
        
            
                
            
        

    

Contents



	Dedication

	Map

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Epilogue

	The End







  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  





















To those who stayed.







[image: ]










CHAPTER ONE










DECLAN TRULY WAS a terrible gardener. 


From the day he took up the position of assistant groundskeeper at Croveus Manor, not a lilac, daisy, or rhododendron under his care could be coaxed into anything but a wilted shell of its former self. It wasn’t for lack of trying. He’d read every book and manual on the topic in the manor’s extensive library, and he even regularly attempted the growth cantrips described therein. 


Declan knew, of course, they wouldn’t be any use to him—they even seemed to make the plants die faster, but he was determined to try, and he could almost imagine the feeling of drained exhaustion famously associated with spell-casting. 


Despite the shared animosity between Declan and most plant life, estate groundskeeper Thaddeus Thern insisted on making use of the teen. In the face of his apprentice’s repeated failure to cultivate even a blade of grass, the aging groundskeeper simply placed a dirt-stained hand on the boy’s shoulder, flashed a toothy grin, and remarked, “It seems, my boy, that you’re a born weed killer!” 


And so he was. Weeds Declan pulled grew back far slower and far weaker than Thern had ever seen. Indeed, Declan was too good at pulling weeds; in a half day’s work he could clear out every single one on the manor’s expansive grounds, returning him to his previous dilemma: with no weeds left to kill, Thern had no use for him. 


Most days he was left to wander the estate, exploring the adjacent woods or voraciously making his way through the manor’s library. Some days he was delegated to assisting the cook in the kitchens—a job he took to far better than gardening, but that unfortunately also had little for him to do. On rare days, such as the fateful 48th of Spring in the year 924, Thern sent Declan into town.


For the most part these trips were simple, if exhausting affairs. Every once in a while the old groundskeeper would send Declan down the hill upon which the manor perched and into the bustling town of Red’s Crossing. The seventeen-year-old was then to stop at a nearby farm to pick up an order of sod or fertilizer, which he would then have to mount onto his gaunt frame to lug back up the aforementioned hill. 


It was thus a great relief when—on the 48th of Spring—Master Thern informed Declan that this particular errand was not for an order of fertilizer, but a simple handful of exotic seeds from a traveling merchant in the town square. And so it was that Declan found himself with a rare smile on his face as he descended into the village, not only due to the relatively negligible weight of his future cargo, but also in the knowledge that a trip further into the bustling village would serve as the perfect excuse to spend an afternoon with his friends from a former life. 


Declan spotted his old group the moment he stepped into the town square. They weren’t easy to miss. In their fine clothes and bright colors, the sons of the town’s elite were crowding around some sort of spectacle. As he approached, Declan saw flashes of red light emanating from the center of the cluster, and he winced upon realizing Charlie would have been awakened by now. 


When the gardener got close enough to peak over the heads of the other teenagers, the flame dancing around Charlie’s fingers confirmed his suspicions. Fire. Why did he have to get fire of all things? His mood crushed, Declan turned to skulk away when Dewie’s aggressive baritone rang throughout the square: “Well if it isn’t the nuller bastard!”


Declan froze and turned to meet eight unexpectedly hostile stares. “Hey guys,” he timidly replied, “i…it’s been a while, how has everyone been?”


“Hey look, Charlie,” chimed in the snide voice of Edward—the physician’s son, “the nuller thinks he’s still worth our time.” The group echoed with a brief laugh.


“You know, boys, I think he is,” Charlie replied, filling Declan with short-lived hope, “after all, he did lie about his rank all these years. I think we’re owed an apology.” 


Declan’s already pale face blanched. “But I didn’t do anything wrong,” he defended himself, “I—I didn’t know any more than you did!”


“That doesn’t sound like an apology to me,” sneered Charlie. He took a step towards the cowering Declan, and paused a moment to stare down at his open hand. Curious, Declan peered down as well before jumping back when Charlie’s hand came alight in a burst of flame. “You know, I’ve really been dying to test this out.”


Declan ran.


It wasn’t long before he heard the clatter of eight pairs of feet giving chase. Declan’s heart pounded as jeers of “A nuller and a coward!” and “Get the bastard!” rang out behind him. He’d been surrounded by these boys since leaving the cradle; the gardener knew well enough Dewie and Edward were well faster than he. 


I’ll have to lose them, he thought, ducking into a vaguely familiar alley. Having grown up in the Manor, Declan may not have known Red’s Crossing as well as his pursuers, but he should’ve known better than to turn down this particular path. Panic taking over rational thought, Declan didn’t realize his mistake until he had almost run headlong into the wall that now blocked his path. Heart sinking, he slowly turned to meet his pursuers. 


Dewie and Edward were already there, blocking the only path of escape. It took but a moment before the others arrived, and only a heartbeat later Charlie strode into the alley, both hands now flickering with flame. Charlie passed the group to approach Declan. “I think it’s right time we show what we do to liars and cowards here in Red’s Crossing.”


His pale frame pressed to the wall behind him, Declan could do nothing but watch as Charlie slowly moved down the alleyway. His fear mounted, joined by the latent anger he held towards his lying mother and cruel former father. Everything he was had been taken from him. His house. His father. His rank. His magic. And now his friends had turned against him. 


As Charlie gripped his shirt with a burning hand, as the flames painfully licked at Declan’s chest, his heart burned with a different fire. It was in the moment Charlie pulled back his other hand to strike that Declan made a decision. Weak, frail, magic-less Declan chose not to take it lying down. 


While Charlie channeled his flames, Declan reached down to something he’d been told was never there. To something that had been a part of him his whole life, but that neither he, nor the Towers’ esteemed magus, nor even the great Lord Croveus could detect. As Charlie’s flaming hand flew towards Declan’s face, Declan reached within, and pushed. 


In the days that followed the incident, witnesses would claim the rogue Declan did something, but nobody could say exactly what. They would claim that in one moment the boy had been peacefully talking with his friends, and the next Charlie was writhing on the ground, skin bright red and in immense pain, but otherwise visibly unharmed. 


It was evident no spell had been cast—the hum of mana was missing from the air, and nobody had seen a spell in motion. What truly confounded the investigators, however, was that whatever Declan did seemed to pass right through the magistrate’s son and afflict the pair behind him as well, grounding both Edward and Dewie. 


In the chaos that followed, the bastard had managed to slip away, and by the time word of the incident reached the manor up on the hill, Declan was long gone. 



* * *


Approximately one year, four months, and twenty-two days ago, Declan Croveus was given the day off from his regular studies on politics, governance, and introductory magical theory, to receive a visit from Magus Penten—instructor and representative of the Pinnacle Towers. Yes, those Pinnacle Towers. 


As with all the other 16-year-old lordlings, Magus Penten had been dispatched to awaken and evaluate the budding magical talent in the young Declan. The evaluation part was supposed to be a formality. After all, magical blood runs strong, and of course the son of the great General Lord Frederick Croveus II would inherit at least a portion of his father’s rare talent. 


As Declan’s father lead the visitor through the halls of the manor, the Magus pulled a device from his pocket and explained the process to the lordling. 


“As I’m sure your tutors have explained by now, dormant mana exists in most living things. This device here sends a burst of mana at 750 Bouls—that’s violet mana by the way—directly into your mana pool. This accomplishes two goals. First, upon being introduced to external mana, the dormant mana within a person’s core becomes active, reacting to naturally block the intrusion. 


"We refer to this as ‘awakening,’ as your dormant mana is now ‘awake’ and able to be channeled into spells. The second result is the original beam of mana gets refracted back at the device, which reads the frequency of the ricochet. Different frequencies of mana within your core will distort the original burst of mana in different ways, and we can measure the change to determine the exact frequency and strength of your personal mana.” 


Declan had of course read all about the procedure many times—being awakened was the first step in every young noble’s life. However, he was well aware the Magus was likely to be one of his instructors at the Pinnacle Towers, and, scared of offending the powerful man, Declan simply nodded along to the unnecessary lesson. 


The lordling was of course nervous, but his father’s confidence helped keep him calm. He wasn’t as much scared of being a weak mage, the magical prowess of both his parents almost guaranteed him strength. For the most part Declan was just excited to learn where his talents lied. It was no secret that both he and the Lord Croveus wished for him to become a powerful fire mage and follow the footsteps of his father to a military career. 


The three arrived at one of the manor’s lavish sun rooms, and Lord Croveus sat as the magus instructed Declan to remove his shirt. Once done, Magus Penten leveled the arcane device—resembling a metal wand inscribed with runes stuck halfway through the base of a bowl—at Declan’s bare chest. 


After a moment’s focus, the wand lit with a violet glow, before a small burst of light shot from the tip into Declan’s chest…and nothing bounced back out. 


The Magus’s eyes widened, and Lord Croveus stood with a look of mild annoyance. “It would seem, esteemed Magus, that your device has failed. Perhaps my son is so strong his mana simply dismantled your probe!” 


“I assure you that is not possible. Far more likely the boy’s mana is of a similar frequency as the test burst and could just absorb the weak blast. Fear not, I have a second device in a lower frequency.” 


A violet mage, Declan was disappointed. As excited as he would be to study the complexities of information magic, his heart was set on combat. Putting down the first wand, the Magus pulled out a similar device—for the life of him Declan knew not how Penten could tell the difference between the two. 


The Magus took a few steps closer, lining up his aim, while Lord Croveus moved to the side to get a better view. Again, the Magus focused and again the wand lit up, this time a dull green glow. Once again a burst of mana shot from the device, and once again Declan watched as it entered his chest and did not return. This time however, both men could see the area behind the teenager, and this time, it was not surprise that came across the Magus’s face, but pity. 


“Can you confirm you also witnessed the result?” The Magus asked. 


“You mean that it fucking passed right through him?” The general replied. Declan froze. While violet magic certainly was no fire, he hadn’t read of any kind of mage that magic could pass right through. 


“As rare as it is, this nevertheless is a recorded phenomenon. The only way for two different frequencies of mana to pass through a body like this-“


“My boy is no weakling!” Frederick interrupted. 


“I’m afraid it’s not a matter of strength, my lord,” the magus continued. “There’s nothing there.” 


Declan’s heart pounded as the words reverberated through his head. There’s nothing there. He collapsed more than sat into the plush chair behind him, looking up at his proud father for comfort, but there was none to be found. The look on Frederick’s face turned from one of shock to one of rage, and finally, to one of stone. 


“Magus,” Frederick uttered coldly, “I’d like to extend you my gratitude, for your timely visit, and for finally putting an old fear of mine to rest. Dry roads and fair speed on your return journey. Boy, come with me.” 


The Magus gave a look of pity to the frightened lordling before standing, and with a turn that sent his viridescent cloak billowing out behind him, swiftly making his exit. Declan kept his seat for a moment, paralyzed by the news he’d just heard. 


He had to be a mage! His whole life up to this point had been in preparation to go study at the Pinnacle Towers. Magic theory had even been his strongest subject! The teen unfortunately had no opportunity to muse over this discovery. He knew his father’s battle face when he saw it, and he knew from the faint trails of smoke drifting in the air behind the general as he strode out of the room that despite the cold exterior, the fire in his blood burned hot. Declan hopped to his feet, and scurried to catch up to the man.


The pair walked in silence through the suddenly cold manor. Declan had read about the manaless once. Without the natural mana that supported all life, they grew frail and sickly, usually dying young of some disease or other. While the lordling certainly matched the outward appearance with his gaunt frame and pale skin, in all his 16 years he had never once fallen ill. 


Lost in his thoughts, Declan almost collided with his father as the general stopped to throw open the door in front of him, revealing the Lady Croveus knitting alone in her quarters. 


While he’d received the angular face and slim frame of his father, Declan’s pale complexion and jet-black hair came from The Lady Helena Croveus. Unlike Declan, the woman was sickly. She spent most days indoors making the needleworks that crowded the Manor’s walls. Today was one such day.


“My love, how did the awakeni—“ the Lady began.


“The boy is a nuller, Helena. A fucking nuller.” The general interrupted, cracks appearing in his battle face. “There hasn’t been a single blooded Croveus in a millennia that wasn’t a fire mage, and you’ve managed to spawn a fucking nuller. So now, dear, you’re going to tell me the truth. Why is it after years of failing to conceive, it takes me being on campaign for a week for you to finally fall pregnant? Don’t feed me any of that shit about the night before I left being special, no true son of mine could turn out like that.” 


The hateful tone and derision in his voice froze both Declan and the Lady Helena, the former with fear and confusion, the later with shame. The man continued, “so who was he then? Whose brat have I been raising all these years? I want the truth this time.” The silence following the question was overbearing. It was in this moment that Declan noticed the tears running down his mother’s face, a second before feeling one on his own. 


“He…he was a nobody. A mundane. Some traveling poet who slept here a few days. I don’t even remember his name, I swear! I love you Frederick, and I always will.” 


The stone returned to the general’s face. “Thank you,” he simply stated, “for finally telling the truth.” Lord Croveus turned, and he left. 


And so they stood across the room, mother and son with tears in their eyes. A cocktail of emotions coursed through the boy; self-pity, confusion, fear, and rage fought for dominance as he stared at his crying mother. Silence. The feelings churned, each amplifying the others in turn. Nothing. Pity grappled with confusion, rage battled fear, and through it all Declan stood unmoving in the doorway. Helena was the first to speak.


“Declan—“


“You lying bitch,” the teen spat. For now, rage had won. Declan didn’t give his mother another chance to speak; instead he turned, and made his own exit.


