any direction.

He sniffed. Something smelled odd, and something in Elian’s instincts responded to it.

Flame’s instincts.

It was coming from behind them, only he didn’t think that should be possible.

“Something’s coming,” Elian said. He turned, looking behind them, sniffing the air again. He could still smell it, sense it, but… all he saw were rocks. An empty cavern. And the entryway with the line of salt that they’d just passed.

“I don’t hear anything,” Marc whispered.

“Trust your instincts, Marked Elian. What are you feeling?” Mistress Rakan said.

Elian shook his head. “I’m not sure, but it’s not in front of us.”

He heard the others turn around.

“There’s nothing there—” Marc started, just as the ground began to rumble.

It happened fast.

The ground only rumbled for a second before something shot out through the dirt. It was huge—the biggest demon that Elian had ever seen, and it was nothing like Elian had ever seen.


Chapter 29

Elian stared at the demon that had just burst through the dirt of the tunnels beneath the Academy of Marked.

The demon looked like some kind of worm or snake, except a hundred times larger than any snake he’d ever seen, and its mouth opened wide revealing circular rows of teeth. Its giant maw must have been at least a dozen rows of teeth deep.

Elian took a step back. “What the hell is that thing?” He was about to use his Sight skill on the beast, only as far as he could tell the thing didn’t have eyes.

Of course it doesn’t have eyes, it clearly lives underground! Why would it need eyes if it can’t see?

Elian felt supremely useless in that moment. His two minions, who had also gained equipment at the armoury, would be useless against this thing too.

Marc ran swiftly past him. “Look alive, Elian!” the man said as he leapt high into the air. Elian didn’t know a human could even leap that high.

Elian gritted his teeth. Some prodigy he was. He’d just frozen at the sight of the massive demon. He didn’t remember ever freezing before. Before he’d even had any marks, he’d gone running toward a demon to help Cael.

Now, he’d just stood there?

Josie rushed past him.

Mistress Rakan didn’t have any weapons in her hand, though she did have a slender sword at her hip, one of her hands was wrapped around its hilt.

“Enter the fight, Elian,” the mistress insisted.

Elian stopped hesitating. He might not have a skill that would work on this thing, but that didn’t mean he was just going to stand there and let it hurt the others.

The demon was flailing around. Something about its mouth was glowing. It was an odd, brown glow, one he wasn’t sure he’d seen before.

A large rock shot up from the ground as though it had a mind of its own. It slammed straight into Marc’s side. The man slammed into the cave wall. Blood poured from a wound on his head.

It can command stone?

Elian had seen demons with fire affinities—Flame had a fire affinity, hence the name Elian had come up with for him—wind affinities, and even something called a gravity affinity, but an Earth affinity was new to him.

No wonder it can move through the earth so fast and silent!

Elian sped forward and helped Marc up off the ground. He heard Josie shout, saw her fly through the air.

The wound in Marc’s head was already healing. It didn’t look near as bad as Elian had thought it was.

Thank heavens for essence circulation.

There was a loud thud—Josie, slamming into a wall. There wasn’t time for Elian to look back at her.

“Come on,” Marc said. “Let’s kill this thing! Triangle formation!” Marc yelled. He took a few steps back from the demon, which was still flailing.

The ground rumbled and shook beneath their feet. A rock fell from the top of the cavern.

That damned demon is going to bring this place down!

Elian stood to Marc’s right—just as he had during their training sessions yesterday. Josie, looking battered but not beaten, came to stand on Marc’s left. Elian was glad to see she was all right. The sound of that thud, he’d been sure she would have broken some bones.

And maybe he was right—she was favouring her left leg.

He felt more confident standing in formation with his fellow marked. This was what they should have done at the beginning, but Marc had run off and leapt straight at the thing without so much as a plan, and Elian… Elian had just stood there.

Elian gritted his teeth and gripped his spear tight. Then, remembering Master Larson’s instruction, he loosened his grip.

This is nothing like the demons I faced in the forest!

Marc thrust his sword into the air and moved forward with the others at his side, but something told Elian the formation they’d learnt the day before wasn’t going to cut it against this thing, no matter how much more confident being in it made him feel.

He was proved right a moment later when the earth opened up beneath Marc and swallowed one of his legs. The man sunk beneath the ground with a shout. The earth clamped around his thigh, and his other leg was bent weirdly. Marc tried to pull his leg free, but he wasn’t having any luck.

The same thing happened to Josie. Elian heard her scream as the ground latched onto her.

This isn’t working!

None of the skills they had access to were doing anything to this demon. That’s when he saw one of the others’ minions run forward. Elian controlled his two minions, sending them in to do the same thing.

He still believed in his initial assessment—he didn’t think they’d be able to do any good against this demon—but maybe they would at least be a distraction.

I should have unlocked more nodes before coming down here—I don’t know how the mistress thought we were ready for this!

He glanced behind him at the woman. The woman’s eyes were wide. The sword at her hip had come out a few inches. Her gaze kept shifting between the students and the demon they were facing.

And her face was pale.

Something’s wrong here.

Elian wondered when the woman was going to interfere—whether she would be forced to. But so far, she’d just stood there.

Did she still think they could defeat this thing?

Elian heard a loud crunching and the unmistakable sound of bones cracking. He whirled, turning his gaze back onto the monster, only to find one of the minions sent to face it was being devoured by the demon.

Dead gods…

It wasn’t either of his minions. That sent a shudder of relief through him, if only briefly.

Elian sprinted forward, past his two fellow students.

They were still stuck fast, but he had no idea how he was going to help them.

He needed to attack the demon.

He needed to kill it.

Elian had been expecting to face some more hellhounds, or maybe even some imps. Something he was at least familiar with. Or if he faced a new demon, he figured it would be roughly as strong as the ones he’d faced in the past.

This worm-snake demon was on a whole other level.

There was another brown glow as Elian ran forward. Another rumbling, the ground shaking beneath him. He leapt upward just in time to avoid the earth opening up and swallowing one of his legs like it had done to the others.

He thrust his spear forward, straight into the side of the demon’s flesh.

It flailed wildly and released a deafening shriek. There was a sizzling sound as his spear sunk into the demon’s scaley flesh.

Elian tried to yank his spear back out of the demon’s flesh before he fell back down to the ground from his leap, but he wasn’t able to—the damned thing was stuck! It appeared to be causing the worm-snake tremendous pain, so at least that was something.

Elian fell to the ground. He didn’t land well. Master Larson had been trying to teach him how to fall, but apparently those lessons hadn’t had time to sink in. He felt something in his back give and crack. He circulated essence straight to the area in hopes of healing the wound.

But he couldn’t wait for it to get better before standing. He had to get up. Now.

He forced himself to his feet, only to find that Josie and Marc were still stuck in the same place that they were before.

And the minion that been devoured by the demon was lying on the ground.

In two pieces.

The demon had ripped the corpse minion apart.

Elian’s skin crawled as he saw the minion was still trying to move, its limbs reaching out, trying to find purchase and unable to now that it has been split in two.

“Mistress Rakan!” Elian shouted. “What do we do?”

The last thing he wanted was for the woman to have to step in and save them. He should have been able to handle this—Marc and Josie should have been able to, as well.

Why else would she have taken them down here otherwise?

Maybe if I were able to success my Summoner powers, I would be able to defeat this thing!

But using his powers to defeat the demon would only mean his execution later.

Whatever this demon was, they weren’t ready for it—and that was something they would have to accept if they wanted to get out of these caves alive.

The mistress, still looking pale, strode forward. She drew her sword from her sheath in one fluid, silent motion. “I’ll deal with this demon,” the woman said.

Elian’s heart was pounding. He had help. He wasn’t alone. None of them were.

This would be nothing like it had been when he’d been stuck outside the walls.

The woman didn’t sprint toward the enemy. She simply walked. Her eyes were no longer wide. Her face was no longer pale. There was a confidence in her stride that Elian had never seen in anyone’s before. It screamed power to him, and he knew that this woman was far stronger than she looked.

And there was something in her eyes too. When she’d been standing there, pale, gripping her sword’s hilt but not drawing it, it had seemed as though she was trying to decide something.

Now, she’d made whatever decision that was.

Something glowed about the demon, and it screeched. The glow came from the two holes either side of its head.

Those… those must be ears. She’s taking its hearing with an Invoker spell!

It seemed like that wasn’t the only thing that the woman was taking from the beast. Another white glow came from its chest. Elian didn’t know what that was.

Then the woman finally did run forward. She seemed to have more strength in her legs than Elian thought possible, as she launched forward with tremendous speed.

Elian wasn’t exactly sure what she’d taken from the snake-worm demon, but something told him it was its strength. It looked weakened, as though it could barely hold itself up under the weight of its own body.

He’d heard of Invokers having the power to take another’s strength, but he’d never seen it in action before.

That’s terrifying.

Elian wanted nothing more than to stand there and watch this fight go down, but he had to save his friends.

My friends? he thought. Is that what these people are to me now?

Josie was the closest to him. He went straight to her. The woman’s eyes were open in fear.

“It’s okay, Josie. Mistress Rakan will protect us,” Elian said. He jabbed his spear into the ground, trying to dig her out. Right then, he wished that he had a pickaxe instead of a spear—he’d be able to do a much better job at this if he did.

I never thought I’d be wishing for one of those again.

The woman shook her head frantically. Her leg was bleeding where she’d tried to pull herself out. “Why did you ask her for help? We’re going to fail this test!”

Elian blinked. “Is that really what you’re thinking about right now? Failing a test? If we’d been strong enough to face that thing, she wouldn’t have intervened!” Elian waved his hand at the massive, powerful demon. “It’s too strong for us!”

Elian slammed his spear into the ground for the fourth time. The dirt was finally separating. Josie could move her leg again. Though there was blood, whatever wound had caused the blood seemed to be already healed.

Elian threw his shield to the ground and offered her his hand. She sighed. Almost looked like she would be too prideful to take it—not what he would have expected from Josie, though he supposed he really didn’t know her at all. Then she threw her own shield down.

He helped her out of the hole, then went over to help Marc.

Maybe he could have tried harder. Maybe he shouldn’t have called for help from Mistress Rakan. But that demon… he knew it had been too strong. Something in him could sense its power. It was way beyond three first-year academy students, that was for sure.

Especially when one of them wasn’t able to utilise all of his skills.

He wouldn’t have had time to free Josie if he’d been fighting that thing at the same time, especially since all of the minions that they’d thrown at it had barely been a distraction, with one of them getting torn clean in half.

“It killed my minion,” Marc said. “Stupid bastard demon killed my minion!” The man had genuine anger burning in his eyes.

It was faster, getting him out with Josie’s help.

The three of them stood together, in a rough triangle formation, their weapons and shields in hand, and observed as Mistress Rakan fought the demon.

Josie seemed to shrink when she saw what was happening. “I thought… I thought she would have killed it by now.”

Mistress Rakan was moving almost faster than Elian could track, avoiding the worm-snake demon’s attack with martial grace he found himself surprised to see from the woman.

Though he didn’t know why he was surprised—she wouldn’t have become a mistress at the Academy of Marked without being skilled.

The demon didn’t seem to know where she was. Holes were appearing in the ground left and right, and boulders were being flung all over the place. Without its hearing it was fighting… well, blind, for lack of a better word.

Every few moments Mistress Rakan would slip in and leave a wound on the demon, slicing it with her long, thin sword, leaving deep gouges in its scaley flesh.

“Of course she hasn’t killed it yet,” Marc said. “That thing’s Tier 4 or 5 at least!”

“Tier 5?” Elian shook his head. “And we’re still alive?”

“I’ve heard of demons like these. Wurms, they’re called.” Marc bit his lip. Elian had never seen the man look nervous before. “They like to… well, have you ever seen a cat catch a mouse?”

Elian scrunched up his voice. “They like to play with their food?”

Marc grunted a nod. “That they do. We’re lucky she was with us. You were smart to ask for her help, Elian. I’m only surprised she didn’t step in earlier.” He frowned. “She would have seen that we were out of our depth. She… she should have stepped in. When she didn’t, I thought this must be a weaker wurm—maybe Tier 2. But clearly, I was wrong…”

Elian wondered about that. He’d seen the fear on the woman’s face. Seen her go pale. Seen her indecision. She’d definitely known the threat… yet she hadn’t intervened until he’d asked her to.

Is something going on here?

It was almost as though she’d wanted something bad to happen. But she can’t have known that a demon like this would have attacked them… could she?

I’m just being paranoid. I suppose it comes with the territory, hiding who I am…

Despite the demon’s tier, the woman didn’t appear to be having any trouble. She hadn’t been struck once. In fact, if anything, it looked more like she was the one toying with the beast. He supposed it wouldn’t surprise him if she was.

Suddenly, the mistress leapt into the air, kicked off the side of the cavern, then slashed at the beast’s neck in a wide, powerful arc.

Her slender sword cut straight through the wurm’s neck. The demon didn’t squeal. It was too dead to make a sound. The head fell one way, the body the other.

Then Mistress Rakan landed between them.

Her landing wasn’t as smooth as her jump had been. When the beast had died, she’d lost access to the strength she’d taken from it. Her legs crumbled when they hit the ground, and she fell in an awkward roll that looked rather painful.

The strength let her jump higher than she was normally able to land safely from…

Elian wondered how that sword would have even been sharp enough, or strong enough, to cut through the wurm—then he remembered the woman didn’t only have access to her Invoker mark, but other marks as well.

She probably used an Infuser skill, made the blade heavier and tougher as she slashed.

Elian couldn’t wait until he learned something like that. He definitely didn’t feel as though he were ready to be down here after watching this fight.

Mistress Rakan was making her way back to her feet when Elian sensed something. It was the same thing he’d sensed when they’d first been walking through this cavern, though he didn’t understand how that could be possible—the wurm demon was already dead.

There’s more.

“Mistress Rakan, watch out—”

Elian’s shout was too late.


Chapter 30

The earth rumbled at the same instant as a wurm burst through the ground and slammed into Mistress Rakan. She’d only just been gaining her feet—she hadn’t had time to move, and Elian’s warning had come too late.

She went flying and slammed straight into the cavern wall. Unlike when the others had hit the wall after being flung by the first wurm demon, Mistress Rakan’s head was the thing that cracked against it—and it cracked against a hard section of rock, not dirt.

Oh no…

Elian couldn’t tell if the woman was alive.

How is this possible? How… how could one of the instructors get beaten by a demon down here? This is where they take students to train!

These demons were far too strong for the students to be fighting!

Something is wrong here. Something is very, very wrong.

This… this was exactly like what had happened with the wagon! Usually the only thing to attack the wagons as the miners were taking it to and from the salt mines were hellhounds—they’d never been attacked by something as strong as a hellcat.

Until that day.

And Elian thought he might know why—he thought he might know what the two attacks had in common.

Me. The demons… could they have been attracted by my presence?

Whether it was because he was full-marked, a Summoner, or a prodigy… there was a chance this was all his fault.

Except I’ve come and gone from the mines many dozens of times—why would it have taken so long?

Elian banished the thoughts. They were the last thing he needed to be thinking about in the middle of a fight.

“We need to get back to the academy’s tunnels!” Marc yelled. “Send your minions at it!” There were only three minions left, and Elian didn’t think that would do any good. They needed a bigger distraction.

The wurm was between them and the exit.

Marc started running first—he was always the first one to move.

Josie hesitated. She glanced over at Mistress Rakan, then up at the wurm that had just burst through the ground. She was taking steps backward, not running forward.

Elian hadn’t moved at all. He felt frozen, just like when the first wurm had burst through the ground. Frozen in the reality that this all might somehow be his fault.

That the demons might be after him.

“What about Rakan? We need to save her!” Josie shouted.

“Don’t be a fool, she might already be dead!” Marc shouted back over his shoulder. “Come on, Josie, Elian! Run!”

Just then a boulder slammed into Marc’s side and took him down. He hit the ground hard—then the ground swallowed his arm. The man yelled, swore. His sword had gotten swallowed along with his arm.

He raised his shield as the wurm came down at him.

Elian sprang into action, Josie running at his side. He didn’t know if there would be enough time to reach him.

Life or death. I have to do something. I can’t keep holding back.

He didn’t know if the mistress was dead, but the last thing he wanted to do was let Marc or Josie die just because he wanted to save himself. Especially if, like he thought, the demons really were after him.

And that meant he couldn’t hide his powers any longer.

He had to use them if he was going to be able to fight this thing.

As he ran, he flipped his spear around and jabbed it in his own ankle—not hard, just enough to draw blood.

Blood for his Blood Bond skill.

He’d unlocked three tiers of his Summoner mark. He should be strong enough to hold onto two bonds now.

Assuming my will is as strong as this thing and I can bond it at all.

Josie had sped off ahead of him—she was faster—and hadn’t seen what he’d done.

Elian pulled on the strength inside of his heart tree—on the energy that was Flame. He knew what kind of risk he was taking, but right now he wasn’t thinking about the costs.

He was just thinking about saving those around him. Though he feared they were only in danger because of what he was.

His legs felt twice as strong as they had before as he borrowed Flame’s strength. He sped past Josie. Leapt into the air.

Even moving as fast as he was, he was still too late to stop the wurm from slamming straight into Marc’s shield. The man yelled. Elian could have sworn he heard something snap.

Yelling is good. Yelling means he’s still alive.

Elian shouted a battle cry. He’d leapt higher into the air than he ever had—as high as Mistress Rakan had been able to when she’d used an Invoker skill to steal the last demon’s strength.

He slammed his spear straight into the wurm. Instantly, he activated his Blond Bond skill. At the same time, he stopped pulling strength from Flame’s energy within his heart tree—if he pulled on too much, the demon would be forced out of him.

He might not be thinking straight, but even in the state he was in he knew that would be horrible.

Elian kicked back off the wurm. It wasn’t graceful, and it wasn’t strong. He didn’t flip backward and land on his feet. He fell and slammed into the hard ground. The wind shoved out of him, he was gasping for breath.

Elian felt energy rouse up and shift within him. The Blood Bond skill activating. Red energy flowed between himself and the wurm, just as it had when he’d first used this skill on Flame. He didn’t know if the others could see it—didn’t know if they were facing this way.

He hoped they wouldn’t see it.

It doesn’t matter. I have to do this.

Time slowed to a crawl, as it had before. The first time. But like the first time, it did not dull Elian’s mind or awareness.

A pressure filled his mind, then a notification appeared.

Do you wish to create a Blood Bond with this demon?

A Blood Bond requires a challenge of will and will only work if your will is stronger than the creature you wish to forcefully bond, or if both the Summoner and the creature are willing.

Yes! Elian thought in response.

He felt the wurm’s will, and he shuddered. The strength of it was immense, and he was reminded of the danger he was in by activating this skill—if his will wasn’t strong enough, there was a chance the wurm could take over him.

It wasn’t in the text that displayed, but it was something he knew intuitively.

I’m not going to let that happen!

Besides, it wasn’t just Elian’s will he was working with—it was Flame’s. Right now, the two of them were one. He felt a little more of Flame’s energy dissipate. Felt it flow into his mind and solidify his will. He’d never done that before, but somehow, he’d known that he could.

A part of his mind snagged on something—this demon wasn’t classified as a lesser demon like Flame had been, or even a minor demon.

It just said demon.

How strong is this thing?

Elian pushed. Felt his will being crushed. Felt himself become small. The walls were closing in on him, and his world shrunk. No, the whole universe shrunk—it was only him, Flame, and the wurm.

Elian’s mind screamed. He was struck with more pain than he’d ever felt before. It threatened to take everything from him. It was coaxing him to give in—to give up.

And a part of him… a part of him wanted that. A part of him wanted to stop fighting. He’d been through enough already, hadn’t he? Why did he want to fight? Become strong just so he could protect people who would kill him if they knew what he was?

No.

He had to keep fighting.

He didn’t have a choice.

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

He’d never been able to just stand by the sidelines and watch other people suffer. He had to fight. He had to help.

He didn’t know why, but it was who he was.

Elian pushed back against the wurm’s will with everything he had, with Flame’s will helping along with him. He pushed until he felt a strength within him, a hidden power, blossom.

Something in the wurm broke.

His mind was no longer at its mercy—the pressure from it was gone.

Elian wasn’t in control yet—the bond had not solidified.

He just needed to keep pushing.

Just a little more…

Except the world seemed to be fading. At first, it was just around the edges. Then, his vision became blurry.

No. I have to fight it. I have to stay awake!

Elian pushed against it. As hard as he could.

Then everything stopped.

And time began to move again.


Chapter 31

The bond was tenuous. Nowhere near as strong as the one he had with Flame.

But Elian could feel it, all the same.

He had done it.

Elian also felt weak—weaker than he ever had. He was lying on the ground, in tremendous pain. The pain wasn’t just in his body, either. It was in his mind.

I have… to keep… fighting…

He felt his consciousness slipping away—he couldn’t afford that.

He still needed to command the wurm to stop.

Through the bond, he told it to leave. To burrow back into the ground and flee.

The world went black before he knew whether he’d managed it or not.

~

“Elian?” the word was faint, like it was coming from far, far away. “Elian, are you okay! You’re injured—you need to circulate essence. Damn it, Elian!”

After the words, the first thing Elian became conscious of was the pain. Then, he felt the energy within his heart tree—Flame’s energy. There was only a tiny drop of it left. He’d almost pulled from it, as weak as he was feeling.

Food. He needed food.

But first, he needed to open his eyes.

He did as the voice told him to. He circulated essence through his body. It was more difficult to do than he’d expected. It took all of his energy to get the process started—almost as though he’d never done it before.

When he finally did get it going, his wounds did not heal quickly. Something big was wrong in his back. Something was broken, from when he’d fallen to the ground. Something else was wrong with his head, too, though it didn’t feel like a physical wound—even if the pain it caused would beg to differ.

Slowly, Elian opened his eyes. The world was blurry. Bright. It took a moment for it to come into focus. And it took another moment for him to even remember where he was.

Josie was kneeling by him on one side, and on the other was Marc. Both thrice-marked students looked down at him with worry.

“What…?” Elian shook his head, trying to clear it, and regretted the movement instantly as he felt a stab of pain. “What’s going on?”

Then, his memories rushed back to him. He’d fallen unconscious. His eyes widened fully. Flame. The energy within him—

It was still there. Barely. But he knew it might disappear soon if he wasn’t careful.

And that wasn’t all that had changed—there was a new bond. A new connection.

He had successfully blood bonded the wurm demon. Commanded it to flee. And that was the only reason any of them were alive.

He tried to sit up and got more pain in return—his back. He lay back down.

“Easy, now,” Josie said. It wasn’t her voice that he’d heard rousing him a moment ago. It had been Marc’s. They both looked so different, kneeling over him. They looked… younger. Less confident.

Afraid.

“Mistress Rakan?” Elian asked.

“Dead,” Josie said.

Elian blinked. “Dead? But…” His voice trailed off. The woman had been alive, only moments ago. She’d been flung into the wall, but she should have been able to heal from that…

Unless it killed her on impact. Then how could she heal?

Marked were strong. Tough. But they weren’t invincible. And she’d been taken by surprise.

Still, it was hard to imagine that the woman was dead.

“That can’t be right.” Elian hissed in pain as something cracked in his back—his bones, fusing themselves back together with the aid of his essence.

Dead gods it hurt.

“It’s true,” Josie said. “She… she has no pulse. No breath. I tried to give her essence from an essence stone and…” The woman shook her head. “It didn’t work.”

“I still don’t understand,” Marc said. He was staring off at something. That’s when Elian realised they must have carried him past the threshold where the salt had been. “Why did the wurm flee after you attacked it? It was hurt from your spear, but it just… left.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“We’d all be dead if it hadn’t,” Josie said. “What does it matter why?” Her words didn’t sound all that convincing—it was clear she was wondering what had happened too.

Marc’s gaze turned on Elian. “How did you do that?”

Elian blinked. “Do… do what?”

“How did you move that fast? Jump that high? You’re… wea—” He shut his eyes. “I saw you sparring. You aren’t that strong.”

“I… don’t know. I just… did it,” Elian said. Even to him, the words sounded weak. But what else was he going to say? He couldn’t very well tell him the truth.

They might find out if I don’t get something to eat.

His back spasmed. He hissed through the pain again. It felt oddly hot, but also more functional and stronger than it had been a moment before.

He once again tried to sit up. It hurt, but not as much, and he was able to manage it.

Elian blinked and looked around. “Wait…” He looked at the threshold. Something was different about it… “This isn’t where we were before.”

Marc glanced over at Josie. Josie bit her lip. Nodded. Marc looked at Elian. “There was another one.”

Elian sat up even more, ignoring the spasm in his back. “Another wurm?”

“When the wurm that killed—” Josie looked away. Swallowed. Swiped a tear off her cheek, then kept talking. “When the wurm that killed Mistress Rakan fled, we saw you on the ground. We went back for you and her.”

“I threw you over my shoulder,” Marc said. “We ran for the exit, but… another wurm appeared directly in front of it.”

“So…” Elian looked at the entry to the little cavern they were in. There was a salt line there—but, how in the world was that going to help if the wurm could burrow underground?

They could have appeared anywhere in the tunnels earlier on… couldn’t they?

He cleared his throat and asked the others that question.

Josie shook her head. “The tunnel’s defences aren’t just the gates—they’re rooted deep in the ground. The marked who made them dug deep. They prepared for this.”

Marc nodded. “Otherwise wurms would be able to burrow straight into the Peaks.”

Elian shuddered. He hadn’t even thought that far. He looked away from the threshold with the salt, around the cavern they were hiding in. His eyes widened—

“This is a dead end.”

Marc dipped his head in a nod. “It was the only place we could run. We’ve thrown salt all over the ground in sections, but…” He held up a pouch. “I’ve run out.”

Elian nodded. He’d felt the irritation—the slight burn—from the salt being nearby. He hoped it would be enough to deter the third wurm, but it didn’t cover the entire area.

“We need to make a run for it,” Marc said, eyes on the doorway. “Can you move?”

Elian nodded. “Better by the minute.”

“It can sense us,” Josie said. “I’ve read about these things too. Wurms can feel vibrations on the surface of the ground. It will know the moment we start running. It’s probably biding its time out there, waiting beneath the surface.”

“We could use the minions,” Marc said.

Elian closed his eyes, felt his connection to the minions. He hadn’t even thought of them since he’d woken. He deactivated the charm that was around his neck, felt the lines that connected him to them.

Two lines.

They haven’t been destroyed. Good.

He should have known that simply from seeing their souls in his heart tree. Their bodies could still be damaged. At some point, he would be able to unlock a skill that would help him regenerate them, but he hadn’t got that far.

“The wurm can smell that they aren’t alive,” Josie said, “that’s why they only attack the minions when they get in the way. They don’t want to feast on the dead.”

“Well, do you have a better idea, Josie, or are you just going to shoot down mine?”

“I just want to get us out of here alive, not run straight into danger and get us all killed!” Josie spat back in a harsh whisper. Elian hadn’t seen the woman angry before.

Elian cut in before Marc could reply. “The last thing we need is to turn on each other. We’ve got the demons for that.”

Marc turned on him. “Why do you sound so calm? Don’t you realise what kind of position we’re in?”

Elian gave the man a weak smile. “I happen to be growing familiar with getting into situations like this.”

“This is different. These aren’t hellhounds, they’re wurms! No way to bumble your way out of this!” Marc said, his voice rising.

Elian decided it was best to ignore the comment.

The ground rumbled.

“Marc,” Josie said in a sharp whisper. “Keep your voice down. The last thing we want to do is attract more of those things.”

Elian swallowed. This was his fault—the demons. They were coming after him. He was almost sure of it now.

That hellcat that had attacked the wagon. It had gone straight through it, even though the wagon had been protected by salt.

It hadn’t cared about the pain. It had broken right through. That isn’t normal. How could it be?

Elian looked at the line of salt, and the salt scattered around the ground.

There was no way it was going to be enough.

If this is my fault—if they are after me—then Mistress Rakan’s death is on me, too.