Over the following days, Declan’s tutors were summarily dismissed, his rich clothes and other lordly possessions sold off, and his room converted into yet another set of guest quarters. Against Frederick’s wishes, Lady Helena arranged for the young Declan Croveus—now just Declan—to apprentice with Master Thern, the aging groundskeeper. 


Now stripped of his family, rank, belongings, and future, Declan found himself living on a cot in the back of the garden shed, learning the ropes of the craft. Unfortunately, Declan truly was a terrible gardener. 













CHAPTER TWO










DECLAN DASHED UP the hill to the manor in record speed. Fear and excitement fought for control as his heart pounded from both adrenaline and the exertion of the run. He’d cast a spell! Whatever strange kind of invisible magic that had been, it was definitely his; he could feel the mental fatigue he’d read was associated with spell casting.


Before his elation could take over, however, a second thought ran through his head: he’d attacked a noble! A minor one, certainly, but he wasn’t the young Lord Croveus anymore; the magistrate would surely have his head for this.


Arriving at the manor, he burst into the groundskeeper’s hut, thankful to see the old gardener wasn’t home. Declan hurriedly grabbed a pack off the floor and dashed to his cot before jamming his only remaining possessions—a set of spare clothes, a rough cloak, a basic knife, and 38 copper pieces (pay from his time as an apprentice)—into the pack.


Turning to go, he threw open the door and ran headlong into Master Thern.  The two collapsed to the ground in a heap, Declan profusely apologizing while he helped the old man regain his feet.  As he turned to go, a hand grabbed his wrist.


“Going somewhere are we?” Thern asked.  Declan tried to pull away but decades of working with his hands gave the groundskeeper a surprising strength.  “Best tell me what you’ve gotten yourself into, boy.”


And Declan did.  His voice taking on a nervous tone and cadence, the boy told his old master everything, from seeing Charlie’s fire in the square to the strange magic he’d used to defend himself.  Upon reaching the end of the story, Thern didn’t say a word, simply stepping forward to wrap Declan in bony hug, leaving his clothes even dirtier than they already were.  


“Wait here,” the gruff voice commanded.  Thern disappeared into the cottage, returning with an old waterskin. “You’ll need this.  Now you’ve been awakened I imagine you’ll want to train at a Tower. Waste of time if ya ask me.” He sighed. “It’ll ‘ave to be a small one if you don’t want to be found and hanged.”


Declan paused before taking the skin and thanking the man.  He hadn’t thought about where to go, just that he needed to run.  Finding a distant Tower to learn at did sound ideal though, so he figured he’d take the gardener’s advice.


“Thank you,” Declan hugged the man again. “For everything. Without you I don—“


“Bah, get on with it. You’re really doin’ a shit job of runnin’ away right now.”


“Uh—right. I—err—thanks.”


Pulling away, the fugitive took one last look at Master Thern. The curt groundskeeper had never seemed able to separate himself from the layer of dirt constantly coating his skeletal, calloused hands. He’d never been particularly polite or wise, or interesting, but he’d cared. And when nobody else had, it was all that mattered. 


A plan in mind, Declan turned and took the first steps of his journey—not out the gate, but towards the manor itself.  Ducking into a service entrance, the boy dashed through the halls, deftly avoiding the assorted servants who looked to him with both annoyance at his recklessness and pity at his appearance. 


It took only a minute for Declan to arrive at his destination—a place where he had spent more time than even his own room—the estate’s library.  Bursting inside, Declan quickly confirmed it was empty as usual before making his way to one of the shelves and stuffing his pack with a few choice items.  


First was his copy of Cadwell’s Primer to Frequency Theory, the main textbook his magical theory tutor had used.  Next was Tales of the Towers: A History.  He’d need the map it contained if he ever wanted to find an obscure Tower he could hide at.  


Finally he grabbed Sir Mathos’ Field Guide II: Common Beasts.  It was a topic he hadn’t studied much, but the young fugitive knew how dangerous the frontiers could be, and he needed as much information as he could get. 


Pack now full, Declan took a last look around the familiar room. This he knew he would miss the most.  As he turned to go, he pondered making his way upstairs to say farewell to his mother, but before he could make a step, the tolling of bells echoed through the manor.  


They’ve reported me.  Suppressing the panic, Declan turned back the way he came, and sprinted from manor.  Turning again away from the front gate, Declan ran to an old oak tree he knew grew against the Southern wall.  He used to climb it to sneak out and meet his friends in the woods below, and now he did the same, not to join his friends, but to escape them.  


Landing roughly on the hard ground beyond the wall, Declan dashed down the hill, disappearing into the darkness of the forest.  No longer a Croveus, no longer a gardener, Declan the fugitive ran through the thick but familiar trees, escaping into the night.  



* * *


Once the clang of the bells had faded from ear shot, Declan stopped to collect himself.  He had no food, limited water, and currently no idea where he was going. Taking a moment, he sat on the cool ground beneath a towering pine and pulled Tales of the Towers from his pack.  


Flipping through to the map at the back, a faded image of Teralia appeared.  Though Red’s Crossing itself was absent from the old map, it didn’t take Declan long to find the Dern river, or more importantly, the spot said river exited the Southern Gindor Woods.  Overlooking the dozen or so more prominent surrounding towers, Declan found the nearest frontier tower to his approximated location to be yet further South and East—deep in the Icandian Plains.  


The sense of a destination did much to calm the newly minted fugitive.  The distance, not so much.  


Wilderness survival was not exactly one of Declan’s areas of expertise; his tutors under Lord Croveus justifiably expecting him never to travel without an entourage.  His worn cloak should be enough for the brisk Spring nights, and he could travel along the Dern for most of the trip, but food was another issue entirely. He’d have to find a place to buy some. 


The nearest town, Red’s Crossing, was of course not an option, but the boy remembered well the timber shipments coming up the Dern from Deiland’s Grove.  The small logging town ought to have some food for sale. A plan in mind, Declan stood, and, with a deep breath to calm himself, took the first real steps of his journey.  


Walking through the night, it didn’t take long to find the Dern.  Declan had grown up in the area after all, and the 40 foot river wasn’t exactly easy to miss.  Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately given the nature of his flight—there was no road along the banks, so the boy was forced to weave his way through the undergrowth.  


At least I’ve got some shade, the boy thought, well aware of his pale complexion.  He found such thoughts comforting. Compared to the constant fear of capture, or the confusing combination of elation, trepidation, and curiosity at his recent magical discovery, there was something strangely wondrous in the mundane.  


This is not to say Declan didn’t think, rethink, and overthink about the aforementioned topics. There is, after all, quite a lot of time for pondering when traveling alone. 


In his first day of travel, Declan came to the conclusion there must be something wrong with his magic.  Whatever he had done to Charlie and the others didn’t look or sound like any spell he had heard of. It didn’t look or sound like anything.  


The true source of the conclusion though, was the feeling of mana drain. It was too familiar.  Exactly, he had realized, the way he’d felt trying to use the growth cantrips in the estate’s garden.  Invisible magic or otherwise, he was certain he had envisioned the spell forms correctly, so he could only blame his magic itself for inflicting the opposite of the intended result.  


As excited as he was to have some kind of weird, undiscovered magic, Declan still wished he could’ve just been a normal mage.  Perhaps then he would still be Declan Croveus. While his magical development did pick at that old wound, Declan had for the most part felt everything there was to feel on the matter, so nothing much came from that line of thinking beyond the now familiar ache of wanting what could never be.  


More so than anything, Declan’s magic made him nervous.  Magic, for the most part, is a flexible thing. While a fire mage might excel at raining death upon his enemies, with the right spells he could very well save thousands from a blizzard, or light fires to help warm and feed a city.  Some of the best cooks in Teralia were fire mages.  


Declan’s magic, on the other hand, seemed wild.  In its pure form it had severely hurt people who had once been close to him, and despite their recent behavior, Declan couldn’t help but feel somewhat guilty over what he’d done.  Beyond that, even with spell forms to encourage life, health, and growth, Declan’s magic had managed to kill dozens of perfectly good plants.  


As he traveled, the young mage anxiously made a few attempts at spellcasting.  Taking up spell forms from memory, or from the textbook he’d brought with him, Declan re-attempted the growth cantrips on a nearby rosebush, as well as making his first attempt at a few variations of a basic light spell.  


To his dismay, none of the spells seemed to have an effect, though he could clearly feel the mana expenditure.  The failures frightened Declan. Without spell forms, the only thing he could do was throw blasts of destructive mana at things.  He didn’t want to hurt people; he’d only wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps to protect the kingdom from beasts. He dearly hoped the Tower magi would be able to help him.


On the second day of travel, Declan’s thoughts were not quite so productive.  As he traveled down the river the boy once again wondered about his real father.  His mother had apparently mostly forgotten about him, though she had insisted he was no mage.  Perhaps he had never been awakened? The boy was unsure, and having now missed a day and a half of meals he was not having the easiest time with rational thought.


On the third day of travel, Declan thought about roast pig.  Now, as hungry as he was, that was fortunately not the only thing he spent his time pondering.  He also contemplated fruit pies, among the other foods he hoped to encounter in Deiland’s Grove.  


In all, it took four days from his original flight from Red’s Crossing to arrive, half-starved, at the wooden gates of Deiland’s Grove.  There were no guards, the gate more to dissuade random monsters from wandering in than anything else.  


Declan immediately turned into the first—and only—inn he saw: a rather built up establishment called The Crashing Pine.  He was surprised to see such an impressive inn in the small logging town, but Declan supposed lumberjacks needed a drink and a hot meal every once in a while too. 


It didn’t take the stocky innkeeper much convincing for Declan to hand over 8 of his hard-earned copper for two plates of food and a room for the night.  The rabbit stew, while not exactly on par with the fare available at Croveus Manor, was delicious to Declan’s palate. Less than an hour from his arrival in Deiland’s Grove, the young fugitive collapsed on his bed, belly full, and heart—if but for the moment—at peace.



* * *


Declan awoke after what he would swear was just a moment, despite the sunbeams in the window proving otherwise.  Raised voices from the road outside staved off the boy’s return to peaceful slumber, especially on the realization said voices may be searching for him.  


Hurriedly gathering his meager belongings, he crouched down to peek out the open window.  The sight that greeted him was…peculiar. The innkeeper, apparently some sort of leader within the town, was in a shouting match with what appeared to be a satyr.  


This altogether was not particularly unusual.  After all, Declan knew satyrs lived in Gindor Woods. His tutors had even explained to him how they had come to a sort of peaceful arrangement with the loggers at Deiland’s Grove.  


No, the peculiar thing about the sight that greeted him was that despite the fearsome appearance of the horned visitor—nearly eight feet tall, razor sharp teeth, unclothed but for a string of knucklebones around his neck and a pouch around his shoulder—the satyr appeared to be cowed by the short inn-keep.  


“Now I’ve already told ye and I’ll say it again, there ain’t any death mages runnin’ the bloody transport route down the Dern!” Yelled the man.  


The words gave Declan pause, he certainly hoped there wasn’t a necromancer running around downriver; he’d just come that way, and he’d heard many a frightening tale of the perversions of necromancy.  


Silently the satyr nodded, his hand trembling as he reached into the pouch at his side.  With an oddly smooth voice, maintaining an eerie level of composure despite the evident anger underneath, he replied, “Then please, good sir, explain to me how I found no less than four spots along the river with clear evidence of a drain life spell.”  


Declan froze as the satyr pulled from his pouch a single rose, wilted and dying in an all too familiar way.  This was not good. Necromancy was illegal for a good reason, and if the townspeople pinned him for a death mage he’d be hanged before nightfall.  What if I am a necromancer, he thought with panic.  


The fear was fleeting though, as he remembered death magic was visibly black, and he certainly hadn’t taken any stolen life from the few accidental targets of his failed spells.  May be hard to tell them that, though.  Deciding the better of stepping outside just then, Declan elected to spend the morning reading through his magic theory textbook, waiting until the satyr had departed before making his way downstairs.


As he passed through the common room, Declan froze when a voice called out, “Boy! Ye almost look like ye’ve been hit with a drain life yerself! Ye didn’t see anything did ye?”


“No, sir,” the boy replied to the gruff inn-keep, “Everything seemed normal on my path down—as far as I know what ‘normal’ is around here anyway.” 


“Not from Gindor then, eh?”  The man replied. “I don’t mean ta be rude, but what’s a lad like ye doing down ‘ere in the Grove?”


Pausing for a moment before deciding to stick somewhat adjacent to the truth, Declan replied, “Traveling, sir.  My parents kicked me out when they realized I was manaless, so now I’m making my way East to find my fortune as a farmer.” 


The innkeeper’s face visibly softened, “Aye, there’s plenty of farmland out in the plains. I’m sorry ‘bout yer family, it’s awful rough what people’ll do to each other these days.  If ye need anything fer yer journey just let me know. I think I could find ye a place ‘round here, but ye don't exactly look fit for choppin’ down trees.”


“T…thank you, sir, that’s very kind of you.  If I could trouble you for some food for the road?  I’m no good at hunting, and I can pay…”


“I won’t hear of it! I’ve got some jerky in the back left over from the winter, yer free to that if ye’d like. Should be enough to get ye to Codswerth.”


Declan’s face lit up. “Thank you sir! This means a great deal,” he said.  With a quick nod the man turned and left the room, only to return with a parcel of dried venison.  


“It might be a bit chewy, but ye ought to be able to get something else in Codswerth—them bein’ closer to the plains and all,” he said, stuffing the meat in Declan’s pack himself.  “When ye get to Codswerth, tell old Sal: ‘Griffith Shaw says hello.’ May get ye a discount at his inn. Could also get ye kicked out, but I’d wager he’d help ye.”  