Mother and daughter, dying within three days of each other…

Elian closed his eyes and felt his connection to the wurm he’d bonded. It was still tenuous—even more so than it had been when it had first been made. He needed to make it stronger. Needed to solidify it.

Controlling that wurm, getting it to protect them, it might be their only hope.

Elian opened his eyes and stood. He looked around and found his spear and shield lying on the ground. Josie must have carried them here for him while Marc had been carrying him. He picked them up.

“We need to make it back to the academy,” Elian said. “We need to make it back to safety. The longer we stay out here, the more danger we’re in.”

“So,” Marc said, whispering this time. “We’re going to use my plan, then?”

Josie rolled her eyes and looked away. “Wouldn’t call it much of a plan.”

Elian tapped into the bond he’d created between himself and the wurm. It felt faint—far away. He’d told the demon to flee, and it had done just that.

Now, he needed to call the demon back.

He pushed his will down the line of the bond. He hadn’t done something like this since he’d done it with Flame, but that had only been a few days ago, and this was second nature to him now. It made him wonder if he would be able to use the second skill down his Summoner mark—the Borrow Trait skill. It wasn’t something he’d used before. He could already use traits from Flame, as the beast was assimilated to him.

Elian hadn’t thought ahead from their current situation—he didn’t know what he would do, having the wurm bonded to him while it was still down here in the caverns. He was afraid. There was something twisting in his gut. This was nothing like it had been when he’d been outside the wall. He hated to say it, but Marc was right—this wasn’t just hellhounds, or even hellcats.

These wurms were fierce. Far stronger than anything else he’d encountered so far.

What happens the next time I’m taken down to these caves?

Though, after all that had happened, it made him wonder if there even would be a next time. Assuming the three of them got out of here alive in the first place.

Elian shook the thought away. He couldn’t think about that. Whatever was happening to him, demons being attracted toward him—if that was the case—whatever effect he had on them was clearly getting stronger.

And it wasn’t something he had control over.

We just need to get out of here alive.

Elian felt the wurm’s emotions as it received the order.

Protect us, Elian willed again down the bond.

There was some hesitation in the wurm, but it didn’t seem to want to fight against the bond. He felt it turn around, burrowing through the earth, the faint line that connected them grew a little stronger the closer it came to returning.

The ground rumbled again. Dirt shifted only a few feet from where Elian was standing. He leapt backward, ready for another wurm to break through the ground, but it didn’t come.

“It’s getting closer,” Josie said. “Like it wants to break through. Shouldn’t the salt keep it away?”

“Salt isn’t always strong enough. Sometimes, if a demon wants something enough, it’ll break through.” Elian walked over to the threshold.

Josie and Marc glanced at each other.

“We have to move now,” Marc said. “There’s no telling how much time we have until that thing bursts through!”

“What happens if one of us gets caught by it? What happens if one of us is trapped?” Josie asked.

Marc looked over at her. His face was pale. Elian wondered if he meant to leave them behind. “We’re not going to let that happen,” he said.

It was a cop out, but Elian didn’t fight the man on it. Marc had saved his life when he’d taken him here. They both had. Maybe the man was more honourable than he’d thought.

Elian’s wurm was getting closer and closer. “We move soon,” Elian said, swallowing. His mouth was dry, his gut still twisting. “On my count.”

The others didn’t argue, which he was glad for. They came to stand on either side of him. This time, he was at the top of the triangle, the tip of the spear. It hadn’t been intentional—it had just happened.

“Five…”

Elian’s blood-bonded wurm demon got closer.

“Four…”

Marc gripped his sword so tight the hilt creaked.

“Three…”

Josie’s breathing was heavy. Elian could hear her trying to control it.

The ground rumbled again. Elian sensed the wurm.

He didn’t even make it down to one.

“Run!” he shouted, bursting forward. The salt burned him as he went over it. He was too focused on their goal he hadn’t even expected it. So focused that he couldn’t stop himself from hissing at the pain of the salt.

He ran as fast as he could. His body, instinctively, wanted to pull on the power within him—but he couldn’t let it. If he took even the tiniest fraction, Flame would be ejected from his heart tree.

Elian couldn’t let that happen.

The enemy wurm demon shot out of the ground two feet ahead of him. Elian turned, tried to dodge it. The ground opened up beneath him. He’d been expecting something like that to happen, and managed to hop over the hole—then a dirt wall jutted upward a step later and tripped him.

Elian fell face down in the dirt. He held fast to his spear and shield so it wouldn’t slip away from him, but that meant he failed to brace his fall.

So much for learning how to fall…

“Elian!”

He felt a strong arm pull him up by the shoulder, then another on the other side. Josie and Marc were grabbing him, getting him onto his feet.

He winced—his back wasn’t fully healed—then ran when he’d gotten back up.

The wurm shrieked and snapped for him like a snake. The three students scattered, trying to get out of its way. Elian raised his shield. It slammed straight into it, knocking him backward.

We’re not going to make it out of here.

“Go!” Elian yelled. He was on his back, crawling away from the beast, pushing away with his legs. “Leave me and get out of here!”

He saw Marc and Josie glance at each other. Saw the indecision in their eyes.

They turned away from him and ran—straight for the wurm.

They were attacking it! He’d thought for sure that they would leave him behind. He wanted them to get out of here alive—but they were trying to save him!

Elian made it back to his feet and tried to run to join them. Josie stabbed the wurm in its side with her spear. Marc leapt up and jabbed it with his sword. The wurm flailed, left and right, slamming both of them to the ground, hard. Wind left their lungs and blood spurted out of their mouths at the force of the impact.

Then Elian’s blood-bonded wurm finally joined the fray. It burst up out of the ground. Elian saw Josie’s eyes—the fear in them—then the confusion, as the blood-bonded wurm didn’t go after them, but instead went after its kin.

“Come on!” Elian yelled. He reached Josie first and dragged her to her feet. By the time he did, Marc was upright again. The three of them ran toward the exit. Elian could see the line of salt, and the hole in the ground nearby where the wurm must have burst free the first time Marc and Josie had tried to escape, carrying his unconscious body out of there.

“What the hell is going on?” Marc yelled, throwing a wide-eyed glance over his shoulder as he ran for the door.

There wasn’t time enough to talk, and Elian wasn’t about to explain what was going on, anyway.

Two loud shrieks sounded from behind them. The wurm demons clashing. Between the shrieks, Elian heard dull thuds, the ripping of flesh.

He hissed in pain as something ripped into his stomach—no, it wasn’t ripping into his stomach, it was ripping into his blood-bonded wurm.

The pain came so suddenly and as such a shock that Elian almost fell to the ground. His steps faltered, but he managed to get a hold of himself and keep running.

Dead gods, how was the exit so far away?

He’d almost forgotten he could feel the damage his blood-bonded demons felt. He’d gotten used to the sensation when he’d been fighting with Flame at his side. In fact, he wasn’t sure if the pain had ever been quite this intense.

Is the pain more severe because of the bond being thinner? Or is it because I’m bonded to a more powerful demon?

Another stab of pain hit him. This time it felt like it was closer to his neck. It made him cry out in pain, but his steps did not falter this time.

Then there was a rumble ahead of them—near the exit. Dirt fell from the ceiling. Then pebbles. Then great big chunks of rock were falling to the ground in front of the salt line.

In front of the exit.

The enemy wurm demon was causing a cave-in, blocking their way free and out of the caves.


Chapter 32

The exit was completely blocked, covered in rubble. If they had time, Elian was sure they would be able to dig themselves out. They were strong enough, and though swords, spears, and shields weren’t the right tools, they would do in a pinch—a shield would make for a decent shovel.

But of course, there wasn’t time.

“What—what do we do?” Josie shouted. She was trying to shift a rock from being in the way. Marc was up close, digging in the dirt with his fingers.

Elian was just standing there. He knew there wouldn’t be enough time. If they turned and fought, backed up his blood-bonded wurm, they should be able to take down the enemy wurm—hell, the enemy wurm might be dead in a moment anyway. Elian’s wurm had the upper hand with its surprise attack.

But that wasn’t the main issue.

Elian’s senses were heightened by his connection with Flame—by the hellhound being assimilated to him. It wasn’t something that cost him any energy, unlike when he borrowed the beast’s strength or ability to breathe fire. So he was able to use it at all times.

And he could hear something down the tunnel, ahead of the two wurms fighting. A chittering sound that was growing louder and louder.

More demons were coming their way.

“There are more demons coming,” Elian said. “There isn’t time.”

Marc stared at him, dumbstruck. “What… what do you mean there isn’t time? We can’t stay here! If Mistress Rakan couldn’t survive here, how do you expect us to?”

“Because we don’t have a choice,” Elian said.

Josie was still trying to dig through. She had her spear gripped in both hands and was trying to shift a large boulder with it. She was having some luck, but not enough.

“This might be our only chance to escape,” Marc said. “We can’t abandon this position.”

Elian stepped up to the man, only a few inches away from his face. “We don’t have a choice.”

“How do you know? How do you always know when they’re coming?” Marc shook his head. Growled a sigh. “You haven’t been wrong yet.” He sheathed his sword, then grabbed the back of Josie’s chainmail and pulled her toward him like she barely weighed anything. “Elian’s right. We have to run. We’ll never dig out of here in time.”

Josie whirled, dislodging his grip. She looked frantic. Like she was about to fight the two of them. She was still breathing heavily.

But she didn’t fight them. Instead, she straightened. Her eyes focused. “Where do we go?”

“Follow me,” Elian said.

But he had no idea where to go either—and no idea how they were going to survive this.

All he could do was take things one step at a time.

The headless corpse of the first wurm was still lying on the ground. The beast was massive, and difficult to avoid, but there was a narrow gap they could run through between it. Elian headed that way. The other two wurms were still clashing, biting and thrashing at one another.

The earth rumbled around the two beasts, but it was almost as though their affinity for earth was cancelling the other one’s out.

That’s how we’ll get out of here, Elian thought. With help from my wurm!

But he didn’t want to engage in the fight—he didn’t want to slow them down. He had to trust that his newly blood-bonded wurm would be up to the task of defeating the enemy.

As Elian ran past the dead wurm that had been sliced in two by Mistress Rakan’s slender blade, he touched a hand to the body of the demon, felt the essence within it. In that brief contact he managed to pull all of the essence straight into his heart tree.

Elian had learnt how to pull essence from demons swiftly when he’d been fighting them outside the walls. If he were honest, he’d simply tried this on instinct. He hadn’t actually expected there to be any essence left within the wurm.

He’d thought for sure that one of the others would have taken it by now.

You have gained 15 units of Demon Essence.

Elian blinked. Almost fell over as he was running. He’d felt like he’d consumed a lot of essence, but he hadn’t realised he’d consumed fifteen units!

When he had been fighting the demons outside the wall, hellhounds had only provided him with a single unit of essence, while hellcats had given him five units.

This wurm beast had given him fifteen!?

It really showed how much stronger these demons were than the ones he’d faced in the past.

I can use this! If I get a chance. I can use it to unlock another node!

But he didn’t know how they were going to manage that when they were still under attack.

They made it out of the main cavern, the one where the wurms had been fighting, and sprinted down a tunnel. He could hear the others close behind him, and the clash of the two wurms farther behind.

Pain stabbed into him every time the two demons clashed. Elian let the pain be visible on his face—it could be his back that was hurting for all the other two would know. He couldn’t afford the energy to contain it.

“Where do we go?” Marc shouted.

They came up to a fork in the tunnel. It branched off in two different directions. Elian slid to a halt, his boots cutting through the dirt floor, aware of the fact that this was where he’d heard the chittering of the demons coming from.

He tilted his head to the side and listened.

They were coming from the left.

Elian ran to the right. “This way!”

I’m just leading us farther into the tunnels. Farther into the domain of the demons.

Elian was going to get them all killed, just like he’d gotten Mistress Rakan killed. If he hadn’t been here, none of this would be happening right now…

But he didn’t know what else to do.

Josie caught up to him. Ran beside him in the tunnel. “Have you got a plan?” The woman still seemed to be breathing heavily. It wasn’t from exhaustion—it was from stress. Josie and Marc were both incredibly well trained. They would have enough stamina to keep up a run like this for a while.

Elian, on the other hand, had never been much of a runner. His stamina lay in swinging a pickaxe. He could already feel a burn in his legs, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He kept circulating essence through his body—it was keeping him going. Hell, it might even make his muscles adapt. Maybe he’d get out of the caves faster than when he’d come in.

If I get out of them.

Once again, he banished that thought, only this time, he didn’t just banish it. He fought it.

I am getting out of here alive!

He needed to be confident. Needed to be sure of himself.

There might be only one way we get out of here. I need to use my Summoner skills. Really use them. Like I did with the wurm.

He felt the tiny amount of energy he still had within his heart tree that was keeping Flame inside of him. All he needed to do was use it, and the hellhound would be by his side again. The demon had helped save his life before…

His minions were far behind, in the cavern with the wurms. He hadn’t had the focus to keep them with him. The same was true for the others. Once things had been getting chaotic again, he’d activated the charm around his neck once more. He didn’t want to hear what Cael and Alfred had to say about this situation. They wouldn’t be able to help him—not right now.

As Elian ran, he pushed out his heightened senses. As far as he could tell, there were no demons where he was running. But there was something else that he could sense. Something he’d been able to sense ever since he had assimilated with Flame.

Salt.

There was salt somewhere down in these caves.

His instincts, the ones melded with Flame, told him he should avoid the salt. Run a different way. Salt was bad. Salt hurt him.

He fought those instincts and kept running for it. It felt like a lot of salt—maybe it was another exit? Though he had no idea if there would be two.

As he pushed out his senses, Elian could hear the chittering again. The demons were in the same tunnel now. They were behind them—and the sound was getting louder.

They can run faster than we can.

A massive shriek sounded from all the way back in the first cavern—the two wurms. It sounded like a death knell.

Then the shriek was cut off.

Elian still felt the connection with his blood-bonded wurm, so he knew that it wasn’t his new demon that had been killed—it was the other one.

He could also feel that the demon was critically injured. Flame had always been a fast healer, but Flame had never taken as much damage as this wurm had.