“Thank you, Master Shaw, for your generosity. You have my word that I will someday find a way to repay you.”


“Bah, don’t worry ‘bout it. It’s just some old meat anyway.  Now ye travel safe, road should be clear, but ye never know what could be lurkin’ in these woods.”


Farewells said and food in hand, Declan once again embarked.  Glad his spindly appearance had worked in his favor for once, he made his way through the wooden gate, and started East, on the road to the Icandian Plains.



* * *


The Kingdom of Teralia expands from the base of the Gindalt Mountains in the South to the Asharrian Sea in the North.  While the Eastern and Western borders are both exposed to dangerous, uninhabited frontier, the twenty four Towers the Kingdom boasts house and train enough mages to keep the Kingdom fairly safe from beast incursions.  


Teralia’s largest city is Fontanya; sitting on the mouth of the Dern river into the Asharrian, most international trade to and from the Kingdom goes through this bustling hub.  The true seat of power, however, is to the Southwest. Reondar, the capital of Teralia, houses the famed Pinnacle Towers—a cluster of no fewer than four Towers, including Tower Ausgrend the tallest as of yet discovered.  


Much to the chagrin of the merchant families of Fontanya, the royal family Hastrand maintains strict control over the Towers, a power they use to enforce strong taxes on trade within the Kingdom.  As of yet there has never been a rebellion within Teralia, but tensions have always been high.  


The third and final major city sits to the Southeast of the capital.  Situated upon Lake Porfin just between the Icandian plains and the Northern Red Hills, Vestriam serves as the hub of internal trade.  With the farms on the southern plains and the mines in the northern hills, Vestriam is perfectly positioned to be the primary source of basic goods for the Kingdom at large. While not as profitable as the rare and exotic goods available in Fontanya, Vestriam’s role is essential in keeping Teralia running.  


-Excerpt from ‘Cities of Teralia, 2nd Ed. By Magus Aberitas’ 










CHAPTER THREE










DECLAN CHARGED PAST the tall pines of the Gindor woods not in flight, but in pursuit. He chased not freedom, nor education, nor sanctuary, but the trail of laughter echoing through the trees ahead. The pounding of his heart and labor of his breath were matched only by the smile on his face. 


He was catching up. He turned a bend and Charlie’s back flashed into view. Got him. Minutes later, he was within reach. Declan extended his arm, surged forward and touched his friend’s back.


“Tag!”


The boys collapsed to the forest floor, laughing as they caught their breath. The break wouldn’t last long though, for a nearby bush soon rustled with Edward’s entrance. Spotting the two young nobles, he darted away, disappearing back into the trees. 


Declan and Charlie shared a look before taking after him. It didn’t take Declan long to recognize the futility of the effort. Edward had always been faster. 


He stopped, resting against a nearby tree to catch his breath. He’d never win at this rate. Everyone else had always been better than him at something. Edward and Dewie were faster runners, Hanson could throw rocks the farthest, Charlie was the strongest. 


The only thing Declan had was his studies, but he couldn’t exactly ask his tutor to tell his friends how good he was at magic theory. He was abruptly pulled from his thoughts when a hand touched his back. 


“Come on, Declan! You go left and I’ll cut him off when he gets to the creek!” Charlie grinned.


Something about the taller boy’s smile always centered Declan. Reassured him that he was on the right path. That everything was as it should be. Declan found himself mirroring the grin as the two friends dashed into the woods. They had a runner to catch.



* * *


Following the run-in with the satyr, Declan decided to hold off on practicing magic for the rest of the trip. He didn’t like killing things for no reason, and for someone on the run leaving a trail of death in his wake didn’t seem like a wise idea. 


The satyr’s appearance worried Declan. If there were others about tracking him, he had little faith in his ability to evade their notice. He suppose it helped that, as the innkeeper said, he looked more like the victim of necromancy than a death mage himself. 


Still, the idea of being associated with death magic gave the boy chills. Even now he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t a death mage, maybe he had been using death magic all this time but just wasn’t reaping the rewards because of his broken mana. The more Declan thought about the idea, the less it seemed to make sense, but the fear remained in the back of his mind, making it all the easier to avoid practicing his magic as he traveled. 


The forest was almost idyllic. The hard dirt road clear of hazards—a blessing compared to his rough journey down the river, and the dense green pines blew gently in the breeze. The cool spring air was crisp and fresh, and the sounds of life around him sang a calming melody to Declan’s worried ears. 


As he walked, the young mage pondered his destination. I hope they let me in to the Tower even with my weird mana, he thought. He supposed they would; certain magi would probably jump at the chance to study an anomaly such as he. He didn’t like that idea either. Deciding he’d spent far too much time pondering what he didn’t want, Declan figured it high time to think upon what he did. 


Fixing his magic and learning how to use it was definitely at the top of the list. Magical theory had always been his favorite subject at the estate, so Declan felt certain he should continue his studies there. Beyond that, he felt powerfully motivated to fight for his place in society. He’d grown up with almost everything handed to him, and he knew first hand how easy that made it for everything to be taken away. 


A voice in the back of his mind whispered about proving himself to Lord Croveus, but Declan did his best to ignore it.


Above all, the fledgling mage was determined to never again fall prey to others. From his former father’s sneer and quiet rage, to the mocking comments from the likes of Dewie and Edward, to the still-healing burn on his chest from Charlie’s fire, Declan refused to be a victim any more. And that meant getting stronger. The magus’s words still echoed, a mantra in his head: there’s nothing there. He may be starting with nothing, but he refused to be nothing. 


No longer in a desperate flight, Declan allowed himself to stop an hour before dusk to rest and read before sleeping. After a quick meal of the old dried meat, he came to the conclusion the food would last another four days, five if he rationed. 


By the innkeeper’s word that the meat would last him till the next town, Declan surmised it would be three to four more days until he reached Codswerth. Comforted by having a plan in mind—if not by the uneven ground on which he lied, the fledgling mage wrapped himself in his rough cloak and slept through the night.



* * *


The following days of travel fell into a pattern of sleeping, walking, and reading from his magic theory textbook. Declan still refused to practice anything he read—he may have been loath to admit it but his magic scared him a little. As exciting as was the opportunity to actually use the things he learned, Declan had promised himself he would avoid using it. A promise that unfortunately didn’t survive his fourth day on the road. 


As of midday, the trees surrounding the road were as thick as ever, lending credence to the fear that Codswerth may be farther than Declan had expected. His diminishing food supply quickening his step, Declan heart leapt to his throat as a thick growl echoed through the trees around a nearing turn in the road. 


Slowing, the he nervously crept around the bend to be greeted by another growl and a sight he would not soon forget. Standing on the side of the road, a dog-like creature was guarding the bloody carcass of what had probably once been a deer. 


The predator had four paws and a blood-coated canine snout, and its dark gray fur was almost eerie in the way it glistened in the midday sun. The striking feature, however, was the pair of sharp, branching antlers jutting from the beast’s head, and the furry, barbed tail swaying dangerously behind it. The creature growled again, fur on its back standing straight as it took a threatening step towards the frightened boy. 


Declan, for his part, reacted rather admirably. As much as his strange magic scared him, it took the mage less than a moment to decide the threatening beast scared him a lot more. Reaching for the now familiar, invisible something at his core, Declan extended a hand as the dog lowered its head and charged. 


For the second time, Declan released a blast of silent, invisible mana, and for the second time, his attacker fell to the ground, seemingly unharmed but whimpering in agony. 


Heart pounding, the mage sent a second blast for good measure, before starting to feel faint from the loss of mana. Noting the creature was still whimpering—if quieter, Declan pulled his knife from his pack and cautiously approached. Fortunately, the beast seemed too distracted to pay him much mind, and Declan was able to simply walk up to it and stab his knife into the beast’s closed eye. 


Heart still pounding, Declan’s adrenaline drained away. He collapsed to the ground as the fear caught up with him. 


Clutching the knife to his chest for comfort as if it were a beloved stuffed toy, Declan began to cry. 


He cried for his mother, whom he hadn’t seen in his haste to escape. He cried for his friends, for whom he still cared, despite their treatment of him. He cried for the lives he’d lost, first the comfortable life of a lordling, and then the rough, but safe life of a gardener. Most of all he cried for himself, for despite his brave face and strange magic, he was still a frightened boy, lost in the woods and alone in the world. 


As the tears dried on his face, Declan looked up at the corpse in front of him and came to a terrifying realization: antlers mean a herd, and dogs come in packs. Heart once again pounding, Declan scanned the trees around him. Seeing no threats and hearing no growls, he pulled the bestiary from his pack and flipped through the pages until he found a familiar image.




Canires


A subspecies of Chimera, Canires resemble large dogs with a deer’s antlers and a spiked tail. Able to introduce a paralytic venom with both their fangs and their tail spikes, it is generally recommended to kill aggressive Canires at range. 


In the wild, Canire society follows a hierarchical pack structure, in which alpha males use their antlers to battle for the harem, often either exiling the loser to survive on his own, or killing him outright. The Canire mana pool is located within its belly, and usually resonates around 335 Bouls, making them popular targets for druids and other earth mages. 




Deciding this must have been an exile, Declan’s breathing began to calm. Grasping his knife, he approached the downed beast; he may not know what frequency his mana could use, but however the beast’s mana resonated with his own he would probably still gain something from collecting it. 


Carving through the creature’s belly was harder than he expected, but it didn’t take long for the trapped mana to spell out and fill the air. Taking a few deep breaths, Declan felt the foreign mana wash through him, seamlessly integrating with his own before disappearing entirely, becoming one with whatever invisible energy he naturally generated. 


It was invigorating. Thinking better of carving up the beast for its meat—the thing was venomous, and it was better to be safe than sorry—Declan dragged the carcass to the roadside and continued on his journey. 


Sleep did not come easy that night; every little noise of the forest jerking Declan awake and sending his heart racing. When sleep finally did come, his dreams were full of evil necromancers, sending hordes of great canine beasts to hunt him down and tear him apart. 


As the sun rose the next day, Declan enjoyed a breakfast of the last of his dried meat, and set out on what he hoped would be his last day in Gindor. After the events of the previous day, the gentle sway of the trees in the wind didn’t hold the same sense of comforting peace anymore, and the sounds of life around him set his heart racing instead of calming his nerves. It was late afternoon when the trees thankfully began to thin. 


Just as twilight was beginning to fall, Declan turned a bend and got his first look at the Icandian plains. Even in the diminishing light, the mage could see further than he ever had before. The tall, green grass swayed gently in the breeze for leagues ahead of him, and if he squinted, Declan was sure he could see Amellian Tower to the Northeast. 


Declan knew, unfortunately, he would have to travel farther than that if he hoped to stay hidden, but he refused to dwell on the fact, as above all he could see the town of Codswerth just ahead. 


Hurrying along in hope of arriving before dark truly fell, Declan managed to make it just as the town guards were closing the gates for the night. With a smile and a nod, Declan entered the new town and made his way into the local inn. 


Making his way through the crowd of local patrons, Declan greeted the barkeeper, a rough-looking balding man that was presumably the ‘old Sal’ Griffith Shaw had mentioned. 


“Good evening, sir, how much for a hot meal and a bed for the night?” He asked. Declan had long decided not to mention the Grove’s innkeep, thinking it not worth the risk of ‘gettin kicked out’ as Shaw had put it. 


“Three coppers for the food, six for the room. Three more for laundry and a bath, which I highly recommend for you in particular.”


Looking down at the sweat, dirt, and dried blood both he and his clothes had collected, Declan reluctantly handed 12 copper to the man. Taking the proffered key, the traveller made his way upstairs and into his room. He had barely put down his pack and opened a book when his door burst open and two teenagers carried in a tub of water. 


“Here’s your bath, sir. Please leave your dirty clothes by the door and we’ll have ‘em washed for you by morning,” the brown-haired ox of a country-boy instructed before leading his partner out the door. Staring at the now-closed door, Declan undressed, deposited the clothes outside, and made a point of ensuring the door was locked this time before sinking into the lukewarm water. 


It was weird being called ‘sir,’ especially by boys his own age. Even when he was the Croveus heir his friends had always just called him Declan, except rarely to tease him for his heritage. 


Putting the thought aside, Declan finished his bath and donned his spare set of worn clothes. He enjoyed the feeling of being clean for the first time in what felt like an age, even though he knew it had been less than a fortnight since he’d left the manor. 


Making his way to the common room, Declan found an empty seat at the bar and ordered a plate of whatever the inn was serving—roast pig, as it turned out. As he ate, the young mage surveyed the room. 


It was a crowded night at the inn; locals seemed to have turned up in mass to celebrate something. Men and women of all ages joked, laughed, and drank. To one side, a woman played a lute, drawing the patrons in with upbeat country tunes, the likes of which Declan had never heard. He swayed to the music, smiling despite himself. 


In time, the musician paused to take a break. Taking advantage of the lull in the festivities, Declan turned to ask the portly fellow next to him what all the excitement was about. 


The man smiled, obviously more than a few brews in, and pointed across the room. “You see that there boy in the corner? With the freckles? That there is Codswerth’s very own healer, born and raised. Tomorrow he’s off to start ‘is training, show the world we aren’t just peasants ‘ere in Codswerth!” The pride in the man’s voice was obvious. 


White mages were rare, especially in peasant towns that didn’t have deep magical bloodlines to rely on. Declan looked on at the sandy-haired teen across the room, whose freckles were nearly drowned out by the red in his cheeks. Clearly he wasn’t so comfortable with all this attention. 