It would need time to heal.

The blood-bonded wurm burrowed back into the ground—it wasn’t going to be any help to them until it had gotten some of its health back, and Elian had no idea how long that would take, considering it felt as though it was close to death.

None of the other demons will attack it, Elian thought. It will be safe underground.

For some reason, that felt like a strong relief. As though he truly cared for the welfare of the wurm demon—just as he truly cared for the welfare of Flame.

In that moment, the bond between them thickened. The wurm had saved his life—twice. First, when it was initially bonded and fled at his command. Then again when it came back to defend him and the others.

Thank you, wurm.

Elian wondered if the demon—and him, for that matter—would live long enough that he would end up naming the wurm, just as he had named Flame.

“I can hear them!” Josie shouted. “Chitter demons! They’re coming!”

Chitter demons. He had never heard of them before. Elian hadn’t seen the things yet, but he had to say the name felt appropriate.

“Keep running!” Elian shouted.

“We can take them!” Marc shouted. “They’re weaker than the wurm!”

Elian ignored the man—they weren’t ready for a fight. They had no idea how many of those demons would be coming their way. If the salt that he could sense would mean they were heading somewhere safe, he wasn’t going to stop until they got there.

“Look, up ahead!” Elian shouted. He spotted something. A door. A metal one. That was where he’d been sensing the salt from. The saltsteel enchantment on it was obvious if you knew what to look for.

Elian threw a glance over his shoulder to see how close behind him the others were. That was when he saw the chitters behind them. The only thing illuminating the tunnel was the glowing moss on the ceiling. Elian was eternally glad for that moss, otherwise these caves would be just as dark as the salt mines had been, and he knew how hard those were to navigate without any light.

The chitter demons were perhaps the most terrifying sight Elian had ever seen. They tapped into something deep and primal within him. He felt his heart pound so hard in his chest it was like it wanted to get out.

The chitters were giant, pitch-black spiders that looked to be made from hard stone. They had dozens of eyes that glowed an ominous green, and their fangs dripped something green, too.

Venom.

Elian gulped. He turned his gaze forward. Saw the door. It was open. Part of him had expected it to be closed. Locked. Like the door he’d seen with the scratches—even if that door had had no lock or handle that he’d been able to see.

But this door stood ajar, as though it was inviting him in. Elian couldn’t hear anything beyond it—nothing to tell him he shouldn’t go through it.

All he could sense was the salt. It was overwhelming. His body wanted him to keep fleeing down the tunnel. To turn and fight the chitters. Anything but to head through that door.

Elian fought those instincts and made straight for it.

Though the door was standing open, it hadn’t been wide enough for him to make it through. He slapped it the rest of the way open with his spear. The door creaked on old, unoiled hinges. The sound reminded him of the shrieking of the wurms.

He slipped through the saltsteel door and instantly felt searing pain like he had never experienced.

Elian cried out.


Chapter 33

Elian’s skin was on fire.

The room that they had slipped into as they’d been fleeing from the chitter demons didn’t just have a saltsteel door, it had saltsteel everywhere.

Saltsteel lined the floors, the walls, the ceiling. Being in this room was supposed to bring him safety, but it was absolutely unbearable.

Someone was shouting. There was a loud creak and bang. The door being shut. Something scratched against it on the other side—the chitter demons. They were attacking the door, even though it was enchanted with salt?

“Elian! Elian! What’s wrong?” Josie was kneeling in front of him, holding his shoulders. He couldn’t even remember when she’d come so close. “Your skin, it’s hot to the touch!”

“What the hell is wrong with him?” Marc said. “We’re safe in here.”

“I—I don’t know.” Josie shook her head.

Elian breathed deeply. His mind was on fire as much as his body was. He wanted to get out of here. Open the door. Run through it. The scratching on the other side stopped.

“All right. They’re going away,” Marc said. “I can hear them leaving.”

“Good.” Josie sighed. “Good.”

“That green glow from their eyes. Did they hit Elian with their venom affinity?” Marc asked. Bootsteps sounded behind Elian. The man, walking up behind him.

“No. I mean, I don’t think so. I’ve never seen a venom affinity in action, but I didn’t think it worked like this. In all of the accounts I read…”

Elian breathed. The room around him was starting to become more clear. Less of a blur. He’d stopped screaming, but he was still shaking. The pain hadn’t gone. It wasn’t suddenly more bearable. He was simply learning how to fight it.

“Don’t worry… about me…” Elian said between breaths.

“You screamed in pain, and you’re shaking like you’re naked in a snowstorm. Your skin is red. Hot. Like you’ve got some sort of fever.” Josie placed the back of her hand on his forehead. “Have you been feeling ill?”

“Ill? He’s marked. Marked don’t get ill,” Marc said, though he sounded a little unsure of himself. “Can’t he just circulate essence?”

Elian was circulating essence. His instincts had kicked in the moment he’d run across that threshold. If he weren’t doing that, his skin would likely be hissing instead of just burning up.

He was only using the smallest trickle of essence that he could manage. The last thing he wanted to do was burn through his supply—especially when he’d just gotten fifteen units from the wurm.

I need that to unlock another node.

Elian moved away from Josie’s hand. “I’m fine.” He forced himself to stand—when had he even gone to the ground?—and looked around the room. “What is this place?”

The room, other than being covered with saltsteel from floor to ceiling, had racks of weapons and barrels filled with, if his senses were correct, salt. There were also a few chests along one wall, with padlocks on them.

“A depot,” Marc said, striding toward one of the weapons racks. “I’m surprised they’ve kept the enchantments on this place intact. I didn’t know they were still used.”

“A depot?” Elian asked. “What’s that?”

Marc scoffed. “You really don’t know?”

The pain made things hazy and made it difficult for him to control his emotions, as he was so busy controlling the pain he was feeling. “No, Marc, I really don’t. You know I didn’t grow up in the Peaks.”

“It’s an emergency depot. They were used during the war, when the demon hordes first came to Elaria,” Josie said. “They can be found all over the place, or so the legend goes. I didn’t realise they had them down in the caves, though I suppose it only makes sense.”

“Is that what we passed earlier?” Elian asked. “That door with no lock.”

“I don’t know,” Marc said. “This door has a lock.” He rapped the butt of his spear against the saltsteel. The sound jolted Elian’s head.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Josie asked. “Screaming like that… it’s not exactly normal.”

Elian swallowed. “I’m fine.” This seemed like a safe enough space for him to work on unlocking his next node… only, he couldn’t unlock a node, not right now.

Flame would be ejected from his heart tree if he did. He only had the smallest drop of energy left within his heart tree keeping the blood-bonded demon assimilated to him.

The last time he’d unlocked a node while Flame was assimilated with him, it had burned through the energy so fast he’d risked loosing the demon in his room.

Elian swore under his breath.

“What is it?” Josie asked.

Elian shook his head. “Mistress Rakan is dead. The way back to the academy is blocked. There are wurms and chitter demons after us. And we’re stuck in this room. I think that’s reason enough to swear.”

“They’ll send someone to look for us,” Josie said. “Once we don’t return.” She looked over at Marc. “Won’t they?”

Marc shrugged. “I guess they will. But we’re supposed be down here all day. It might… it might take a while.”

Elian felt foolish. He hadn’t packed any food or water for their time down in the caves. His stomach rumbled. “Shame we’re not stuck in the main hall.”

Marc swore. “My pack. It’s back in that first cavern. I took it off before the fight. It’s got all the food, and the water. Mistress Rakan told me to pack it.”

“We can survive without for a little while. Essence will sustain us,” Josie said.

Essence won’t sustain everything.

The others were relaxing the longer they were in this room. Elian, on the other hand, didn’t know how to relax. He was burning through his units of essence far too quickly. He’d had about five units of essence in his heart tree before taking the essence from that first wurm. He’d had to use two full units of essence to heal his back—which, fortunately, wasn’t hurting him anymore. He hadn’t even noticed it had fully healed with all of the pain he was currently feeling.

And he’d almost used half another unit of essence since they’d gotten in here. He adjusted his circulation of essence, trying to use even less than he already was. It wasn’t easy.

It wouldn’t last.

“I still can’t believe Mistress Rakan is dead,” Josie said. “It’s so… unreal. Those wurms. They can’t be what she intended for us to face.”

“They’re not,” Marc said.

Josie turned her gaze on Marc. “How do you know? We aren’t supposed to know what demons are here.”

Marc looked away. Was that shame on his face? “My father told me.”

Josie took a step toward him. She looked angry. “Your father told you? That’s against the rules!”

“My father doesn’t always play by the rules,” Marc muttered. “We were supposed to face the chitters.” He looked at the door. “Though he said they hunt in threes, there were at least nine out there.”

“It’s strange,” Josie said. “Like something is attracting them.”

“We’re attracting them,” Marc said with a scoff. “You must know that, Josie. It’s not like you grew up in the Lower Town.”

“I do know that, Marc,” Josie said.

“We’re… attracting them?” Elian asked in a small voice. He’d been worried it was him this whole time.

“The demons can sense our essence,” Josie said. “But… but this isn’t how it works! They don’t come running like this. Not when there are only a few marked in one place. If we came down here with ten marked, twenty…”

Elian frowned. “You mean the more marked in one place, the more demons are attracted?”

“You really didn’t know that?” Marc didn’t sound condescending, just curious. “I thought that would be common knowledge. It’s the reason why the demon hordes coming to Elaria was so devastating in the first place. They can sense us.”

“Sending an army out to face them only attracted more of them,” Josie said. “That’s why we fight demons in smaller groups. Parties. So we don’t attract too many at once.”

Elian looked away. He swallowed. Everything still hurt. His head was beginning to throb, too, just behind his eyes. He didn’t want to circulate essence to be rid of the headache. He couldn’t afford to.

He almost told them what he thought—that it was him attracting the demons so much. He was the only variable that was different, after all. He opened his mouth, then shut it again. They would blame him for all of this, wouldn’t they?

We’re safe in here, for now, Elian thought. We just need to hold out long enough for others to come find us.

And Elian would have to be in pain the entire time.

“What if they don’t send people down to find us?” Marc asked.

Josie frowned. “Why wouldn’t they? Your father would probably come down himself.”

Marc nodded. “Yeah. You’re right. That man wouldn’t let anything happen to his legacy.”

Elian blinked, wondering just what kind of father Marc had.

He touched a finger to his charm and deactivated the enchantment on it.

“I can hear you, Cael, Alfred,” he whispered.

He wasn’t exactly sure why he wanted to hear them, but… well, a part of him was starting to miss their voices in his mind.

Which, honestly, wasn’t anything he would have ever expected.

<Doesn’t look like ignoring us has really helped you,> Cael said.

“Why didn’t anyone ever tell me marked attracted demons?” Elian asked aloud. He wasn’t asking Josie and Marc. He was asking the two souls that resided in his heart tree.

Marc and Josie glanced at each other. “You really want us to answer that?” Marc asked.

<I never thought it was relevant,> Alfred said.

<Neither did I,> Cael said. <Until what happened with the wurms. You’re… you’re attracting them, aren’t you? Because you’re full-marked? Or a prodigy? Because you’re different?>

Elian bit his lip. He couldn’t respond. But he dipped his head in a nod.

<So it’s your fault, then,> Cael said. <You had essence flowing through you. The essence you stole from me. That’s the reason the hellcat came—that’s the reason we got killed!>

<Cael,> Alfred said, though his tone wasn’t admonishing. <We don’t know that for sure.>

<I think we do,> Cael said. <You better not die down here, Elian. You still have to resurrect us, remember? And it turns out you owe it to us.>

Resurrect…

That was why Cael and Alfred had helped him in the first place, because they were hoping to one day be fully resurrected by Elian—it was something only full-marked were purported to be able to do, when certain conditions were met.

Mistress Rakan… what if I could bring her back?

Except he would have to use his Animate Minion skill on her, and he didn’t exactly have her permission. Even if he was in a position to make her into a minion—which he wasn’t—he didn’t think doing so would fly at the academy.

Elian paced around the cave, trying not to focus on the pain. Trying every second. He kept glancing at the saltsteel walls, at the bags of salt. He didn’t feel safe here—he couldn’t sense any demons close by, but he thought that might have more to do with the pain he was in.

Either that, or the salt was blocking them from being attracted to him.

“Does the salt stop demons from sensing us?” Elian asked.

Josie tilted her head from one side to the other. “To a degree, though not fully. That’s one reason we have so many barriers and protections for the Peaks—multiple salt enchantments to stop the demons from sensing where the majority of the marked reside.”

Elian nodded. He supposed that made sense.

He winced. Felt the skin inside his boots searing. His feet were taking the brunt of the pain right now, to the point where he was beginning to worry his soles might melt.

Elian’s stomach rumbled. Then he felt something—a twinge in his heart tree.

Flame…

The energy there. It was almost depleted, and it just… dissipated slightly. He’d lost the tiniest fraction of it, but he’d still lost it. Elian had thought, as long as he didn’t borrow from the energy to strengthen himself or breathe fire, that it wouldn’t ever deplete.

That had been his experience.

But it seemed as though that wasn’t the case.

No. I’m sure that it was… I made sure of this already.

He bit his lip, then realised what must be happening—the salt around him. It wasn’t just hurting him, it was hurting Flame! Depleting Flame’s energy in his heart tree!

Staying in here wasn’t just expending his essence reserves. If he stayed in here any longer…

Flame will be ejected from my heart tree.


Chapter 34

“We have to get out of here,” Elian said.

Marc and Josie stared at him. Josie’s eyes were wide. Marc’s brow was furrowed. They looked at each other, then back at him.

“Are you insane?” Marc asked. “We’re safe in here!”

“Are you still hurting, Elian?” Josie took a step toward him. “You look feverish. I don’t think you’re thinking straight. Haven’t you been circulating essence?”

Elian shut his eyes. How could he explain to them what he needed without telling them why?

Maybe… maybe I need to go out there alone.

If Flame was ejected from his heart tree in here, Elian wasn’t sure the hellhound would be able to survive being surrounded by so much saltsteel.

But then again, Elian wasn’t sure he would be able to survive out there. He felt the bond with his wurm. It was fainter, with the saltsteel blocking it, but he was still able to access it.

The wurm was still healing. It was asleep, or unconscious—in some sort of hibernation until it healed. Elian got the feeling that it would be in this state for a while.

At least a few hours.

It won’t be able to protect me. Not until it heals—not until it wakes up.

Elian paced some more. He let out a low hiss. Looked at the door. Took a step toward it.

Marc stepped in front of him. “Don’t even think about opening that door!” His sword was in his hand, and he held it before him. Elian had seen the man fight. He knew the man could take Elian out in an instant—unless Elian used all his skills.

Even then, he wasn’t sure about his chances.

“I don’t want to fight you, Marc,” Elian said.

“Then stay inside,” Marc snapped, then he sighed. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Elian. I’ve seen you in a fight. I know you’re from the Lower Town, but you’re clearly not stupid.”

“Thanks,” Elian said sarcastically.

Marc waved his response away. “So, do you have a death wish or something? Why are you trying to throw your life away?”

I’m not trying to throw my life away, I’m trying to save it! Elian thought, but didn’t say. He ran a hand through his hair, though really he wanted to tear it out.

The energy in his heart tree wasn’t going to last much longer. He couldn’t keep standing here. He couldn’t remain within the saltsteel room.

If Flame is ejected here, will the hellhound even be able to survive, stuck in this salt trap?

Even if the demon survived, the others would kill it. It was a demon, after all.

Then they’ll kill me. Or take me back to the academy to be killed.

Elian didn’t see that he had a choice. His options here were flee, fight, or talk. He didn’t know how to flee without fighting, and he was pretty sure talking would lead to fighting, too.

But what other choice did he have?

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

Why did his mother’s words always ring so true?

Elian clenched his fists. He glanced back at where his spear and shield were lying on the ground. In the corner of his eye, he saw the glance that went between Josie and Marc. Saw both of them shift their postures.

“Elian, it’s the fever. Whatever is happening to you, it’s affecting your mind,” Josie said. Her voice was calm. It sounded… exactly like someone trying to soothe a crazy person.

Talk or fight.

Those were what his options boiled down to. If he picked up his spear before he started talking, something told him he would look like a threat.

I am a threat. I’m full-marked, and there is a demon inside me. How are they going to look at that any differently?

Elian bit his lip.

He walked away from the door. Away from the other two. He wasn’t stepping over to his spear and shield. He was just getting to the opposite side of the saltsteel room. Being close to a wall burned him even more. He felt it in his skin. The heat. The pain. His back was to the others. Part of him wanted to stay that way. To just wait and see what happened.

But he’d never been one to stand idly by.

Elian turned to Marc and Josie. Privileged thrice-marked who’d grown up in rich families in the Peaks. They already disliked him because of where he was from.

“There’s something I have to tell the two of you,” Elian started. “And you’re not going to like it.”

Marc and Josie exchanged another glance.

“Well,” Marc said. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“What is it, Elian?” Josie asked.

Elian ran a hand through his hair again and somehow managed to stop himself from pulling it out. He opened his mouth. No words came. He shut it again. Shook his head.

“Any time now.” Marc raised an eyebrow.

Elian tapped the bond with the wurm again. Still sleeping. It wouldn’t be able to come to his aid in this saltsteel room anyway. Even if it wanted to, there was no way it could break through.

Idly, he wondered why a disused place like this was enchanted with saltsteel walls while the wagons that transported miners—human lives—had never been near as well protected, only being lined with salt between the wood panels, rather than reinforced with saltsteel like this place.

Because the lives of markless miners aren’t as valuable as these weapons.

He shook the thought away. He knew what his mind was trying to do. It was trying to distract him from what needed to be done—trying to procrastinate saying the words that he was trying to force out of his mouth.

“There’s a reason I survived outside the wall,” Elian said.

“Yeah. Dumb luck,” Marc replied. “And maybe a little bit of grit.”

Elian narrowed his eyes. “That almost sounded like a compliment.”

Marc shrugged. “Don’t get used to it.”

“You told us what happened out there,” Josie said. “What reason are you talking about?”

Elian paced on the other side of the room, but what he was really doing was getting close to one of the weapons racks, something he was trying not to make look too obvious. When he reached it, he stopped, and turned to face Marc and Josie.

If I tell them, there’s no going back.

Elian shut his eyes. Opened them again. “I didn’t hide. I kept moving. Kept fighting. It forced me to learn. Forced me to become stronger. I think it can do the same for the two of you.”

It wasn’t totally a lie, but it certainly wasn’t what he’d originally been about to say.

I’m full-marked. I bear the Summoner mark and there is a demon inside of me. But don’t worry, I’m good, not evil!

Yeah, that probably wouldn’t have worked.

Marc blinked. “That’s it? That’s what you wanted to tell us? You’re trying to argue for us leaving the room? The room where we’re safe?

Josie looked over at the saltsteel door. “Elian’s right.”

“Elian’s right?” Marc said. The man looked at Josie, absolutely incredulous. “Are you suffering from the same fever, Josie? Do you hear yourself right now?”

Josie shook her head. “I don’t mean to say he’s completely right.” She walked over to the saltsteel door and touched a hand to it. “It’s a risk. We have an opportunity here. The demons outside of this door, their essence, it’s up for grabs. All we need to do is take it.”

Marc’s brow furrowed. He looked deep in thought. He also looked… angry. “Mistress Rakan died out there. She died protecting us. That woman was a Tier 6. One of the highest tiered instructors in the entire academy, and the two of you think you can survive out there? Those wurms are too strong, and there’s too many of them. It’s like they’re in a frenzy. You’re insane for even considering this!”

Elian turned away. This arguing wasn’t helping anything. If he were going to get out of here, he would need to do it soon—or else it would be too late.

I need to get my hands on that food. To convert the energy for Flame. Or to just get out of here.

Dead gods. He’d thought coming to the academy had been the right decision. He’d thought he’d managed to make himself safe there—at least, safe enough.

Josie still had her hand on the door. “We don’t have to head far out of this room to fight them. We could attract the chitters to us. Fight them outside the door, with an easy retreat available. It could work. Otherwise we’re just sitting in here wasting time while we wait for someone to rescue us.”

“We’re not getting past those wurms,” Marc said.

“I’m not talking about the wurms. If they come, we’ll retreat back into the room. They won’t be able to get through,” Josie replied. “We’ll be back where we started, but we wouldn’t have lost anything, either.”

“Mistress Rakan didn’t see that last wurm coming. There was no retreating from that!”

It was too late. Elian felt the burning on his skin. Felt the last drop of energy fleeing from his heart tree.

Flame was about to be released.

And Elian was surely going to die if it happened here.


Chapter 35

Elian ran for the door. He wasn’t pulling on Flame’s energy to make him run faster—he couldn’t. There wasn’t enough left.

He could feel the demon being ejected from his core. He was holding it back, for now. But he didn’t think he would be able to hold it back for long.

In seconds, the demon would be ejected from him, and there wasn’t anything he could do to change that.

“What the hell are you doing?” Marc said as Elian reached the door. The man tried to step in front of him.

“No, Marc,” Josie said. “Let him open the door—let’s try this.”

Elian froze. He didn’t have time to freeze, but he did it anyway. There was something shifting in Marc’s eyes.

He’d been afraid. Worried. But now, there was… ambition glinting in them, or something like it.

Marc had become the top of his class for a reason. His drive, wherever it came from, was showing now. He might not like the idea of fighting when they didn’t have backup from one of the instructors—especially after one had just died—but he could see that they might have something to gain from it.

Josie had surprised Elian by being the first one ready and eager to try. He’d thought she’d be more of a rule-follower, with how much of a dedicated student she was. But clearly, Elian had read that wrong.

“Sometimes you have to break the rules,” Marc muttered, and it reminded Elian of what he’d said earlier, after he’d told them they should have been here to face the chitters and not wurms—his father was the type of person to break rules.

“Are we going to do this?” Elian said through gritted teeth.

His eyes were on the saltsteel door’s handle. His heart thudded hard in his chest. His skin was red, hot, clammy. The last thing he wanted to do was touch that saltsteel handle. To feel the pain. The others would hear the hiss.

Marc turned to the door. “Triangle formation. Just like we trained. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do this right.” There was a deadbolt on the door. He slid it open, then pulled the door free. The old hinges creaked so loudly if there were demons on the other side of the tunnel, they’d be able to hear it.

Elian burst straight through the door the moment it opened wide enough. He couldn’t hold onto Flame any longer. Hell, he’d held onto the beast longer than he’d expected to be able to as it was.

“Elian!” Marc shouted as he stormed through.

The second Elian made it two steps out of the door, Flame, his blood-bonded hellhound, burst straight out of his chest.

The saltsteel room… it had been eating through Flame’s energy, but it had also been keeping the demon from bursting free quite as fast.

The moment he left, his ability to hold onto the demon disappeared.

Elian heard a gasp from behind him. He’d fallen to his knees. Flame was across from him. The demon had landed on the ground on his side. Elian whipped his head around and looked back at Marc and Josie.

Josie’s eyes were wide and as round as her shield. She took a stumbling step backward. Marc looked just as shocked, but he was only standing there, staring. His face was pale, all the blood having drained from it.

“Summoner!” Josie screamed, and he could hear the fear in it.

Elian thought he was about to be attacked. He scrambled back to his feet at the same time Flame did. The demon, sensing his distress, came to stand in front of him protectively. The beast was huge. Taller than him, now. Its hackles raised, and a growl filled its throat.

Elian didn’t know if that was the right thing to do. He didn’t want them thinking he was a threat. But it was too late for that.

Everything had changed in an instant, and there was no going back now.

My life at the academy… I just got started.

Josie pushed Marc away from the doorway and slammed the saltsteel door closed. Elian heard the bolt slide into place on the other side.

They’d seen what he was, and they’d trapped him outside the room.

Elian, still breathing hard, his heart still pounding, felt his skin finally fully heal. It was no longer blistering red. He looked over at Flame. He could tell the demon understood exactly what had happened. It stepped forward and nuzzled into his chest. He felt a single thought drift down the bond from the demon’s mind to his own.

I’m sorry.

Elian dropped his weapons. They clattered to the ground.

As the massive demon nuzzled into him, Elian wrapped his arms around the demon. Tears came unbidden in that moment. The tension in his body released, and he went slack, letting the demon take his weight. Elian wasn’t usually a crier, but right now the tears seemed deserved.

He was trapped in the middle of a cavern with powerful demons that were attracted to him, locked out of the only safe room he knew of, and the two people he’d been getting even slightly close to out of the entire academy had just found out what he was.

I’m going to have to run, Elian thought. He couldn’t go back to the academy, the very place he’d fought to get to when he was trapped outside the walls.

He couldn’t go back.

The others—Josie, Marc—they would tell the instructors who he was—what he was—and they would kill him on sight.

He had to run, and he didn’t even know if there was a way through these tunnels that led out of the city.

The demons have to come from somewhere, don’t they?

Holding onto Flame made him feel like he wasn’t alone. Like it wasn’t just him against the world.

Once more, he let the souls residing in his heart tree talk.

“Cael, Alfred… I’m sorry,” he whispered, knowing they’d be able to hear him. “Being in that room… I couldn’t hold onto Flame anymore. His energy was draining.”

The two souls within his heart tree were silent, until finally, one of them spoke.

<You have to kill them,> Cael said.

Elian wiped a tear from his cheek. He stepped away from Flame. Looked around. The tunnel was quiet, but he knew it wouldn’t be like that for long. Whatever it was about him that attracted demons would make sure of that.

“What?” Elian blurted in response. “The demons?”

<Marc and Josie,> Cael said. <They’ve seen what you are, but no one else has to know if they don’t get out of these tunnels alive.>

Elian blinked. He saw it clear in his mind. The solution to his problem. He wouldn’t even have to be the one to do it. He could get one of his blood-bonded demons to do it—he could make the wurm kill them, when it came out of its hibernation healing state.

Then I’d be able to return to the academy… no one would believe I could be responsible for their deaths, especially after Mistress Rakan’s death at the hands of the wurm…

It wouldn’t be the first time Elian had survived something he hadn’t meant to.

He came to his senses and shook his head. “No,” Elian said. “That’s not who I am. I’m not a murderer.”

<Then you’ll die down here,> Cael said.

Alfred was quiet.

“Alfred? What do you have to say?”

<I don’t know what you should do,> Alfred said, his voice sad, weak. <You should have left that demon behind when you made it back to the wall.>

Well, that wasn’t helpful.

He’d been turning to the two souls for guidance. Perhaps he should have known better. Cael had always had a darker side to him. He’d told him to leave behind the miners. Elian had thought that had been because they were markless. But apparently, he would even tell Elian to harm marked if it somehow benefitted him.

I’m not a murderer.

But he didn’t like how he had considered it—even for a split second, even only in his own imagination. It was the perfect solution to his problem, except for two people’s lives, of course.

“There has to be another way.”

Maybe Cael was right. Maybe refusing to kill them would mean he was trapped down here. Maybe he would never return to the academy. Never see Baylin again. Or Aila, the first marked who had truly been nice to him. He wouldn’t be able to return to his room, the one he’d only had for a few days.

And he wouldn’t be able to retrieve the crystal necklace he’d left in the chest at the end of his bed. The one he’d just discovered that had an enchantment of some kind on it.

Why hadn’t I taken that with me?

There was so many things that he’d wanted to do. He’d seen his future stretch out before him. Going to classes, moving through the tiers, fighting demons alongside other marked.

And now it was just… gone?

Unless… unless he was somehow able to convince the two thrice-marked students in that saltsteel room that he wasn’t a Summoner—that what they’d seen didn’t mean he was.

But he had no idea how he would be able to manage pulling off something like that.

It would be impossible. The demon was already out of the bag. There was no way for him to hide his secret from them now.

Then I have to gain their trust.

Elian chuckled darkly. Gain their trust. That seemed just as impossible as convincing them he wasn’t a Summoner.

As it was, he wouldn’t have much time to contemplate what he needed to do, not when he could hear sounds coming from down the tunnel. Though the first thing he realised was just how faint those sounds were—but not because they were far away.