Declan smiled politely as the tavern again raised their glasses in toast, before again turning to his seat mate. “You’re sending him to Amellian then?” he inquired, the closest tower seeming the most likely option for the young mage. 


“Nah, that’s too fancy a place for the likes of us, couldn’t afford it there. He’s gonna have to go a bit farther to study at Krispins down South,” the man drunkenly explained. 


Declan couldn’t hide his elation. Another mage headed to the frontier! His run-in with the Canire had awakened him to the potential dangers of traveling alone, and he certainly wouldn’t mind having someone to talk to on the journey. 


Declan thought about approaching this other novice, but decided the better of trying to work his way through the drunken townspeople surrounding him. He’d have to catch him on the way out tomorrow. Finishing his plate, the former noble made his way back upstairs, collapsed to his bed, and did his best to sleep through the clamor below.













CHAPTER FOUR










WAKING WELL INTO the morning, Declan packed his belongings as well as his newly cleaned clothes, and made his way downstairs. Somewhat unsurprised to see a few patrons asleep on the tables of the common room, the boy approached ‘old Sal’ as the man uncaringly cleaned around them. 


“Good morning,” Declan greeted, “I’m continuing on my journey today and I was wondering if you might have some food I could take with me. A week’s worth, if you please. I would dearly appreciate it.”


Unfazed by the guest’s lordly eloquence, the innkeeper simply grunted out, “Eight bits.” At Declan’s nod, the man silently turned and exited the room. While he waited, the fledgling mage counted out the requested copper, and wandered to the window to survey the town. The street itself was nearly empty, the wooden shops and houses lining it were mostly shuttered up. 


For a moment Declan thought the whole town was hungover, at least until he leaned out and spotted a large mass of people dissipating near the edge of town. Turning back and seeing Sal had returned, Declan exchanged the copper for a bundle of unidentified dried meats, cheese, and even some bread. 


Thanking the man, and his business done, the traveler decided to take a chance: “Oh, by the way, Griffith Shaw says ‘hello.’”


Declan didn’t even see the slap coming. One moment he was smiling at Sal, the next his back was to the was and his face bright red. 


“Pass that on to the old bastard if ye’ see ‘im,” the gruff innkeep commanded, “with my love o’ course.”


Clutching his cheek, Declan nodded his assent before turning and departing the inn. Briefly stopping at a well near the center of town to refill his waterskin, Declan weaved through the mass of people returning to their daily business. 


Luckily, it seemed the mystery healer didn’t have too much of a head start on him, but he’d still have to move quickly if he wanted to catch up. 


As he passed through the Eastern gate out of town, Declan spotted the slow moving healer down the road ahead. Or at least, he spotted the boy’s pack; the damn thing was bigger than he was! Declan was at a loss for how he’d managed to carry it. 


Either way, he wasn’t moving particularly quickly, so the former noble just had to maintain a brisk pace to gain ground. It was nearly midday when he caught up.


“Good afternoon!” Declan greeted, startling the other traveler. Slowly, the massive pack turned, to reveal the same dirty blond hair and freckled face from the night before. The bags under his eyes seemed almost as large as the one on his back. It appeared the young healer had enjoyed the festivities far after Declan had gone to bed. 


“Oh! Y..you startled me,” he shyly replied before remembering himself. “I’m Brian, Brian Gildstead: awakened mage and soon to be novice healer! I don’t think we’ve met. Were you at Sal’s last night?” 


“So I was. I, too, am an awakened mage traveling to Krispins for training. I heard your story in the tavern last night and was hoping we might travel together.”


“Oh, thank the divines! I was so scared of making this trip alone; you know my ma says once you go further South, the grass gets so tall you can’t even see the hellcats until they pounce!” Brian tried to jump with the word ‘pounce,’ but thanks to the massive pack he carried instead he found himself almost falling to the ground. 


Regaining his balance, his face twinged red as he looked back to Declan, “I’m glad to meet you! Let’s get going; I’m so excited to see a real Tower up close!” 


Before Declan could respond, the other traveler was again hidden by his oversized luggage as he continued down the dirt road. Dashing around to walk at his side, Declan joined him. “Hellcats, you say? Are they dangerous?”


“Not according to my da. He says they only go after livestock; hasn’t been an attack on humans in decades. Ma, on the other hand, says they like the taste of flesh.”


“I… think I’m going to side with your father on this one,” Declan said. “It sounds like he knows what he’s talking about.”


“Suit yourself,” Brian said, “but don’t come running to me when they pounce.”


Declan smiled. If nothing else, the healer had enthusiasm. 


As they walked, Declan raised a question that had been bothering him for some time. “I passed through Deiland’s Grove on my way here. The innkeeper there seems to have an… interesting relationship with Sal. At least, interesting enough for Sal to slap me when I mentioned it.”


Brian laughed. “Those two have been at it for years. They were married once.”


“To each other?”


“Yep. At least until they fell out over something. All anyone knows is they split up, Sal left the Grove to start his inn at Codswerth, and the rest is history.”


“Well that explains the slap I guess…”


Again, Brian chuckled. “Doesn’t matter who you are, marriage can get messy.”


Divines is he right about that, Declan thought, remembering his own parents. He shoved the idea aside, choosing to revel in the company of his new acquaintance rather than in the miseries of the past. He smiled. As the two mages walked down the packed-earth road, grass gently swaying int he breeze, the journey grew less daunting by the minute.



* * *


“…and then the Archmagus Brandon Koristrilli appeared in a flash, and unleashed a fireball the size of the sun onto the undead legions, annihilating them in a single spell!” Now on their second day of travel, Brian’s enthusiasm for the old stories never seemed to waver. 


Meanwhile, Declan’s suspension of disbelief was beginning to falter. “Wait so first you tell me Archmagus Marthis called an ice storm the size of a mountain, and now Brandon has a fireball the size of the sun?” 


“Well yeah, everyone knows the old legends are crazy exaggerated; nobody wants to hear about a team of combat mages throwing military standard lightning volleys for the bajillionth time. How is it you’ve never heard of these guys anyway? Brandon Koristrilli is the whole reason I wanted to be a mage in the first place.”


“My father didn’t take too kindly to rogue mages. He was… involved in the military, and he always said in the middle of battle the last thing you want is some flashy archmage showing up and throwing fireballs everywhere,” Declan explained. 


“Sounds boring,” Brian remarked.


“It was and it wasn’t. He was incredibly wise, and he had a lot of war stories to tell, it’s just… well most of them were about military standard lightning volleys,” Declan laughed. 


“How did he die? Was it in battle?” 


“What? No, no he’s still alive, probably back in Red’s Crossing still.”


“Oh. It’s just… you were talking about him like he was dead is all…” Brian stammered.


“I guess to me he may as well be. He kicked me out for being manaless about two weeks ago; that’s why I’m making my way all the way to Krispins on my own.” Declan wasn’t entirely sure why he didn’t share the full truth with his new companion; he certainly didn’t expect the boy to go running to the authorities with a wild story about a runaway bastard. 


“Wait, didn’t you say you’re an awakened mage? How’d he take you for a nuller if you can cast?” 


Cringing a little at the familiar slur, Declan explained: “My mana is…weird. When I cast the spell is completely invisible, and it tends to go right through things. At my awakening it failed to stop two different bursts of mana from passing right through me. If you can’t see it, and it doesn’t protect me, it’s easy to understand thinking it’s just not there.”


“That’s rough. How’d you figure it out then?”


“I actually cast… something. I can feel the mana leaving my body, and I can see the effects of the spell. All I really know is there’s mana there and it doesn’t work like mana should. Mostly I’m hoping the instructors at Krispins can help me.”


The pair fell to silence after that, continuing their trek through the green plains. 



* * *


The days passed peacefully as the young mages traveled, passing the occasional farm but for the most part alone in an empty sea of green. Brian shared stories his mother had told him, both those passed down the family and others she’d picked up during her military service. 


He’d apparently been disappointed to find he wasn’t an ice mage like his mother or a fire mage like his hero Archmagus Koristrilli—they don’t write ballads about great healers after all. The excitement from the rest of the village, however, had managed to swing his mood. Healers were rare. 


At midday and evening, the mages feasted from the vast supply of dried fruits, breads, and cheeses from the healer’s massive pack, which they took turns carrying throughout the day. The days eventually began to blend together; Declan could only mark their progress by the steadily increasing height of the grass surrounding them. 


By the sixth day of their journey, the waving verdant sea had reached his waist. Farms became more and more infrequent, and the road itself began to show signs of disrepair, primarily spots where tufts of grass had infringed onto it.


On the ninth day of travel, the grass reached Declan’s chest, and the former lordling began worrying over Brian’s tales of hellcats in the plains. His fears were abated when, squinting into the horizon, the young healer excitedly pointed out their destination—Tower Krispins was in sight. 


Eleven days into their trip, the travelers could no longer see the tower; the greenery surrounding them now obstructing the view. They traveled silently now, every swish of the grass eliciting a startled jump. 


On his twelfth day away from home, Brian’s fears came true. The grass itself gave no warning. One moment the travelers were walking in silence, the next there was a hissing feline blocking their path. 


The hellcat itself was only about four feet long, but the razor claws and teeth were not what gave them pause. The beast’s fur was smoldering, a thin line of smoke flowing from its back before dissipating in the breeze. Despite the danger of the situation, Declan couldn’t help but wonder at how the ocean of grass hadn’t caught ablaze by now. 


Putting such thoughts aside, the former lordling stepped in front of his companion, and prepared a blast of mana. The moment he launched it, and the beast fell. 


A yelp rang out from behind. 


Declan fired a second shot at the writhing hellcat before turning to the source of the cry.


A second beast pinned Brian to the dirt.


Blood pumping with adrenaline, Declan readied another blast. Before he could fire, however, he recalled how it had travelled right through Charlie the first time he’d used it.


Shit.


He’d hit Brian too. 


Thinking fast, he rushed over to the prone healer and delivered his best kick to the hellcat’s side. It hissed, falling to the ground.


Declan readied another blast, but he was too late.


With a feline yelp, the cat darted away, disappearing into the grass. He fired into the foliage after it, but heard no pained whimpers. 


Powerless to do anything but hope the hellcat was scared away for good, Declan pulled out his knife, and quickly finished the first beast. Returning to Brian’s side, he found a trio of gashes in the boy’s shoulder and a slash in his left leg. 


“Can you heal it?” The former noble inquired.


“White magic doesn’t work on healers, my body just reabsorbs the mana,” his companion grunted. 


“We need to get out of here, there could be more of those things. Can you walk?” 


Nodding, Brian slowly stood, wincing in pain. As he did, Declan returned to the downed cat, slicing into its chest to release the trapped mana.


“Doubt that’ll be much use; you’re hardly a fire mage,” Brian joked through gritted teeth. He inhaled what he could all the same when the mana dissipated into the air. Declan, however, seemed to get quite a lot out of it, refilling his mana pool and invigorating him as he watched the red mana slowly break apart and integrate with his own. 


Taking up the large pack, Declan returned to Brian, supporting the injured healer as he limped on towards the safety of Krispins.


“So much for zero attacks on humans in the last decade,” he commented.


Through his pained steps, Brian grinned.



* * *


Despite taking several breaks to rest, the two youths traveled through the night. Though they remained on edge for the duration of the trip, the mages were fortunate enough that no further hellcats chose to target them. 


As evening approached on their thirteenth day of travel, the companions turned a bend in the road to meet a wondrous sight—an end to the wall of grass. Hastening their pace to a moderate limp, the two finally exited their verdant hell. 


The first thing the companions noticed was the Tower. Brian, in particular, stood gawking. Standing roughly 200 feet tall, Tower Krispins may have been dwarfed by any of the more prominent Towers, but it was still the tallest thing the healer ever had seen up close. 


The white marble spire sat amidst a town, most of which was obscured by the high wooden wall surrounding it. The fortification was manned not by city guards, but by soldiers. Krispins was, of course, the southernmost line of defense against monsters roaming in from the wildlands—rare as attacks may have been.


As the travelers limped near the gate, a trio of soldiers came out to meet them, two taking over supporting Brian while the third talked with Declan.


“New novices for the Tower, huh? Welcome to Krispins. Looks like the furry bastards did a number on your friend; you injured?”


“T…thank you for your assistance; I am unharmed,” the former noble stammered politely. As the group passed through the gates, Declan was disappointed to see they still had a ways to walk. Instead of a bustling village, the group was greeted by a wide swath of farmland and a large town in the distance. With a sigh, the exhausted new arrival turned back to the guard. “My friend will require medical attention, and we both need to sleep. Is there a place in town we can rest before climbing?”


“Aye, there’s a dormitory near the base for new recruits. You’ll have to wait a few days before making your way up though, the Magus only makes the trip once a week or so, and he doesn’t let any new novices up unless they get admitted.”


Declan hadn’t even thought about an admission test—though he figured that purpose was supposed to have been fulfilled by his visit from Magus Penten. “Oh excellent, that way Brian will have time to recover and we can go up together. Is there a library in town? I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to do a little studying in the meantime.” 


Declan was honestly surprised at his ability to speak such fluent noble-ese. He had always been a shy lad, the confidence usually associated with such flowery language not coming easy. Then again, compared to fighting off vicious hellcats, conversing with a friendly guard wasn’t exactly a nerve-racking affair. 


“Only library’s in the Tower I’m afraid. If you can pay there’re students who’ll bring you books.” 


Declan smiled at that. The Croveus estate library had always been a haven for him, and he longed for the familiar company of unread books. 