His senses had been dulled considerably since Flame had been ejected from his heart tree.

I’m not assimilated to him anymore. I don’t have heightened senses.

Flame was growling low in his throat, his ears perked. He’d already been aware of the demons coming. His back arched, and his eyes glowed red. He was more than ready for this fight.

As bad as everything was right now, there was one good thing about this situation—he was finally able to see Flame again. Though the demon had been a part of him, it was different than seeing the hellhound in the flesh. They may have shared a body, instincts, and even in a way, one mind, but it didn’t feel as pure as seeing the demon before him.

And that wasn’t all. As harrowing as his experience outside the walls had been, there was a part of him that missed fighting demons. Missed the purity of a life-or-death situation where everything was simple. It wasn’t about secrets and lies and whether someone discovered what he was—it was about who was stronger, and who could fight harder, or smarter.

It was about who won.

The chittering sound got louder and louder. To Elian’s relief, it was not joined by a rumbling of the ground. The dirt on the ceiling and the floor of the tunnel did not shift. As far as he could tell, the only wurm left in the area was his wurm, which was resting underground in the earlier cavern, where Mistress Rakan’s body still lay, and the minions they’d each left behind were.

It didn’t take Elian long to see the chitters.

The sight of them shot a shiver of fear through him. But there was something pure about that fear. Something familiar. He’d felt this before, outside the wall, when he’d watched the hellhounds rushing toward the salt line. When he’d fought them alongside Baylin and Flame.

This time, Baylin wasn’t here.

But hopefully, that wouldn’t matter.


Chapter 36

Elian started to count the chitter demons. The first time the demons had come after them, when he’d run down this tunnel with Marc and Josie, they’d counted at least nine of the spider demons.

Elian could only see five. Though he hesitated to use the word only. He’d never faced these demons before.

Elian took a deep breath and tapped into the bond with the wurm. It was slightly more healed than it had been before, but it wouldn’t heal in time.

Elian and Flame would be in this fight alone.

But Elian had access to something he’d never had before—he could use his Borrow Trait skill now. Both of his demons were not currently assimilated to him, which made the skill available for his use. He had never used it before—didn’t exactly know what it did.

But he supposed he was about to find out.

He didn’t know if borrowing a trait from one of his demons would mean that demon no longer had the trait, or if the trait would somehow be doubled, so he focused on the wurm demon when he activated the skill.

And he knew exactly what trait he wanted to borrow—the demon’s earth affinity.

Elian had breathed fire before, but he’d never moved earth. Never had control over the very stones beneath and above him. He hoped the power would be instinctual, else he was about to make a terrible mistake.

Elian felt the trait enter him. Felt a reservoir of power bloom in his heart tree—it was similar to when he assimilated with Flame, except this energy was a singular energy—only one thing could be drawn from it.

The chitter demons thundered down the tunnel, their stone legs slapping the ground, making an awful clicking sound that Elian knew would appear in his nightmares if he managed to somehow survive all this.

Elian called on the trait he’d borrowed from the wurm.

“I’ll show you why full-marked, why Summoners, are so feared,” Elian whispered on the spider demons’ approach.

He raised a large chunk of earth straight up from the ground. He was trying to create a wall—trying to force a chokepoint.

There was a part of him that instead wanted to collapse the ceiling, but he worried he would cause a cave-in that he couldn’t dig himself out of. The demons were coming from the direction of the academy. He wasn’t ready to cut himself off from it yet.

And he certainly didn’t trust his control of the borrowed earth affinity.

The wall rose from the ground just as he’d hoped. Two chitter demons slammed straight into it and made a weird screeching sound. Elian didn’t know if it was anger or pain, but he prayed it was the latter.

The three other chitter demons made their way around the makeshift wall. Elian gripped his spear and held up his shield. He braced himself.

Beside him, Flame growled. The hellhound’s eyes glowed red, and that same red glow appeared at the demon’s throat.

Elian wondered if the chitter demons had ever experienced a fire affinity before.

They’re about to.

Flame snarled, then leapt forward. The large hellhound opened his mouth, and a stream of flame shot forth, straight into one of the chitter demons. Another screech sounded, then Flame fell onto one of the chitter demons.

Elian felt the pain instantly, but he also saw the enemy taking damage along with Flame.

There was a sharp crack as one of the enemy demon’s legs snapped between Flame’s jaws.

Elian’s eyes widened. He hadn’t known the beast was capable of such a thing.

There was another vicious snapping sound as Flame broke another leg off the chitter demon.

Then Elian began to feel the hellhound’s pain—it was being attacked by two chitter demons at once. Their stone legs were sharp at the end like knives, and they stabbed and sliced at the hellhound with horrifying glee.

The pain, however, was bearable—Elian could feel that—and instinctively, he knew the hellhound was stronger than the other demons.

Elian stared down the third chitter demon that had come around his makeshift wall. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the other two made it through the chokepoint he’d created with the earth affinity borrowed from his wurm. Right now, they were blocked by their kin, but if these things could climb the walls…

The chitter demon’s eyes began to glow as it got close, and Elian was sure it was going to use its venom affinity—the one that the others had mentioned these demons possessed—on him.

Elian activated Sight. Unlike the wurms, these things actually had eyes. The chitter demon became disoriented. The demon had dozens of eyes in its head, and they all glowed white as its vision was taken.

It freaked out, screeching and flailing every which way. The tips of its knife-sharp legs had green venom dripping from them. Elian didn’t want to find out what would happen if he got hit by them.

While the beast was freaking out, Elian’s vision expanded. More than it ever had. He could suddenly see to his left and right to a degree that simply hadn’t been possible a moment before. Elian hadn’t just stolen the chitter’s vision, somehow, he’d stolen its peripheral vision too.

The sensation was, momentarily, disorientating for him. But he didn’t let it distract him. He’d expected his vision to change when he’d activated the spell—even if not in this way—and so he focused on his next move.

Elian stabbed his spear straight for the chitter demon’s head—where all those green-glowing eyes were. The spear hit true. Elian had half-expected it to glance off the stone demon, but it didn’t—it shattered the chitter’s head, cracking it where it hit. The saltsteel blade seared through the enemy’s head and into whatever passed for its brain.

The chitter demon slumped to the ground, every one of its limbs gone slack. Elian was breathing hard.

Had he really taken it down in a single strike?

He must have, as his vision dimmed and shrank the instant his attack had hit. Elian was about to touch a hand to the demon and take its essence when a chitter climbed over the dead one, and he spotted another up high on the ceiling.

I guess these bastards can climb the walls!

Elian felt fear, but not as much as he had before. He could defeat these beasts. He could take them on.

And he was going to do just that.

No wonder the academy takes students down here.

Elian felt one of the other chitter demons die—well, he felt the emotion at Flame having just killed one. Except even though Flame was stronger than him, he was in pain. A lot of pain. And there was a feeling of weakness coming off him—all the wounds he’d taken.

They’d been hitting him with venom.

Elian shouted a battle cry. He stole the sight of the next closest chitter demon, then leapt out of the way as the one from the ceiling fell down at him.

He called on his borrowed trait, the earth affinity, and made a boulder shoot straight up from the ground. He’d done this instinctively somehow, without even thinking.

The boulder shot the spider demon straight into the ceiling and crushed it.

That had used up the last drop of his borrowed trait’s energy. Elian wouldn’t be able to use the earth affinity again during this fight, but that didn’t matter.

Three out of five of the chitter demons were dead.

Flame was taking on one, and Elian had stolen the sight of the other. It was stumbling around like a chicken with its head cut off. Its legs swayed this way and that, and Elian realised that more than any other demon he’d encountered, the chitters relied most heavily on their vision.

He went in for the kill. The chitter demon died.

Then he went over to help Flame.

In mere moments that had felt like hours, the five chitter demons lay dead around the Summoner and the hellhound.

Elian was breathing hard. He was also grinning.

He may be in a terrible position right now, what with his true identity being discovered, and the prospect of returning to the academy seeming like it was something impossible, but he’d just taken down five demons.

He touched a hand to each of the chitter corpses. His eyes widened as he discovered how much essence they gave him—two units each.

He’d just gained ten more units of essence.

Flame, however, wasn’t in the best shape. Elian’s smile disappeared as he rushed over to the demon. Through their shared bond, he could feel how weak he was. Elian had been lucky. If he’d been hit by the venom, he might have been just as weak—something told him it would take some time to circulate enough essence for him to heal from the venom.

Elian ran a hand through Flame’s fur. The demon was healing, just… slower than usual. Elian wondered if there was anything he could do for the beast—anything to speed up its healing.

Flame’s ears pricked.

Elian shut his eyes for a second and let out a sigh. He couldn’t hear them yet, but he knew—more demons were on their way.

He had enough essence to push forward through several different nodes, but he didn’t have the time nor opportunity to do anything about it.

Elian opened his eyes and looked through the tunnel. He could hear the chitter demons now. He wasn’t sure how many there were—he was hoping it was only four, the last few that hadn’t made it here.

But something told him there would be far more than that.

He needed to be prepared.

Elian quickly looked at his status.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 1

Infuser – 1

Necromancer – 1

Summoner – 1]

[Skills:

Tier 1: Blood Bond, Borrow Trait, Assimilation, Animate Minion, Sight, Trade Quality]

[Essences:

Demon – 23.6]

Elian blinked. He wasn’t exactly sure how much essence he’d eaten up when he’d been healing himself back in that saltsteel room. Maybe three units, when all had been said and done. He’d burned through his essence far faster than he’d wished.

Which meant he’d had roughly seventeen units of essence when he’d stepped out here. He’d gained ten, and what remained let him know roughly how much he’d used during the fight.

Using his Sight skill cost .2 units of essence each time. And, as he had 23.6 units of essence left, that must mean it had taken three units of essence to use his Borrowed Trait skill.

That’s quite a lot, he thought. At least, compared to most of the other skills he possessed.

But it wasn’t enough to deter him. Using that skill had slowed down the enemy and gotten him a kill, so it had been more than worth it.

Fortunately, Elian still had more essence left than he had at the beginning of the fight. A lot more, actually.

He tried to count the chitter demons heading his way by the noises he heard. He blinked—there were more of them than last time.

He wasn’t sure how many, but that was definitely more.

Elian looked down through the tunnel the other way and wondered if he would be able to outrun them. He’d won the first fight, but now Flame was injured. He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to win a second one.

One way to find out.

He might just have to do things a little differently. And if he could use essence to heal himself, then maybe…

Elian had an idea.


Chapter 37

Elian wanted to make this next fight go as smoothly as he could. He didn’t know how many demons he would have to face down here, and until he got an opportunity to rest somewhere safe, he wouldn’t be able to unlock any more nodes.

Which meant he didn’t need to be too precious about the essence he gained from these fights, as long as he made sure he gained more from each fight than he lost…

Elian focused. There was only a few more seconds until the chitter demons reached him.

I need to hold out until my wurm has recovered its health. Maybe then it and Flame will be enough to protect me.

He wished he’d taken some salt from the saltsteel room, but there was still that room the others had put a salt line down in…

I have to make it there.

With Flame injured, Elian had a plan. He loved fighting with the demon by his side, but right now he needed to tap into the demon’s powers.

Elian cast assimilate. He used five units of essence for the skill. The spell let him choose how much essence he used. He remembered the first time he’d activated it, and it had exhausted all of the essence he had.

He wasn’t going to let something like that happen again.

But he’d also quickly learned that the more essence one used for this spell, the more energy it brought to his heart tree—which would help make the assimilation last longer.

That was something he very much needed right now.

Elian was already circulating essence through his body when he assimilated the demon back into his heart tree. He was hoping that while the demon was safe within him, having access to his essence would help make it heal faster—maybe even get rid of the venom affinity it had been hit with entirely.

He wished this wasn’t all experimental—wished he’d learnt more about these skills at the academy. Not that they would ever teach him how to be a Summoner there or let him access old books about it.

He shrugged off those thoughts and turned to face the oncoming enemies.

There were more chitter demons than last time. Two more, he counted.

Seven demons were coming his way. A part of him wondered if he should activate Borrow Trait, but as he’d just borrowed a trait from the wurm, he could sense that he wouldn’t be able to do that again for a little while, even if he wasn’t sure why that was the case.

Besides, he now had access to a more diverse pool of power that he could pull from.

Elian didn’t hold back. He stepped over to one side of the stone barrier he’d made. It might not be the most effective chokepoint, as the chitter demons could climb the walls, but it was better than nothing. He was glad to see that even though he didn’t have access to the wurm’s earth affinity anymore, the wall he’d created in the tunnel had remained.

Maybe that’s how these tunnels were created in the first place. By Summoners with an earth affinity.

It would certainly be a lot faster than digging.

Elian activated Sight on the closest of the chitter demons. He didn’t hesitate. The moment it was disorientated, he moved in. As he took a step forward, he pulled on the energy within his heart tree, turning it into strength and speed.

The spear strike hit true. The demon went down. Elian activated Sight again, as swiftly as he could, but he was quickly getting surrounded.

He opened his mouth and breathed fire. He turned around in a circle, the stream of fire looping around with him. The chitter demons squealed in pain and backed away.

He heard a sharp crack as the stones in them broke. Some of the spider demons had trouble moving around after that. With one stream of fire, he’d injured at least three of them.

That was when one fell down from the ceiling. Elian threw his head back, eyes widening as he saw the nightmare demon falling down at him. Fear seized his chest, but there was no time for that. He needed to act.

He swept his spear up to strike the demon, but he swept it up a moment too late. The demon’s legs knocked his spear straight out of his grip and all he was left with was his round shield.

One shield wasn’t enough to block attacks from eight different legs.

Elian worried that maybe, he’d gotten a little in over his head. But it wasn’t as though he’d chosen to be in this situation.

He pulled on Flame’s energy. A stream of fire shot straight from his mouth and hit the chitter demon square in the abdomen.

The demon squealed. Its stone skin cracked and melted. The sound it made showed the terrible pain that it must have been in.

But while the flames had clearly injured it, they hadn’t been enough to stop its attack—it didn’t have anywhere else to go but down.

Its legs cut into Elian. One went right through his shoulder, pinning him into the ground beneath. Another went through his right ankle, and a third went through his upper thigh.

Each of the bladed legs were covered in venom from the demon’s venom affinity.

Elian screamed out in tremendous pain. He slammed his shield against the demon. With the strength he borrowed from Flame, he was able to knock the demon straight off him, pulling all three legs out of him, though the force wasn’t enough to make it shoot into a wall.

The other demons, injured by his initial stream of flame, were still hurt, but that wasn’t stopping them from surrounding him.

Elian made his way to his feet. He was circulating more essence around his body than he ever had. His shoulder. His ankle. His leg. He could barely bloody stand through the pain. But he had to. He had to fight, and he was running out of cards to play.

It wasn’t just his injuries that were slowing him down. The venom had entered his bloodstream from multiple insertion points, and it was doing its damage.

Elian’s body felt weak.

That first fight… it had gone so well. Why couldn’t this second fight have been the same?

He gritted his teeth and hissed through the pain. There was help behind him. The two thrice-marked students inside the saltsteel room, but he knew that help wouldn’t come.

They’d thrown him out here to die.

Do they truly fear Summoners so much?

Elian stumbled over to where his spear had clattered onto the ground, but one of the demons made it there first, blocking his way. There were still six live ones. He’d only killed one of them in that initial strike.

Six demons surrounding him, and he was unarmed.

Elian pushed more and more essence through his body, trying to heal his wound as swiftly as he could.

I am full-marked.

I am a Summoner.

I am a prodigy.

He gripped the handle of his shield tight. He’d used up Flame’s energy rather quickly with all the strength he’d been pulling from it, and all the fire affinity too. Even so, he still had roughly two thirds of the reserve remaining.

I can do this.

The wound in his ankle healed just enough to give him solid footing, even if doing so hurt like hell. His injured shoulder was on the right, not the left, and it was his left hand that was holding his shield.

He smashed his shield into the chitter demon’s head.

Craaaaaaaaaaack!

The chitter demon died, its head caved in.

Elian snagged the spear from the ground and twirled it around himself, pushing the injured demons away. He activated Sight on the nearest of them, giving him better peripheral vision.

He could almost see three-hundred-and-sixty degrees around himself. His other leg became a little bit stronger, and he was able to hold a solid stance through the pain. Flame’s strength offset the venom’s weakness.

Elian struck out at the demon he’d taken sight from. One hit, and it died. He swiftly stepped away from a strike he saw coming a split second before the chitter in front of him died—he wouldn’t have been able to see it without the peripheral vision.

The vision which was now gone, meaning he missed another attack coming for him, one that cut down his right arm.

God damnit.

At least he had his spear back in his hands.

Three dead.

Elian couldn’t handle the demons crowding in around him. Another slashed into him. He felt the venom take a stronger hold of him. One of his legs threatened to buckle.

He screamed. With that scream, a stream of fire shot forth and washed over the chitter demons in front of him. He moved his head left to right, covering all of them. The demons had been injured by his flames already.

One more of them died.

Four down, only three left.

Except Elian was getting weaker and weaker. The skills he had at his disposal, along with circulating his essence… it simply wasn’t enough.

He activated Sight and stole the vision from another of these bastard spider demons. With the peripheral vision, he was able to see an opening. He ran for it, creating a bit of distance between him and the injured enemies. The two demons remaining that still had sight came for him.

Even injured they were able to run faster on eight legs than he managed on two. He only had to turn his head slightly to see them running after him.

The third chitter demon that still lived hadn’t gone after him. It was stumbling around, blind, and knocked straight into a wall.

I can do this, Elian thought. I have to.

But he was burning through Flame’s energy just to keep standing—and running was eating through it even more.

He might have enough for one more stream of fire. Then, when it was gone, his body would grow weak because of the venom.

And what if more chitter demons came?

He made it back to the saltsteel door and slammed his shield against it. “Marc! Josie! Open the door!” Being this close to it, he could feel it burning his skin once more.

Elian didn’t want to ask them for help. He didn’t want to need it. They’d thrown him out here to fend for himself like he was nothing.

But he didn’t know what other choice he had.

The two chitters made it to him. He whirled around. Slammed his spear into one of them.

It died.

Two left.

But he’d opened himself up with that attack. It had been a frantic lunge. It had lacked technique—he hadn’t been training long enough to perform a good spear lunge yet.

If only I’d had more time on the training yards. More time with Master Larson. More time sparring…

Maybe then he’d be strong enough.

The chitter demon hit him straight in the stomach. Every single one of its many dozens of eyes glowed a fierce green. It hissed and shrieked as it moved closer, its fangs right in his face.

Elian felt a surge of weakness as even more venom entered him. He couldn’t stand. He couldn’t do a damned thing.

But there was still some energy from Flame left.

He opened his mouth and shot another stream of fire out. It exhausted the rest of the energy—but it killed the demon.

Flame was ejected from Elian’s heart tree once more, and without him, Elian’s body weakened further.

With one chitter demon remaining alive, and who knew how many more probably on their way, Elian lost consciousness.


Chapter 38

Elian heard a growling noise, and the creak of a door opening on ancient, rusted hinges.

The growling, he knew, was coming from Flame. He could feel the warmth of the demon standing by him, but he couldn’t get close enough to him—something was stopping it.

The saltsteel door.

When Elian had fallen unconscious, he’d been slouched back on the metal. Flame couldn’t come close enough to help him.

“Is he… is he dead?”

It was a woman’s voice. One he knew, though in the haze of venom attacking his body and mind, his thoughts moved sluggishly. It took him too long to realise who it must be.

Then it clicked.

Josie.

The woman who’d locked him out here.

“He’s still breathing,” Marc said. His voice was devoid of emotion. At least, it was until he spoke next. “Dead gods… how many are there?”

“Twelve…” Josie said, after a moment of silence. “He killed twelve chitter demons, by himself!”

“No,” Marc said. “Not by himself.”

Flame snarled at the two of them, but the hellhound didn’t move any closer. He couldn’t. Elian didn’t know whether to urge the demon forward or to tell it to calm down. What felt like a minute ago, these people had been his friends.

Now, they were his enemy.

But he couldn’t survive out here without them—not in his current condition. Not if the demons kept on coming. Not with his wurm out of commission.

There was a chittering sound, coming from down the tunnel. More demons.

More demons were on their way.

Elian had already fought so many of them. He was weak. Far too weak to take on more demons.

Flame, on the other hand, seemed stronger than he had been when he’d entered Elian’s heart tree. It looked as though the Assimilation skill had done exactly what he’d hoped it would—it had healed the demon of its wounds.

That’s good to know… shame I won’t be able to use it again.

He didn’t want to admit defeat. Didn’t want to die. But his life was squarely in the hands of two people who now hated him because of what he was, and one of them had already despised him because of where he was from.

“More are coming,” Marc said.

“We should leave him out here. He can’t survive another attack.” Josie’s voice was flat. Her words cut into him.

Elian tried to move, but all he managed was a weak groan. His essence was still circulating through his body. He could feel it fighting the venom. It had abandoned his wounds for now, meaning they weren’t yet fully healed.

He had a feeling he’d be able to heal the venom in his body, given time.

But time was something he didn’t possess.

“No,” Marc said. “We bring him in.”

“What!?” Josie snapped. “He’s a Summoner!”

Marc ignored her. Elian felt a strong hand grab his shoulder. Felt himself being dragged through the door. The saltsteel didn’t hurt him this time. Flame was no longer assimilated with him.

The demon would be safe, outside the saltsteel door—he wouldn’t be attacked by other demons unless they attacked him first.

Stay, Elian willed, as Flame snarled and growled ever louder, hackles raised, looking as though he was going to storm straight into a room that would kill him. Don’t come after me.

The demon listened, but it did not quieten.

Marc let go of Elian once he’d pulled him across the threshold. The saltsteel door slammed behind him.

A howl sounded, echoing through the tunnels.

“Why did you do that?” Josie asked. “Why did you save him? He’s a Summoner!”

Marc slid the deadlock shut on the saltsteel door. He didn’t say a word.

“Marc, are you listening to me? Do you intend to take him back to the academy with us? Because he’ll just be executed!”

Elian felt his body slowly healing. He couldn’t sit up yet, however. He wouldn’t be able to fight these two.

“We couldn’t just let him die out there,” Marc said, his voice barely above a whisper. “It wouldn’t have been right.”

Josie looked dumbfounded. Confused. “You saw what he did—he… he summoned a demon right from his body! It shot out of his chest!” Her eyes were wide, filled with fear. “Dead gods, he must be full-marked! That’s how he survived outside the walls—hell, he probably summoned the demons that attacked the wagon himself!”

“I…” Elian coughed. Talking was hard. Too hard. Blood poured from his lips as it felt like he was coughing out his lungs. “Didn’t.” He coughed again. “Do. That.”

Josie turned on him. The fear in her eyes transformed to anger. “You’re a Summoner. Why should we believe are word you’ve said?”

Elian stared up at Josie, blinking. This woman had been nothing but kind to him, while most of the other students had treated him like crap or like some sort of oddity.

And now…

Marc rounded on Josie. “If it wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t have gotten out of that tunnel alive!”

Josie scoffed, crossed her arms at her chest, and turned around. “You’re defending a Summoner?”

Marc took a deep breath. He was shaking with rage. Why was the man so angry? Elian couldn’t understand. “Did you not see what happened back there? The wurm that would have killed us, yet miraculously fled? And then it came back… and attacked its kin? Do you think that happened by accident?”

“You… knew…?” Elian said. Saying the words was a struggle, but he managed to get them out.

Marc glanced at him. “I didn’t know. But… I knew something strange was going on. You, surviving out there…” He shook his head. “It had to be more than dumb luck. And when I saw you fight, I knew it wasn’t that.”

“Does it matter?” Josie asked. “Whether he saved us or not, he’s a Summoner. Summoners aren’t allowed to live. It’s the law. You saw that for yourself two days ago when Reena died.”

“Don’t you speak her name.” Marc shut his eyes. Shook his head. “She didn’t deserve to die!”

Josie looked taken aback. More shocked than she had been when a demon had burst from Elian’s chest. “What the hell are you saying?”

“She was my cousin, Josie! You know that! That girl was the sweetest, kindest, most innocent person you’ll ever meet! And she died because, why? Some full-marked from the past made a mistake?”

His… cousin? I thought she was Hylan’s cousin? Is he related to Hylan, too?

“I can’t believe you’re saying this. Has he cast some enchantment on you? Did you get struck on the head in the last fight and forget to heal the damage to your brain? They didn’t just make a mistake—they brought the demon hordes to this world!”

“And you would blame everyone for the same act? Even people who were not yet born? You would do this and you would call it fair?”

“A sympathiser. You, Marc, of all people, can’t tell me you’re a dirty sympathiser!”

“His powers can be used for the Valley of Auld, Josie. Think of all we could accomplish if we had a full-marked fighting for us.” Marc pointed at the door, jabbed his index finger at it. “You saw what happened out there!”

Elian slowly felt his strength returning to him. He didn’t know what to do—didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t believe his eyes—or, well, his ears.

Marc, whom had treated him like trash when they’d first met, was defending him? If anything, Elian would have thought of the two it would have been Josie who would have done that—not that he had expected either of them to.

“You know there are people in the families who are advocating for a stop to the executions,” Marc said.

Josie shook her head. “That’s a rumour.”

“It’s not.” Marc took a step toward her. With how angry he looked, how red his face was, it looked like a threatening move. Elian wasn’t sure if the man intended for that or not. “It’s not a rumour. My father sits on the High Counsel. He tells me these things. Hears all the whispers.” Marc titled his head to the side. “He does some of the whispering himself.”

“The gods are dead for a reason, Marc. They had their turn ruling things, and they ruined the world.”

Elian felt as though he’d be able to sit up now. He didn’t. He stayed down. The last thing he wanted was for them to see him as a threat. No matter what Marc was saying, Josie clearly still wanted him dead. Though she wasn’t doing anything to make that happen.

At least, not yet.

“You saw what he did. You saw all the dead demons out there. He’s got barely any training, and he managed to take out twelve chitter demons. He took control of a wurm! Maybe, if we had him, we could turn back the tide. We could actually make a difference instead of just hiding behind these walls!”

“You sound like your father,” Josie said. “These walls are what has been keeping our people safe for hundreds of years. Pushing back the horde is impossible!”

“And you sound like a coward! We have been saying it’s impossible for hundreds of years, but when have we truly tried?” Marc spat back.

He turned. His eyes watered. A tear fled down his cheek.

“Reena didn’t deserve to die. She didn’t know what she was. She didn’t choose it.” Marc faced Elian. “Why do you think I was so angry with you, that day, when I saw you sitting there after my cousin died? We all thought she would be thrice-marked. She was of the House Rakan! She deserved her place at the academy. Then… she died. And you turned up, some nobody from the Lower Town. It felt like you were… were taking her spot.” He shook his head. Clamped his eyes shut as though he were trying to stop the tears from coming.

“I should have done something to save her. I just stood there. I did nothing.” Marc knelt down, close to Elian. “I don’t know if you deserve to be at the academy, Elian, but I do know that you don’t deserve to die for something you didn’t choose.”


Chapter 39

The saltsteel room was filled with a heavy silence. Josie stood to one side, leaning against a wall, her arms crossed at her chest. Marc stood at the other, by the door, as though he were guarding it.

There was still venom from the chitter demons in Elian’s veins, but it wasn’t near as much as it had been before, and his wounds had mostly healed. He could sit up, even stand—maybe fight, if he had to.

All he did, however, was sit up.

No one had spoken for at least the last ten minutes. Elian was aware his position here was precarious. Marc had advocated for him. Josie had not. They were still hours away from someone realising they were trapped down here. From someone realising Mistress Rakan and her three top, first-year students hadn’t returned from their journey into the caves.

But when they did notice, and they came to rescue them, Josie would talk.

She would tell them what Elian was, and—just as she’d said—he would be executed at the academy.

It would be him hanging from that rope. It didn’t matter if Marc wanted him to live. He wouldn’t be able to stop it.