Eventually, the group arrived in the town, farmland quickly replaced by wooden buildings with thatch roofs. There’s certainly no shortage of grass around here, Declan thought with a grin. 


He did have to wonder where the wood came from. Looking around at the busy town, the young mage was surprised to see that despite the dirt road and simple buildings, the settlement itself seemed almost as large as Red’s Crossing. Between the Tower and the military garrison, there was plenty of business for the assorted farmers, artisans, and merchants that made Krispins their home. 


After passing through the main square, the group turned towards the Tower itself—the massive marble structure dominating the skyline. Declan was again stunned by the size of the thing, his heart shivering with anticipation for the lessons and adventures it would provide. 


Just shy of reaching the monolith itself, the guards led them into a smaller, wooden building—supposedly the dormitory his guide had mentioned. Inside, Declan found a dozen beds lining the walls, and onto one the boy immediately collapsed. 


The guards helped Brian down onto an adjacent bed, and left with the promise they would send a healer to look after the boy. For his part, Declan stared up at the thatch roof, released a contented sigh at having finally arrived, and fell into the best night’s sleep he’d ever had.



* * *


Researchers have been studying the Towers for as long as there have been researchers. The alabaster monoliths are virtually indestructible, and have no cracks or seams anywhere along their significant surface area. That fact alone defies all modern construction capabilities. The leading theory is that the Towers are of divine origin, but no clergy has any scripture describing them. 


Lacking any evidence to analyze, most have given up pursuing the history of the Towers, seeking instead to understand their properties. For instance, while it has long been established that a Tower’s height directly corresponds with the density of the ambient mana within, it wasn’t until the year 682 that Magus Markus Lincewerth noticed that for all known Towers, both the number of above-ground floors, and the number of overall floors is prime. 


From the Tower Baspil—the shortest known tower—at two floors above, two floors below, and one ground floor (five total), to the king of the Pinnacles: Tower Ausgrend at three thousand, four hundred and thirteen floors above and below ground, combined with the central floor for a total of six thousand, eight hundred and twenty seven. 


The runes inscribed along the exterior of the Tower walls have also long been an important subject of study, but the giant golden insignia match no known enchantment or language, and all attempts to analyze them have turned up empty.


Historically, the Towers have been great sources of strength for whichever nation controls them. The high levels of ambient mana within make the safe floors near the top perfect residences, meeting places, research facilities, and training grounds for mages. Meanwhile, the magical beasts that prowl the lower 80% of floors are an excellent source of combat experience and elemental mana for mages of all levels. While many have decried the mysterious nature of the Towers as dangerous, it is undeniable that what we do know proves them a vital tool in furthering humanity’s magical knowledge and military strength.


-Excerpt from Tales of the Towers










CHAPTER FIVE










THROUGH TREES AND fields and wild beasts,

He ever journeyed on,

Until he found a haven safe,

To Krispins he was drawn.

-The Saga of The Nothing Mage



* * *


Declan awoke to the chattering of voices, opening his eyes to spot what he suspected were three other prospective novices. Sitting up and rubbing the sleep from his eyes, the former noble made his way over to introduce himself and ask after his injured compatriot. 


“Oh him?” Said the tallest of the three in an all-together too loud voice. Turning to gesture to Brian, the girl accidentally swiped her dark ponytail through the other strangers’ faces. 


“Matt couldn’t heal him outright, something about similar signatures, but he gave the poor guy some dreamweed, so he’ll be out for a while. It’s stuffy in here, let’s go outside.” Without waiting for a response, the girl turned and strode out of the dormitory, the others quickly following suit.


Once the four had made their way into the morning sun, the girl spoke again. “I’m Sarah Perth. Worked on the docks in Vestriam with my Da until he could pay a rogue mage to awaken me. Lightning. Made my way here in a supply caravan where I met these two.” 


Well, if anything she was direct. Declan supposed he appreciated the efficiency of the introduction, even if it lost out on politeness as a result. Taking the initiative, Declan replied.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you all; my name is Declan. I traveled here from Red’s Crossing after a Magus visiting my master’s estate deigned to awaken me.” 


Declan again felt the better of telling everyone his true background, but he had technically been a laborer at Croveus estate, and he had been awakened there by a visiting mage. “I…I’m not sure what type of mage I am, my magic is kind of… invisible. I’m hoping the magus here can tell me what that means.”


A look of intrigue appeared on Sarah’s face, but before she could another voice meekly chimed in. “Hi, I’m Andrew Alskeins, this is my sister Jess. Our parents were farmers before… anyway, we were accidentally awakened in a beast attack, and got super lucky that Sarah’s caravan found us on our way to Vestriam. We both have earth magic.” 


It was clear the two were twins; to Declan’s eye they looked near identical. Were it not for Andrew’s introduction, he might’ve even pegged Jess as a boy, given she had the same short, brown hair as her brother, and because the ill-fitted hand-me-downs the two wore hid her frame. Declan hoped they would all be given novice robes or something. 


“Alright, now that’s done, we’ll show you around town. Follow me,” Sarah said, again walking away before anyone could respond. Not one to disobey orders, Declan fell in behind her, the twins chatting amongst themselves to the rear. Sarah proceeded to lead the party all over town, instructing Declan on where to buy goods from traveling supplies to furniture, and which taverns to patronise or avoid. 


Throughout, the twins chimed in with their limited experiences in the large town. For his part, Declan couldn’t help but admire the sheer confidence Sarah exuded considering she herself had only been there a few days. 


He made a point not to mention that. The tour ended, by no accident on Sarah’s part, at a large square of packed dirt, one side of which was lined with wooden dummies. 


“And, here we are! Like I said, we’ve been spending most of our time out here practicing; never know what might make the difference. Now, show me what you can do!” The girl stepped aside, gesturing Declan toward the training ground. Stammering, the new arrival stepped forward. 


“I—um—I’m not sure that’s a good idea. As I’ve mentioned, my mana is very strange and I don’t want to hur…“


“Don’t worry about us; we’ll be way back here. Go on; blast ‘em!” Sarah cheered, curiosity overcoming reason. 


Cowed, Declan shrugged and took a few steps forward before reaching for the now familiar void at his core. Opening a channel, he launched a barrage of mana towards the training dummies. The familiar, drained sensation returned, and to his careful eye, Declan could swear he saw the burlap face of one of the dummies press in a little bit. Lowering his hand, he turned to the others.


“What are you waiting for? Fire!” Sarah said. 


“I think he did,” came the reply from Jess.


“Yeah, he did say his mana was invisible. Does he look drained to you?” Andrew followed up.


“Yes, that’s all I can really do. Like I said my magic behaves weirdly. Believe me it’s a lot more… effective against monsters.”


Sarah visibly deflated, “Well, I guess it’s my own fault for hyping you up like that. Sorry for putting you on the spot. Guess it’s my turn!” Immediately the girl stepped passed the tired Declan and took his spot. Extending both hands, white lightning burst from her palms, singing one dummy and igniting another. The display continued for a solid half-minute until she finally lowered her hands in a slump, visibly spent. 


“Pretty badass, huh?” She bragged. 


Declan had to admit he was impressed by the demonstration. The girl may not hold a candle to a trained battle-mage like Lord Croveus, but for a laborer with no experience, the level of strength and control she showed was promising. 


The blast certainly made Charlie’s flaming hands pale in comparison. Stepping aside, the tired girl turned to the twins, “Ok, Jess, why don’t you go next?”


The tomboy nodded and stepped forward, immediately taking on a look of deep concentration. A silence overtook the arena as nothing happened for several moments. Eventually, however, the girl’s efforts took fruit as a clump of dirt from the hardened ground shakily rose to the air and flung itself towards the dummies. 


To Declan’s disappointment, the projectile fell to the ground well short of the dummies. He moved to comfort the girl when Sarah jumped up and yelled “Awesome! That’s gotta be at least 5 feet farther than yesterday!” Jess turned to reveal a large grin on her face, running to exchange high-fives with Sarah and Andrew. 


After Sarah, Declan had been expecting something much more impressive, but he supposed compared to him the twins were downright masterful. Andrew finally took his turn, to similar end as his sister, resulting in yet another round of high-fives and praise. 


Now completely drained, the group returned to the town proper in search of sustenance. Quickly deciding the restaurants to be outside of his price range, Declan led the students-to-be instead to the barracks, where the military kitchen provided for the new recruits. 


The unidentified brown stew was not exactly what one would consider gourmet, but the hot meal beat anything Declan had eaten in weeks. 


Mana expended and belly full, the former noble departed the group to visit the small office at the base of the Tower and put in 5 copper to request any books on invisible mana. 


Tasks for the day completed, Declan returned to the dormitory, quickly checked in on the still-sleeping Brian, and settled in to read. 



* * *


The following days passed in relative peace as Declan fell into a pattern of training with his new companions in the mornings and reading through the afternoons. After three days, he returned to the office by the Tower to find his request fulfilled. 


Stealth-Casting and its Uses - an Intermediate Guide, did not seem particularly useful, but he read it nevertheless. Unfortunately, Declan was no intermediate, and the book’s contents proved difficult for him to grasp. 


That wasn’t to say he learned nothing. While the body of the text was primarily made up of instructions on how to use ‘stealth magic,’ the introduction actually held some important clues. 


As you well know, the visible frequency of magic extends from 220 Bouls to 815. It is possible, however, for mana to function outside of that range. In order to render a spell invisible and inaudible, one simply needs to utilize an elemental shift either up or down the spectrum to move outside of the visible set of frequencies. 


Working with especially high or low frequency magic is a difficult art few chose to master, due primarily to the fact the caster is unable to perceive the very tool he is using. However, once mastered, stealth-casting is a powerful skill both for covert operations and for magical dueling. One should never underestimate the element of surprise.


While not answering any of the Declan’s questions about the weird ethereal nature of his mana, he now at least had a plausible explanation for its invisibility. 


The book did have some tips and tricks for working with mana you can’t see, but they were all well beyond the novice’s current understanding. Unable to learn more from the manual, Declan was forced to return it to the office and return to waiting for the magus. 


Three days into their stay at Krispins, Brian woke up. 


Sarah again led the group’s introductions; Declan couldn’t help but grin at Brian’s blush as the three were suitably impressed by his status as a healer. And he was a strong one as Declan reckoned, in awe at the light scarring where deep gashes and been just days ago. 


Brian took to the group like a fish to water, eager to have all the larger audience for his outlandish tales of heroic archmages. 


On his sixth day in the new town, Declan awoke when Jess ran into the dorm yelling, “He’s here! The magus is here!” Immediately jumping to alert, the teens rushed to pack their meager belongings and raced outside to the base of the Tower. 


Beside the grand arch that marked the entrance, the clerk from the base office had set up a small table, behind which he sat with a ledger and quill. More interesting, however, was the man himself. 


The magus stood next to the old clerk, the frail man’s opposite in every way. Only in his mid-thirties, Magus Pieter Edricson was one of the youngest Tower-masters in Teralia. Pieter towered over the new recruits at well over six feet, his angular face emitting an undeniable air of nonchalant authority. 


“You must be the new recruits,” the man boomed to the gathered crowd, “welcome to Krispins. This is one of the largest groups we’ve ever had, so everyone line up and we can get our evaluations done efficiently.” After directing the others into a loose line, Sarah stepped forward. 


“Name?” The old clerk asked, scribbling down her answer. “Are you over the age of seventeen?” Noting her ‘yes,’ the clerk looked up to Pieter. 


The Magus reached into the folds of his verdant green robes and pulled out a fist-sized piece of iron, carved like a long gem with two pointed ends. Handing it to the girl, he gave his instructions.


“This is called an iron prism. Within the mage hierarchy, we use four measurements to evaluate the strength of any given mage: store, burst, shift, and mastery.” There was an almost patronizing tone to the man’s voice, one which Declan studiously ignored.


“This prism, and others like it, are used to measure store—how much mana you have—and burst—how fast you can spend it. Don’t worry about shift or mastery, those come later. Now, Sarah, please channel as much mana as you can into the prism.”


Focusing for a moment, both Sarah’s hand and the prism began to glow. After several seconds, she noticeably slumped and handed the device back to Pieter, who turned it over to read the glowing numbers that had appeared on its side, “Signature: 432.46 Bouls, store: 31 Pels, burst: 8 Kleins. Very impressive, Miss Perth.” 


The clerk took to asking the girl a few questions about her background and confirmed her intent to pay tuition in the form of military service while Pieter addressed the group. “As you should know, Bouls is the measure for a mana’s frequency—432 in Miss Perth’s case implies an affinity with lightning. At 31 Pels, she has a mana pool almost large enough to be considered an apprentice, but her limited burst of only 8 Kleins, or Pels per second, marks her as a novice, as I expect you all to be. So, who’s next?”


Andrew and Jess followed, each showing a mana signature of just over 300 Bouls, a very limited pool of 20 Pels, and an 11-Klein burst. The magus didn’t comment, his look of disdain implying this seemed about par for the course at the backwater Tower. 


When Brian’s turn arrived, however, the magus was again impressed. 


The young healer boasted not only a rare affinity for white magic (signature: 793.62 Bouls), but an impressive burst of 19 Pels per second, which coincidentally was his entire mana pool. The mage beamed with pride as Pieter read out the numbers to the clerk. 


Finally, Declan stepped forward. Neither the clerk nor the magus batted an eye at his lack of a family name. He was far from the first bastard to find themselves at Krispins. 


What did raise Pieter’s brow though, was Declan’s warning that his mana acted strangely, and his theory it was outside the visible range. 


“Worry not,” the magus replied, “just channel everything into the prism, and we’ll get you sorted out.” The lump of iron weighed heavy in Declan’s hand, his heart pounded at this moment he’d been anticipating for the past month. Taking a deep breath, the former noble closed his eyes and emptied his reserves into the device. 


After a few seconds of channeling, the flow stopped, and Declan’s eyes slowly opened. He reached out to hand over the prism, but the magus was no longer in front of the new student. He had dashed to the side and now knelt on the ground examining a patch of dead grass. 


“Absolutely fascinating,” he muttered, shoving a handful into his robe. Standing up, he turned to the stunned Declan, “let me see the readings.” 


He took the prism from Declan’s outstretched hand, “now that is very interesting. It appears some of the mana was caught up in the enchantments, but it’s only registering as 0.03 Pels worth, much less than an untrained novice could control in a burst, confirming my theory that the brunt of it went right through. 


“The signature is truly remarkable though. This prism is rated down to 125 Bouls, but it’s reading your signature at zero. Absolutely incredible. Boris, put him down as a novice with an unknown frequency, I’ll need to run some experiments later.” 


The magus’ word choice gave Declan pause. Experiments. He did not care to be a test subject. 


He had little time to worry, however, for ‘Boris’ beckoned. After confirming he was 17 years old and intended to take up two years of military service after his training, the old man closed his ledger and silently returned to his office. 


Magus Pieter turned from the recruits, opening the grand oaken door of the Tower. “Come on, then,” he said, “welcome to Krispins.”










CHAPTER SIX










“FORTUNATELY,” PIETER’S VOICE rang out, “we have a fairly easy climb ahead of us. I’ll explain more as we walk, so don’t lag behind.” He stepped inside, leaving the new students to scurry behind. 


Declan suppressed his disappointment at the sight that greeted them. 


There were no grand sculptures, no wild monsters, no ancient tomes. The entry chamber of Tower Krispins held only three things, a large wooden door, hinges rusted with disuse, a plain, dark stairway down, and its opposite, the pathway up. The magus lead the group to the stairs up, beginning his lecture as the group followed.


“In addition to the ground floor itself, Tower Krispins has 5 floors above ground, making it one of the shortest towers in Teralia.” 


Declan thought he heard the man mutter something under his breath, but didn’t manage to catch what it was. 


Pieter continued, “Of those five, the top two are cleared of monsters; you will be spending the better part of the next two years there. The fourth floor holds the dormitories for the now 32 novices, apprentices, and adepts studying here, as well as a small cafeteria.”


Sarah cleared her throat. The magus did not stop to hear her question. “On the fifth floor you will find the offices of myself and Magus Maya Tilstone, the other instructor, as well as two classrooms and four practice rooms. Our modest library on the fifth floor is also open to students. It’s certainly not the grand archives at Tower Vestriam, but it’s got everything you’ll need while you’re here.


“Since so many of you have joined us at once, Maya will be teaching you as a full class for the first few weeks to get you caught up with the other novices, then you’ll join the rest of them. Lessons begin at 7th bell and go until 15th, with a break for lunch at 11. Afternoons are free for private study or excursions down into town.” 


The group paused, having now passed three oaken doors on their journey upward and arrived at the fourth, which the magus summarily opened with a gesture.


“Any questions?” He ignored Sarah’s raised hand. “Good. Unoccupied dorms should all have keys in the door, feel free to take your pick. I’d recommend you spend the rest of the day acquainting yourselves with the layout of this and the fifth floor, and meeting your fellow students. Do your work, don’t slack off, all that. Oh, and Novice Declan, come to my office when you’re settled in.”


With a flourish, the imposing magus turned and continued up the winding stairs, leaving the new arrivals in an empty hallway.


Shrugging, Sarah led the others down the wooden passage towards the cluster of unclaimed rooms at the back. A few minutes later, Declan found himself at the very opposite end of the floor, wedged between Sarah’s room and the back wall.


The dorm was small. Not quite as small as the corner he’d lived in under Master Thern, but it was a far cry from his old quarters in the estate itself. Between the aging wooden desk, the decaying wardrobe, and the straw-stuffed twin bed, there was barely enough space in which to stand. 


What floor was clear reflected the underfunded state of the frontier Tower. Thin, wooden slats covered the natural white marble, which Declan could see through the cracked and faded floorboards. He definitely wouldn’t be walking around barefoot any time soon—not if he wanted to avoid a foot full of splinters. 


After taking a moment to sit on his new bed and recover from the climb, Declan slipped his new key into a pocket and turned to investigate the upper floor. Brian, it would seem, had a similar idea, walking almost headlong into Declan in his hurry to see the rest of their new home. 


“Sorry! I’m so sorry! This is all just so exciting! I mean, can you believe it? We’re students in an actual Tower!”


“Well that is what we walked all this way for… and don’t worry about it, I can tell you’re excited. What do you think so far?”


“It’s just like ma described! I don’t think Magus Pieter was here when she was but still. I even have my own room. I can’t wait for class tomorrow; we’re going to be mages, Declan!”


Choosing not to rain on the healer’s parade with his own thoughts on the ramshackle state of the place, Declan simply nodded along as the two left the hall and again took to the marble stairs. The pair were thankful to find the climb that would be their daily trip was not too onerous, and soon they were greeted by the end of the stairs and another pristine oak door. 


After forcefully pulling it open—generating a hideous groan in the process—the novices entered another wooden hallway. While the artificial floors and walls had been maintained marginally better than those of the floor below, this was hardly a place of wealth or luxury. 


Declan supposed it made sense. Money would be tight at Towers that took military service in lieu of tuition, and wood was not exactly in high supply around here. The thought raised the question, however, of the value of constructing wooden floors in the first place. Walls were necessary, but he would’ve far preferred the bare marble of the Tower to the cracked and splintered floorboards on which they walked. 


Declan pushed the thought aside as they reached the first door. Peering through the knot-holes, the new arrivals spotted small clusters of students studying alone in an otherwise empty classroom. The next several doors echoed the sight, until they finally came across the library. 


Brian immediately ducked inside, scanning the shelves for old histories or biographies of great mages. Declan itched to explore the treasure trove, but he had another task in mind first. The Tower-master had left instructions after all.


Bidding his friend goodbye, the novice turned away from the library and continued checking doors until he found Pieter’s office. Before he could even knock, a commanding voice bid him enter. 


The novice pulled open the decrepit wooden door and stepped inside. The office was sparse. 


Beyond the old desk and hard wooden chair in which Declan found himself, the only decoration was a simple rectangular mirror that hung above the Magus’s head.


“Ah, Novice Declan, sit down. I’m sure you have questions, but before you ask, I want to hear your thoughts. You know by now your mana is quite…unique, and I want to hear everything you’ve figured out so far.”


“Y..yes sir. The two main properties are, as you’ve certainly noticed, that it is invisible and it can move through things. Blasts of pure mana have proven effective at neutralizing living creatures, though not killing them, and I’ve heard the effects on plants look similar to a life drain spell. Beyond that, I’ve attempted a few spell forms, but none of them have had any visible effect other than the same things my raw mana does.”


“Hmmm, yes. How much do you know about the nature of mana, my boy?”


“I have a limited background in magical theory, and I’ve done some reading on the topic.”


“Well,” the magus began, “I have a theory. It doesn’t explain why your mana can travel through solid objects—that should be impossible—but it may explain the invisibility and failure to interact with spell forms. It turns out, that while most human mana ranges from black to white, it is possible to cast spells above or below the limits of what we can perceive. Very high or very low frequency mana is invisible to the human eye, in much the same way as yours is. Do you follow?”


None of this was news to Declan, who’d learned as much from the stealth-casting book the other day, but he humored the man with a nod. “Yes, sir. I think I understand.”


“Good. Now, I trust you’re aware most spell forms only function within a certain range of frequencies. A blue mage cannot cast Fireball any more than a red mage can cast Ice Spike. The non-elemental utility spells are no different, we just don’t normally teach the range because spells like Lesser Push function at frequencies as high as 1200 Bouls. If the basic cantrip forms are failing to contain your mana, my theory would be not only do you naturally generate mana at a high enough frequency to be invisible, but your signature must be at least 1200 Bouls.”


Declan felt conflicted. On one hand, he was overjoyed at finally having some answers about his mysterious magic. On the other, he wasn’t much closer to actually using it. “Are there any cantrips rated for higher frequency mana? I can’t learn to be a mage if there aren’t any spells I can use.” 


“Unfortunately, there has never been a reason to adapt anything higher than 1000 Bouls; as far as I can recall there are no recorded cases of human mana above that. Worry not though, for with the proper background in magical theory, it is not too difficult to adapt existing spells to different frequencies. I can help you with that, we just need to get an accurate measure of your actual signature first.” 


Pieter’s face darkened as he leaned over the desk. “I have a much more serious concern, however, involving your penetrative capabilities. It isn’t explained in most beginning texts, but most spells naturally leak a certain amount of mana. Normally, this isn’t enough to cause any adverse effects; the extra mana simply dissipates into the air or bounces off our skin. It’s that latter that scares me. 


“I’m afraid that even if you utilize well-calibrated spell forms, the leakage could pass right through the skin and do real damage to anyone who may be with you. Beyond even that, once your mana pool begins to grow, unless you can maintain constant control over your natural mana generation, your body itself will passively leak mana into the surrounding environment. The safe thing to do would be to refuse to train you altogether.”


Declan sat paralyzed in his seat, heart sinking at the news. So this was it then? He’d traveled all this way just to be told his mana is too dangerous? He thought back to the moment he’d cast his first spell. He recalled his father’s face on the day of his awakening. Those words again echoed through his head: there’s nothing there. Stopping now as not an option. “I’m sorry sir, but I cannot accept that. I need this. M..magic is all I have.”


“I said it would be the safe thing to do, not that I intend to do it. My boy, you may be the magical discovery of the century; there’s no way I’m letting that slip through my fingers. Now, what I need is a plan of action…” 


The man paused, drumming his fingers on the desk while he thought. “I want you to attend classes as normal for now. I’ll let Maya know you’re not to cast anything with others in the room. For safety’s sake. Come visit me again tomorrow, I’ll have it ready by then.”


Declan opened his mouth to ask what ‘it’ was, but the magus didn’t give him a chance. “I want you to go to the library and find Cadwell’s Elemental Adjustment. I expect you to have read the first 30 pages by this time tomorrow. You’re dismissed.” 


Declan reeled at the sudden dismissal. That’s it? He supposed the magus had given him plenty to think about. The idea of leaking dangerous mana didn’t set well with the novice, but if the Tower-master deemed him safe enough to train, who was he to question the man’s judgment? 


Pushing away from the desk to stand, Declan spoke. “Thank you, sir. I shall strive to be worthy of your aid.” 


Pieter didn’t even look up, his only response a snort at Declan’s absurd formality. Shrugging internally, Declan stepped from the office, leaving the man to his thoughts.


Tower-Master Magus Pieter Edricson could barely conceal the massive grin on his face as the novice left his office. At last, he thought, a ticket out of this shithole. The magus had certainly made his discontent known at his appointment to Krispins; he hadn’t expected to find his path to glory out in the middle of nowhere. 


Magical discovery of the century indeed. If he played his cards right, Pieter could book a one-way trip straight to a research post at Vestriam, or even the Pinnacles themselves. No longer hiding his elation, the Magus pulled out a piece of parchment, and penned a frantic letter.



* * *


That evening, the five new arrivals ate together on the floor of the level 4 hallway. Uncomfortable as wooden slats were, there was no seating in the cafeteria, and the dorms themselves were far too small to accommodate five students. 


Declan made a note as they dined that a number of other students carried their dinner upstairs, presumably to eat in one of the classrooms. He shifted his weight, regretting his choice of meeting spot. 


“So?” Sarah said through a mouth full of bread, “does the magus know what’s wrong?”


“I don’t think anything’s wrong,” Declan said, “just different. He thinks it’s a matter of frequency.”


“So what’s he gonna do about it?”


“I’m… not sure. He told me not to cast around other people and gave me some assigned reading.” He patted the thick tome weighing down his pack. “Said to come back tomorrow.”


“It’s good he’s willing to help,” Andrew chimed in. “He could’ve just as easily sent you home.”


“Yeah,” Brian said, “I’d count that as a win.”


“Oh, certainly,” Declan replied. “He was a bit rude, but I suppose he’s a busy man.”


“He must be a talented mage,” Brian grinned, “to be a Tower-master so young.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure. This isn’t exactly the Pinnacles, and with only two magi on staff, one of them has to be Tower-master.”


“I’m just excited to start class tomorrow,” Jess spoke up. “I wonder what Magus Tilstone will be like.”


“Fuck classes,” Sarah said, “I’m excited to hunt.”


“I don’t think we’ll be hunting much of anything until we get the basics down,” Declan did his best to ignore the disappointed look on the girl’s face. “You all have more than enough mana to learn the cantrips, so they’ll focus on that first.”


“Either way,” Andrew stood, prompting his sister to follow, “It’ll be an exciting day tomorrow. I’m going to get some sleep.” The twins turned, disappearing into their respective rooms.


Declan followed their lead, bidding the others goodnight and venturing into his own small quarters. As he lay on the bed of rough straw, he couldn’t help but wonder what Pieter’s solution to his unique frequency would be. He dreamt that night of spearheading the research into an entirely new branch of magic, of building new spells, and of changing the study of magic for generations to come. 










CHAPTER SEVEN










MAGUS MAYA TILSTONE surveyed the gathered students. There was a warmth to her emerald eyes that had been decidedly absent from Magus Pieter’s, even if said eyes were marred by the dark circles beneath them. 