So Elian forced himself to stand through the pain he felt.

Marc looked at him but didn’t say anything. He’d been quiet since his outburst. Perhaps the man didn’t know what to say.

Elian wasn’t really sure what to say either.

He walked, a little unsteadily because of the venom still in his system, over to Josie.

The woman glared daggers into him, but she did not pick up her spear. That was a good sign, he hoped.

“Why do you hate me?” Elian asked.

“You’re a summoner. You came to the academy and you lied about who you were.”

Elian nodded slowly. He was trying to put himself in her shoes. It was a difficult thing for him to do. Instead, he put himself in the shoes of his former self—the one who hadn’t known he was marked, let alone full-marked.

Would he have hated a Summoner, if he ever came across one?

I would have been afraid.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Elian said. “I’m not a threat to you.”

Josie scoffed. “Why should I believe a word you say when you’ve been hiding what you are? Pretending to be one of us? I don’t know how the headmistress didn’t see through you, but everyone will know soon.”

Elian tilted his head to the side. “I should have been honest about what I was? Where would that have gotten me?”

“You should have stayed outside the walls with the demons. That’s where you belong—you’re practically one of them.”

Elian shut his eyes. This wasn’t working. Though she hadn’t attacked him—at least, with nothing but words. He opened his eyes again and stared at her. “If you tell them what I am, they’ll kill me.”

“Good,” Josie said. “As they should.” The venom in her words hurt him almost as much as the chitter demons’ venom did. “I was nice to you. I wasted my time being nice to a filthy Summoner.”

Elian sighed. He turned around. Walked back to the other side of the room, where Marc was. When he’d told the miners what he was… things had turned out differently.

He supposed he’d gotten lucky, then.

He hadn’t expected Marc to be on his side—to have defended him—but now that he had… he saw the future he wanted at the academy back within his grasp.

“You won’t convince her,” Marc said. “We’ve been taught to hate Summoners our entire lives.”

“Then why don’t you hate me?” Elian asked.

Marc looked at him. “There really are people out there who think the executions are a mistake. My father…” He glanced over at Josie, then whispered. “My father is one of them. He’s never been one for the rules.”

Elian looked over at Josie. “They’ll kill me, when they find out what I am.”

“I know,” Marc said. “Just like they killed my cousin.”

Elian swallowed. “I don’t know that I can survive out there. The demons… I think they’re attracted to me.”

“Hmm.” Marc’s brow furrowed in thought. “I was wondering why they were so aggressive.”

“It’s my fault we’re in this mess. My fault the demons killed Mistress Rakan.”

Marc stared at him. “Did you summon them to you?”

Elian shook his head. “No.”

“Then I don’t see how it can be your fault. Demons have always been attracted to marked. It’s just the way of the world. You’re… stronger.” It seemed to pain him to say that. “Maybe that’s why. But you can’t blame yourself for her death. Did you even know it would happen? That the demons were attracted to you?”

Elian shook his head again.

He was struggling to believe his ears. Marc hadn’t just defended him, now he was telling him it wasn’t his fault?

“I’m sorry about your cousin,” Elian said.

“Thank you.” Marc swallowed. “You’re the first person to say that to me.”

Elian looked at the door. He took a step toward it.

Marc frowned. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving,” Elian said. “If I can’t change her mind… why should I stay?”

Though the bond lines that connected him to Flame and the wurm were fainter inside the saltsteel room, he could still feel them out there. Flame was by the door on the other side, just far enough away that he wouldn’t be wounded by the salt.

The wurm was farther away, still underground, but Elian could sense that it was fully healed now.

It felt like it had taken hours for that wurm to heal, but really, it hadn’t been all that long. An hour, maybe. Not much more than that.

“You’ll die if you go out there,” Marc said.

“I’ll die if I stay in here,” was all Elian could think to say in response.

“Josie.” Marc kicked off the wall he’d been leaning against and strode across the room.

Josie grabbed her spear and shield. She didn’t point her spear at Marc, but she held it up in front of her defensively, and she definitely looked ready to fight.

Marc raised his hands. “What, now you think I’m a threat? We’ve known each other all our lives. Do you really think I would hurt you? Do you think that little of me?”

Josie lowered her spear slightly. Her shield arm swayed down to her side. “I don’t know what to think.”

“Josie, you know me.”

“I thought I did.” The woman jutted her chin over at Elian, without her gaze falling on him. “Then I find you’re a sympathiser. I don’t have to tell the headmistress about this. If you change your mind,” Josie said. “I won’t tell her you tried to defend him. I know you must be hurt over losing Reena.”

Marc scowled. “Aren’t you? She was your friend.”

Josie looked away. The fear, the anger, it was still in her eyes, but there was something else there too—hurt, maybe. Or sadness. “She was a Summoner. There’s nothing we could have done.”

“That’s a load of crap,” Marc said. “Something could have been done. It has been this way for hundreds of years because no one has fought it.”

“And do you really think it should be fought?”

Elian stood on the sidelines, on the other side of the saltsteel room. Once more they were speaking about him as though he wasn’t even there. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that, really, but these two had clearly known each other all their lives. It didn’t feel like a conversation he should be a part of, even though it was his life that was hanging in the balance.

Marc said she won’t change her mind, yet here he is trying to do just that.

“I’m not the only one with secrets,” Marc said.

Josie blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“I know about your mother.”

Josie took a step back. “My mother?” Her voice sounded different. Drained of emotion, or perhaps just… weaker. “What do you know of my mother?”

“My father said he was surprised, when your father married a markless, even if she did have a strong bloodline.”

Elian blinked, looking between the two. He didn’t know anything about Josie’s mother. She was markless? Was that the secret? He’d have thought both of Josie’s parents would have had marks, considering she was thrice-marked and from one of the strongest families in the Peaks.

“My father married for love. There are plenty of markless in the Peaks. Not… not everyone is as blessed as we are.”

“Your mother isn’t markless, Josie,” Marc said. Where there had been venom in Josie’s voice before, there was now venom in his. Whatever was going on, he was mad about it. “I know she’s marked. My father found out her little secret. That she hid what she was because she was afraid. Because she didn’t want to fight.”

Marc took a step forward, his anger flaring once more.

“Because she was a coward. How do you think the High Council, the crown, would react, if they discovered that little secret of hers, hmm? To think, someone would hide being marked all because they didn’t want to fight for the valley? All because they didn’t want to do their duty! I could see someone from the Lower Town doing such a thing, but someone from the Peaks? Your entire family would be disgraced, and you know, it isn’t only Summoners who get executed around here. It’s treason to refuse the call.”

Elian was dumbstruck. Josie’s mother was… hiding what she was? That she was marked? It felt so baffling to him that that was even something someone would do, when all his life all he ever wanted was to be marked.

He hadn’t bargained on being full-marked.

Be careful what you wish for.

Josie looked pale. “You wouldn’t dare.”

There was a glint in Marc’s eye. “So it’s true. My father only ever suspected…”

“You… you were bluffing? You didn’t know for sure?”

“No, I didn’t. But now I do.” Marc stood at his full height, looking down his nose at her. “I don’t want to do this to you, Josie. I don’t even want to do this to your mother, even if she is a coward. Even if she, unlike my cousin, deserves it. But if you tell them what he is, I’ll tell them what she is.”

“You really are your father’s son, aren’t you?” Josie said.

That seemed to hit Marc like a physical blow. “I am what I have to be. The world isn’t going to change on its own.” Marc crossed his arms. There was a hint of a smile on the side of his lips, as though he knew he had won this.

Elian’s heart raced. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Marc was blackmailing Josie into helping him keep his secret. There was a chance, here. A chance for him to return to the academy after he’d thought all was lost.

It would be more dangerous than before, with two people—three, including Baylin—aware of what he was. But if Marc and Josie kept his secret—even if the latter only did it to keep her mother alive—maybe this could work.

Maybe he could return.

“So tell me, Josie, do you value your mother’s life enough to let Elian keep his?” Marc asked.

Josie gripped her spear so tightly it looked like she was ready to stab him with it. “You can’t tell a secret if you’re dead, Marc.”

Marc raised an eyebrow. “Would you really kill me? Do you even think you can?”

“We’ve always been evenly matched.” The wooden shaft of her spear creaked under her grip. “I think I have a good chance.”

“We’ve never fought with our marked skills before.” Marc stepped aside, nodded over at Elian. “And last time I checked, it’s two against one.”

Elian didn’t want to fight. Didn’t want to hurt Josie. But if she attacked them… if he didn’t have a choice…

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born…

Dead gods, sometimes he hated those words. This was what Cael had told him to do—to kill to keep his secret.

Not just to keep my secret—but to survive.

“No one has to die,” Elian said, speaking up for the first time since Marc had stepped over to Josie. “You don’t have to fight. You don’t have to do anything. Just… don’t talk. Please. Don’t tell anyone what I am. I’m not what you think I am, Josie. I’m not a threat, and I’m certainly not evil. I want to fight for the valley—for the crown. I want to use my powers for good!”

Josie’s hands shook.

Her gaze darted between the two of them, uncertainty bleeding into it.

Does she really want me dead so much that she’ll risk her own life?

Elian didn’t pick up his weapon. He didn’t threaten her. Marc had done enough of that for the both of them. He didn’t want this to be purely a decision of survival for her—just as he didn’t want his will to survive to drive him to kill someone who was just trying to do what she believed was right.

Even if that belief would have me executed…

Okay, so he was a little shaky on how he really felt about that, but he did know he didn’t want this woman to die. He thought that in time, he could change her mind.

And if what Marc had said was right, that there were those in the families that wished the executions of summoners to end… then maybe there was a chance for him to be himself in the valley, even if it came years from now, after he’d proven himself.

It was a lofty goal, wanting to push back the demons, wanting to save the valley from its isolation. Wanting to reclaim the world for humanity.

But it was a good goal, a righteous one—and it was one he wished to pursue.

Josie shouted. It was more of a grunt, really. Of wild frustration. She raised her spear, her shield. Elian saw Marc brace himself. Elian was a split second away from stealing the woman’s sight and using Borrow Trait to pull power from one of his blood-bonded demons.

But Josie didn’t attack. Instead, she threw down her spear and shield. They both clattered on the saltsteel floor. The fear in her eyes was gone—it was clear she didn’t think they would kill her where she stood. Which was good, because it was the last thing he would ever want to do.

Marc remained standing there for an extra beat. It almost looked like he would attack.

But he didn’t either. He lowered his sword, though he didn’t sheathe it yet.

“Thank you,” Elian said. “You won’t regret this.”

Josie glared daggers at him. “I’m not so sure that’s true.”

“You made the right choice, Josie,” Marc said. “You know it’s better to have me and my family on your side, rather than against you. If you keep his secret, I promise we’ll keep yours.”

Marc stepped away from the woman. Turned his back on her. His face was hard, like it was carved from marble. A muscle in his cheek twitched. Elian wondered if the man would have gone through with it—if he would have really killed her over this. He also wondered how the man felt. Marc and Josie had known each other since they were children, and here he was, standing before her, threatening not only her mother’s life, but her own life too.

Looking at Josie, at Marc, he realised he really knew nothing of these people, and he knew nothing of the Peaks. Of the High Council. The families. Any of it.

Maybe Marc could help guide him.

“Thank you, Marc,” Elian said. “You didn’t have to do that for me… I thought—I thought I was dead out there.”

Marc stepped up to him and stood close, lowering his head. “Things are going to change for you, Elian. I believe once we return from to the academy that my father will wish to sponsor your training, he might even wish to mentor you himself outside of school hours, as he does for me.” Something flashed in Marc’s eyes. Elian couldn’t tell what it was, but it sure looked like pain. “I’m doing you a favour here, by keeping your secret—by encouraging Josie to do the same.

“I’m also taking a risk. Just remember, that my father’s sponsorship, his mentorship, and us keeping your secret? It won’t come for free. Once my father knows what you are, and I believe the only way that either of us can keep this a secret is by telling him, he will want to use you for his own ends. I hope I have made the right decision here. Because if not… we both might live only long enough to regret it.”

Elian didn’t know what to say.

He was returning to the academy—the academy he’d barely gotten a chance to experience, but knew he wished to remain at. After he thought all was lost. After he thought the future he had in his mind had been snatched from him…

It was all coming back.

But it was coming with a cost, one he could admit he didn’t fully understand.

One of the most powerful marked in the Valley of Auld—someone on the very High Council itself—might very well become his mentor and sponsor his training.

And Elian wasn’t even sure what that would entail.

He will want to use you for his own ends.

But he knew he was soon about to find out.

The End of Book Two

Connect with Todd Herzman:

Patreon - https://www.patreon.com/toddherzman

Discord - https://discord.gg/KsSneGYDPj

Facebook Page - https://www.facebook.com/ToddHerzmanAuthor

~

If you’re looking for some good places on the internet to chat about books like mine, check out the Facebook groups below:

Progression Fantasy

LitRPG Books

Cultivation novels

GameLit Society

Also by Todd Herzman

Accidental Champion (A LitRPG Adventure)

Accidental Champion (Book One)

Accidental Champion (Book Two)

Surgecaller (Progression Fantasy)

Oathbound (Book One)

Knighthood (Book Two)

Honourbound (Book Three)

Champion (Book Four)

Legendary (Book Five)

Immortality (Book Six)

Celestial (Book Seven)

Soulblade (Book Eight)

Creation (Book Nine)

Hack, Slash & Burn (A LitRPG Fantasy)

Hack, Slash & Burn 1

Hack, Slash & Burn 2

Hack, Slash & Burn 3

Hollow Fate

The Seeker and the Sword (A Hollow Fate Novella)

A Dark Inheritance (Hollow Fate Book One)

A Darkness Beckons (Hollow Fate Book Two)

A Darker World (Hollow Fate Book Three)

Short Works

The King’s Assassin: A Fantasy Novelette

The Dreamer: A Fantasy Novelette

Seed of Humanity: A Short Story

Thomas Godfrey Breaks Time: A Short Story

Outside: A Short Story

cover.jpeg
\ d
A
=

w| AST

SUMMODNER

BOOK TWO

W






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