The classroom couldn’t have been more than a hundred square feet. As it was, between the six basic wooden desks and the large slate up front, Declan practically had to climb to get to his seat. The loose-fitting blue novice robes he wore made the task no easier. 


“Good morning, everyone,” the magus said, “welcome to Krispins. Before we start, let’s go around and get everyone’s name and frequency.” 


And so they did. Maya answered each introduction with a kind smile, doing no different for Declan when he simply noted his frequency as “unknown.”


Once everyone had introduced themselves to the instructor’s liking, she turned around to scribble in chalk on the slate behind her. When she stepped away, Declan recognized the shape from his studies at the manor.


“This,” Maya said, “is mana. I know it doesn’t look like it, but magnified an incredible amount, all mana travels in the form of a sine wave. I’ll get to the mathematics behind the curve later on, but for now, the shape is all that matters.”


Declan had, of course, already heard all this from his old tutors. Nonetheless, he listened. Perhaps, she would give some clue, some drop of information he’d forgotten or missed that would help his unique situation. 


“There are two main components to a sine wave,” she continued. “The amplitude, and the frequency. The amplitude measures how tall the waves are, and the frequency measures how many there are. I’m sure you’ve all heard the term frequency before, because it is mana’s frequency that determines what color it is.”


She turned back to the slate, drawing out two more curves with different wavelengths. 


“So, while Sarah’s lightning might look like this,” she gestured to first the high-frequency curve, then the other, “Andrew’s earth would look more akin to this. Of course the scale is wrong. We measure magical frequency in Bouls, named for Jason Boul, the man who pioneered the first research into frequency theory. One Boul is a trillion of these bumps every second.” 


She pointed again to the gentle humps of the sine wave. 


“So for example, take Brian’s mana. White magic falls just under 800 Bouls on the mana spectrum, which means when Brian casts a spell, as it travels, his mana goes up and down and up and down and up and down eight hundred trillion times a second.”


Declan had to hand it to her for enthusiasm. Maya’s excitement for the topic was contagious, or at least it amplified the students’ own for their first day of lessons. 


“As far as we can tell, a mage’s native frequency is unchangeable, and unique to the extent we can measure with enough precision to distinguish even the most similar of mages. It’s possible, of course, to temporarily shift mana’s frequency once it’s left your body, but doing so requires significant focus. By the time you graduate, you’ll each be able to shift by about 10 Bouls.”


Now that was interesting. As far as Declan knew, most nobles graduating from the Pinnacles did so as magi, a rank which required 50 Bouls of shift. How undereducated were military mages?


Maya continued, “anyway, we’re a long way off from worrying about shift. Instead, let’s talk about spells.” 


As Declan surveyed the room, he saw Maya’s smile echoed on the faces of his four classmates.


“I’m sure you’ve all experimented with raw mana. Assorted bursts, small-scale matter manipulation, that kind of stuff. Spells are a mage’s bread and butter.”


Again, she turned, erasing the waves on the slate to replace them with a new diagram. 


“Light is a simple spell,” she explained, gesturing at the circular image. “The mana enters here, and then continues around this loop for as long as the form is maintained, allowing the natural light the mana emits to illuminate the area.”


So pretty much the opposite of useful, Declan thought. Invisible or nonexistent light wasn’t going to illuminate much of anything.


“As you may have found in your experiments,” the Magus continued, “mana behaves on intent. You will it to exit your body; you will it to lift this rock or fly towards that target. Casting spells follows the same principle. The first step is to hold the desired shape in your mind at all times, then to gently release mana into the form until the full cost is paid. For channeled spells like Light, you then slow the addition of mana to account for any natural leakage without overloading the form.”


Declan nodded along. So far, her description matched the methods he’d tried for the growth cantrips back at the estate. Of course, those hadn’t worked, but he didn’t expect Light to work for him either. 


“So who wants to try it out?”


Sarah led the procession to the practice room across the hall. As the others filed in, Maya placed a hand on Declan’s shoulder, pulling him aside. 


“Pieter tells me you aren’t to cast anything. You’re welcome to come in and observe, but I’m not sure you would find it particularly useful of even interesting. You can have the rest of the morning off, or head over to the library. I’d recommend Cadwell’s Primer to Frequency Theory if you’re interested in reading ahead.”


Declan grinned at the mention of the textbook he’d brought with him from Red’s Crossing. Even if he couldn’t cast any spells, at least his theoretical background put him far enough ahead that he might be able to catch up once he figured out his mana. 


“I’ll take a look,” he replied, “thank you.”


“I’ll see you in class tomorrow.” With a soft smile and a slight nod, Maya followed the others into the practice room. 


Declan stood alone in the hall. How he yearned to step inside, to learn his first spell alongside his classmates. Such wasn’t his lot. 


Instead he followed Maya’s advice, striding down the hall to the Tower library. It was not a large collection. Indeed, the room held more tables at which to sit and work or study than it had bookcases. Declan passed directly by the entire shelf dedicated to Cadwell’s Primer. He already had a copy after all, and his eyes were set on another goal. 


There were only two copies of Cadwell’s Elemental Adjustment, which for some reason was on a different bookcase from the Primer by the same author. Declan picked one up. 


The ink on the cover was washed out, the spine cracked with use. He had to squint to follow the small and faded text, but squint he did. He was here, motivated and ready to do whatever it took to be a proper mage, whether or not his magic cooperated. 


And so Declan sat down to read.



* * *


That afternoon, Declan arrived at the Tower-master’s office to find the man hunched over his desk, franticly inscribing something into another iron prism. 


“Sit,” the magus commanded. “I’ll just be a moment.” 


Following instructions, the anxious novice sat in the hard wooden chair opposite the desk, planting his feet to keep the unstable seat from rocking. Several moments passed as the magus worked, before Declan leaned forward for a glimpse at the project. 


“I have a theory,” the man explained without looking up from his work, “that your mana may be so high frequency it refuses to interact with mine. Seeing as we cannot design spells for your unique mana without first knowing what exactly it is, I’m currently working on a modified iron prism that you can power with your own mana so we can test you for real.” 


Declan didn’t comment. Pieter’s logic made sense, as far as his understand of magic went. So he sat in silence, watching on as the magus fiddled with the device before him. 


For twenty minutes he waited, until without warning, Magus Pieter sat up, looking across the desk for the first time as he handed the prism to Declan. “Here, place your finger on the tip, and will your mana not into the prism itself, but the inscription on the boundaries.” 


Hesitantly, the novice grasped the prism and followed the instructions. He felt the familiar drain of mana, but nothing appeared to happen. At the magus’s tacit, commanding look, he then channeled as much mana as he could into the device. 


Again, nothing. 


He handed the prism back to Pieter, who hastily turned it over in search of results. 


“Hmmm. So either my inscription failed to contain your mana, or the readout is simply emitting light at too high a frequency to actually read. Hmph. This is going to take more than a day of tinkering.” 


Dropping the device into a pocket, the magus looked up to Declan. “You’ve done the reading I trust?” 


Declan nodded, and the man continued, “then tell me, why does violet mana fail to activate low-frequency spell forms?”


“There are two reasons, sir. The first is that at the same total quantity, lower-frequency mana has a higher amplitude than high-frequency mana. As a result, spells designed for lower frequencies have wider channels to accommodate the thicker wave. It would take significantly more total energy to actually fill an earth formula with violet mana.”


“And the second?”


“Lower frequency spells depend on long, slow curves in order to accommodate the large turning-radius of high wavelength mana, and many metal and earth spells are designed to take advantage of slow mana’s ability to travel greater distances before decaying. In longer spell forms, higher frequency mana would bounce off the walls of the form too many times and lose too much energy before completing the spell, causing a distorted result.”


“Good,” the magus huffed. “Have the next thirty pages prepared for tomorrow. I also want you to find a diagram of Maxwell’s mana detection. It seems as good a place as any to start adjusting cantrips for you, and building up enough control for you to cast safely will be difficult if you can’t see your own spells. I want a list of proposed changes to the form tomorrow. Get to work.”


Declan simply stared at the magus as he returned to fiddling with the iron prism. He’d traveled all this way for instruction, not assigned reading. Was he seriously not worth more than a few paltry minutes of Pieter’s time? Taking a deep breath, the novice calmed himself. 


It was only the second day after all, and to be fair, there wasn’t much instruction the man could give if he couldn’t cast any spells. With a sigh, Declan stood, again thanked the magus for his tutelage, and vacated the office. 


Upon his return, the familiar scent of the library was comforted Declan. 


He offered a quick greeting to Brian and Jess, who were reading from their own borrowed copies of Cadwell’s Primer, and scanned the shelves for anything by a ‘Maxwell.’ Dismissing one by the title of The Amorous Adventures of Austin Maxwell, Declan found himself at a table across from Andrew with three tomes in front of him. 


The twin looked up. “How come you don’t have to do Tilstone’s assigned reading? Late morning off and now you have no homework either? I wish I had special magic.”


Thinking back to the Magus’s comments on leaking penetrative high-frequency mana, Declan couldn’t exactly sympathize with the other novice. “It’s because I’ve already studied the basics of theory. And trust me, I could only dream of having regular mana. At least you can actually cast spells without poisoning people.” 


Declan winced as he heard the vitriol creeping into his voice. “I’m sorry,” he apologized, “that was uncalled for.”


“It’s alright,” Andrew replied, “it—um—it looks like you have your work cut out for you.” He gestured at the three unopened books Declan had gathered. 


“Err—right. I should get to that.” 


The pair returned to silence, Andrew cowed into continuing his reading while Declan scanned through the pages for useful spell forms. Sketching out two promising candidates for mana detection, the novice returned the books and ventured back out into the hall, intending to return to his room for his assigned reading. 


He was just unlocking his door when he heard a familiar voice spouting a string of obscenities through the thin walls. Taking a second to make up his mind, Declan turned and knocked on Sarah’s door.


The first thing he noticed when a frazzled Sarah invited him in was the black singe marks on the already weak floor. “I…is everything ok?” He nervously inquired.


“Of course everything’s ok!” The girl snapped. “It’s just this cocksucking Light spell won’t fucking work!” 


Startled, Declan raised his hands defensively. 


Her voice softened. “I’m sorry, it’s just… I’m supposed to be good at this shit, but now I can’t even cast a basic fucking cantrip.” 


“You’re still way ahead of me, and I’ve actually studied this stuff before. W…why don’t you show me what you can do, m…maybe I can help?” Declan wasn’t sure why his heart pounded, but he supposed there was something a little frightening about the girl’s intensity.


“Sure, why not. You can’t be worse than Tilstone anyway. Stand back.” Declan stood to the side, leaning on the wall, and watched intently as yellow mana flowed from Sarah’s outstretched hand. A crackling sound filled the air as the lightning magic circled within the tight spell form, building and building until eventually it burst, and a blast of lightning slammed into the ground, further singeing the poor floorboards. 


“Oh, no wonder you’re struggling with this, you’re almost too powerful for the cantrip.” Declan complimented in hopes of calming her bristling demeanor. 


“Fuck yeah I’m too powerful. Doesn’t help Magus Tilstone won’t teach us anything useful until we can all cast this shit though.” Sarah grumbled in reply. “Any ideas?”


“Y…yeah, I think I can help. It’s just a matter of regulating the flow of mana into the spell. Here’s what you need to do…”. 










CHAPTER EIGHT










THE MAGIC STANDARDIZATION Initiative (MSI) of 802 is a treaty signed by the leaders of Teralia, Reth, and the Poulsian City States to standardize magical education, standards, and practice in order to facilitate research and cooperation between the nations. 


The biggest and most well-known aspect of the MSI has been the ongoing spell categorization project. As of year 918, over 190,000 spells have been assigned one of ten complexity tiers, allowing governments and other magical organizations to efficiently make decisions regarding magical education and implementation. 


The MSI also established the standard set of units for measuring the properties of mana—Pels for quantity, Kleins for flow, Bouls for frequency, etc. The standardized measurements have already proved incredibly useful for sharing research; in the past century society’s knowledge of magic phenomena has improved dramatically. 


However, the most impactful result of the now widespread use of mana measurements is the establishment of the mage hierarchy. With the advent of an easy way to asses a mage’s capabilities, the archaic model of near-constant magical duels to prove ability has fallen by the wayside. The generally accepted set of magical ranks are described below.


Novice is the title assigned to new students. Most untrained humans have limited mana pools, so there is no threshold for achieving this rank.


Apprentice is the first promotion available to fledgling mages. Most students will achieve this rank in their first year of study, as near-constant use of magic combined with the high levels of ambient mana present within the Towers help to grow one’s reserves. To reach the rank of apprentice, a student must have a natural store of 35 Pels and be able to spend 25 Pels per second of channeling.


Most students will finish their training at the rank of adept. By this point, the mana pool has reached 75 Pels, and the mage must be able to spend it at a rate of 50 Kleins. More importantly, adept is the first rank to take magical skill into account. To be considered an adept, a mage must be able to shift the frequency of their mana by at least 10 Bouls, and must be able to demonstrate knowledge of a Tier 2 spell.


Journeyman is the rank held by most mages pursuing secondary education. In the four years of Tower work required for most graduate programs, a mage will reach a mana pool of 150 Pels, a burst of 100 Kleins, and an elemental shift of 25 Bouls. At this stage, Tier 3 spells become available.


The title of magus is conferred upon graduation from a second term at one of the more established learning institutions. In addition to a pool of 300 Pels, a burst of 180 Kleins, elemental shift of at least 50 Bouls, and the ability to cast spells of the 5th tier, in order to be considered a magus, a mage must publish a standalone piece of research, thus pushing forward humanity’s understanding of magic.


Grand magus is for the most part a ceremonial title to differentiate the truly talented from the simple magi. These are the mages who lead Towers and teach graduate students. At this point in the hierarchy, statistics like mana pool and burst become less important, instead focusing on an elemental shift of at least 80 Bouls and the ability to channel Tier 7 spells.


Very few will ever reach the title of archmage. Boasting a massive elemental shift of 150 Bouls, and the ability to cast highly complex Tier 9 spells, archmages are a force to be feared. As of the time of writing, there are four known archmages within the Kingdom of Teralia. 


There has long been theorized an unofficial rank above archmage, known collectively as sage. While there has never been a sage since the mage hierarchy was established, there are legends of ancient mages with unlimited elemental shift and the ability to cast spells we cannot even comprehend. It is rumored a sage may be responsible for the eternal storm raging at the Seat of the Tempest.


—Excerpt from Tales of the Towers



* * *


The next day found Declan again in the library while the others practiced their spells. He spent his time reading. Truthfully, as much as he loved to complain about the useless magus, he really did enjoy the assignments. As usual, the library was deserted this morning—the other novices occupied with their morning classes. 


Declan preferred it that way. Books were easier than people, and with every word he read Declan felt closer to finally wielding his troublesome magic. 


By the novice’s second hour in the Tower library, he had already completed both of Pieter’s assignments, so he took the liberty of reading a bit ahead, eager to unlock his spell casting potential. 


Hours passed as Declan’s understanding of spell forms slowly grew, before eventually the 15th bell echoed through the thin walls, signaling time for another meeting with the Tower-master.


Magus Pieter was, once again, unhelpful. 


While the man did promise Declan that he would soon have another prism to test, he provided no real instruction other. When presented with the two possible forms for mana detection Declan had prepared, the magus simply selected one and told the notice to return once he’d adjusted it to a higher frequency himself. 


Declan sighed as he left the office. 


Either Pieter knew he was reading ahead or the man had no idea how slowly the assigned reading taught. In either case, it would take at least a few days to have a working spell, and that was with his already significant background in magic theory. Declan couldn’t imagine what he’d do were it not for his time studying at the estate. 


Disheartened by his limited progress, Declan elected to take that afternoon off. 


He ended up in the cafeteria, where he spotted the twins paying apt attention to another of Brian’s stories.


“-and then Archmage Brandon opened the second portal just above the elemental’s head, dumping the entire flow of the Dern on the great beast!”


Declan pulled up a chair and silently nodded along to the rest of the story. He’d heard this one before. Twice. 


When the last of the great monsters had been slain and Teralia had been saved yet again, Andrew took over with a story of his own, accompanied by frequent inputs and corrections from Jess. 


He told of a simple farmer of the plains, who one day awoke to a cryptic message in the snow. Ignoring its warning, the man ventured alone out into the woods. 


Under the thin sunlight that made it through the veil of dark clouds, the farmer wandered, eventually finding himself well and truly lost. It was then that the singing started.


It was a beautiful, alien melody, full of twisting harmonies and alluring motifs. It beckoned, and he followed. And he followed. And he followed. For hours he tracked the source of music, through snowy clearings and over frozen creeks. Until he turned a bend and was in the woods no more. 


Andrew couldn’t describe exactly what the farmer saw at the court of the Winter Fae, only that their king offered him a deal. He left his wife the very next day. “I’m sorry,” he said as their children looked on, “but destiny calls.” And he was gone. 


Rumors surfaced, of a wealthy mundane appearing in Fontanya, taking the shipping industry by storm. He always knew which ships would sink, and which would make it safely to harbor. He knew where to put his money, and when to hold fast. 


Whatever price he’d paid, whatever deed he’d done at the behest of the Winter Fae, for all his fortune, a specter haunted him. A shadow behind his eyes, that spoke of what was, and what could have been. 


Declan only half paid attention to the tale. Such stories of clairvoyant fairies offering loaded deals to random farmers for their own inscrutable purposes held little sway with him. He’d rather learn of heroes, of battles, of magic.


Eventually the evening meal finished, and the conversation died down. It would be an early night for the new students; there was plenty of work to be done on the morrow.



* * *


The following days blurred together in a haze of reading, eating, sleeping, and reading some more. Declan’s visits with Magus Pieter had ceased until he could adapt Maxwell’s forms, and the other novices were studying in earnest to catch up to the group ahead of them. 


Declan zoned out through most of Maya’s lectures. He already knew the basics of theory, and the spellwork portion of her class held even less value to the unique mage. 


The only break from the monotony came in the form of another tutoring session with Sarah. Declan noticed the girl seemed to be looking at him differently as he gave her spell-casting tips, but he was far too busy to pay it any heed. 


Four days in to his semi-isolated study, Declan reached the end of Cadwell’s Elemental Adjustment. While he had certainly gained quite a bit in terms of understanding what makes spell forms prefer certain frequencies, he was no closer to writing a spell of his own, let alone editing someone else’s. 


He was, however able to find a copy of Cadwell’s Advanced Elemental Adjustment, which he assumed to be the sequel. The text was well above his level, but after three more days of struggling through it, Declan was finally ready to write his first spell. 


Of course, he would be unable to test the form until his next visit with Magus Pieter, so instead of writing one version of Maxwell’s mana vision for a higher frequency, Declan prepared three, ranging from 35 to 5000 Bouls. When the 15th bell rang on Declan’s ninth day at Tower Krispins, the novice excitedly knocked on the Magus’s door.


“Ah, Declan. You have a spell for me?” 


Declan nodded, handing the papers across the aging desk. 


“Hmmm, three versions, good, good. I have to say I’m a little disappointed it took you so long, but at least we have something to work with.”


Declan bristled at that. What kind of teacher didn’t even know the standard curriculum? He briefly considered giving the magus a piece of his mind, but his better sense kept him silent. 


To Declan’s chagrin, Pieter made several marks on the diagrams, tutting at the novice’s mistakes. Eventually, he handed back the papers. “You’ve made quite a few efficiency errors, but I suppose that’s to be expected at your level. Go try these in practice room 3. See me when you’ve found a working version.”


Declan tried not to let the dismissal sting. Sure, he hadn’t expected the magus to gush over his work, but he was rather proud of how much he’d learned. Ultimately his excitement at getting a chance to cast a real spell won out, and the novice ran more than walked down the wooden hall to a decrepit door with a faded ‘3’ painted on the front. 


The air in the empty room hummed with mana, no doubt enchantments to stop wayward miscasts. Declan hoped they would work for him. 


His heart pounded as he closed his eyes and envisioned the first of the spell forms, slowly channeling mana into the desired shape. Sensing the mana drain, Declan’s eyes popped open to see…nothing. Not to be discouraged, the novice tried the other two adjustments he’d prepared. 


Still nothing. 


Declan’s heart sank. The flame of enthusiasm he’d slowly kindled to catch a first glimpse of his magic burned out. A flicker of hope did remain, however. After all, Cadwell had written that the mana spectrum could theoretically extend infinitely in the positive direction, and all these tests really proved was Declan’s mana may be more unique than he’d previously thought. 


Vacating the practice room to return to the library, Declan didn’t waste a moment before getting started on his next version of the spell.


Thirty eight versions later, having tested every frequency from one to one million, Declan’s determination was starting to peter out. And so the novice found himself once again sitting across from Magus Pieter, dejectedly staring at the adjusted spell forms he’d handed over. 


“Hmmm, these are certainly interesting.” The man chuckled to himself, “It’s only in the realm of theory that we can write spell forms for signatures above a million Bouls. I’m glad you finally came to me for help. All your showing off was getting tiring.” 


Declan had to fight the urge to facepalm. What did this idiot think he was doing here if not asking for help? 


“Anyway, normally I’d recommend you just keep expanding the range, but lucky for you I’ve completed the next prism.”


Declan struggled to contain his offense at the Magus’ accusations as he reached out to take the lump of iron. This iteration of the device was nearly twice the size of its predecessor, every inch of it covered with complex inscription. 


“I had to add Quentin’s algorithm for elemental shift to make the readout visible, and the base enchantment itself is doubly recursive to accommodate for an astoundingly wide range of possible frequencies. It’s messy, but it should get the job done. Now, finger on the tip, just like before.”


Declan followed the mans’ instructions, grasping the device and channeling his mana first into the enchantment, and then into the prism itself. Once he was well and truly drained, he handed the inscribed iron lump back to the Tower-master. 


Pieter frantically turned over the device to view the readout, whistling at the results. Before Declan could ask, he flipped the prism to reveal a set of glowing white numbers. 


F: ERR.00 S: 26 B: 21


“W…what does that mean?” The novice asked.


“That, my boy, is progress. We have a readout! Your signature seems to be too high to fit on the prism, but now we know your store is 26 Pels and your burst is 21 Kleins. And what a signature you must have!”


Pieter grinned, a wide, hungry look that showed his teeth. “I’ve sent an inquiry to the archives, but as far as I can remember the highest known signature in history is only twelve hundred; you must be at least ten times that! This is remarkable! Go…um…go back to working on higher frequency adjustments of Maxwell, and let me know if one works! I need to write to the Pinnacles!”


Declan stared shocked as the magus frantically flipped over one of his spell forms and started writing on the back. If his signature was too high to work with any of the forms he’d made so far it had to be at least over a million. 


This was insane. 


Nevertheless, the magus’s device had worked to some extent; it would be foolish to mistrust his abilities now. Collecting himself, Declan stood, nodded to the distracted Tower-master, and left to return to his real teacher: the library.



* * *


Adjusted mana detection attempt #153 was the first to bear fruit. That is, if by fruit you mean completely blacking out Declan’s vision. In a panic, the novice cut the mana flow to the spell, panting as his sight swiftly returned to normal. He took a breath. 


Maybe it wasn’t so wise to mess around with his eyesight unsupervised. If he messed up… he shuddered. After taking a moment to calm his pounding heart, Declan dashed from the practice room, eager to report his results to his errant instructor. 


“Do you honestly expect me to believe this form worked for you? The gall of young mages today. Now, if you’d been doing your due diligence, you would know damn well that this Eskian spiral is far too tight to function below 45 million Bouls, while this Glenn switch is too long to support more than fifteen million. Have all your attempts been this sloppy? Do it again.”


Declan had just about had it. This…this asshole of a teacher refused to actually teach him a damn thing, and then took offense when he didn’t know stuff? The burning rage coursing through his veins was an unfamiliar feeling for Declan. It was nothing like the low, seething resentment he felt towards his former friends or Lord Croveus. 


This was an inferno of indignity. It was, however, not the emotion itself that sent Declan reeling, but the cold look that greeted him in the mirror behind Pieter’s desk. 


He knew his father’s battle face when he saw it. 


Instead of having an outburst, instead of giving the useless magus a piece of his mind as he so desperately wanted, instead of endangering his only chance at solving his magic, Declan clamped down on the anger. He didn’t explode, but he didn’t release it either. He held it, gently smoldering as he curtly, yet politely, thanked the magus for his instruction, and took his leave. 


Now, Declan knew there was nothing, but he could almost imagine faint trails of smoke drifting through the air behind him as he strode out of the office.










CHAPTER NINE










DECLAN HAD MOSTLY cooled down by the time he stepped into Maya’s classroom the following day. He resolved, if nothing else, not to let Pieter’s attitude keep him from an education. Still frustrated with his lack of progress, yet unable to cast himself, Declan took to watching the others. 


Whenever someone stumbled, erred, or otherwise struggled in their spellcasting, Declan recorded the problem point, so at least he’d be aware of it when came his time to learn the spell. 


Maya cared about her students. Through assorted hints that came up in her lectures, Declan gathered her background was not dissimilar to those of his classmates. All the more impressive, he thought, that she managed to make it all the way to Magus. Perhaps that was why she held the students to such standards. 


“Lesser Cool isn’t in the military curriculum,” she’d say, “but it’s taught at the Pinnacles. If it’s good enough for the nobles, it’s good enough for us.”


Come to think of it, she talked an awful lot about what upper class mages did and didn’t learn. Standard curriculum or otherwise, the students absorbed it all. 


Sarah in particular raced through Maya’s spells, mastering cantrips from Lesser Cool to Cut to the basic Push, some of which she did with Declan’s help. 


The twins had a different problem: mana. Simply put, their limited reserves could only go power a few attempts before resorting to the Tower’s ambient mana. It would, of course, be no issue at any of the more powerful Towers, but Krispins’ height meant there was simply less mana to go around. 


At least Andrew and Jess could progress, and once the class started hunting they would outgrow the problem.


Brian learned the cantrips well enough, his issue was the theory. It wasn’t his fault; the fledgling healer just had an entirely additional field of study: anatomy. Three times a week, an army medic from the garrison below made his way upstairs to tutor him on the topic, leaving the novice with yet more reading in his limited spare time. 


Brian was not one to suffer quietly. “Ugh,” he collapsed face first into the thick medical tome he studied, “why do I have to know the difference between abrasion and laceration? Cuts are cuts!”


“Stop being so dramatic,” Jess said from across their table in the library. “Healing isn’t something to mess around with.”


“There’s a reason healing is so highly regulated,” Declan supplied. “The forms for manipulating flesh are just as specific as any other element, except when you mess up an earth spell, the rock doesn’t end up horrifically disfigured, in lifelong pain, or dead.”


Declan shuddered at the prospect of botched white magic. Were it not for its unique ability to save lives, he was certain flesh-magic would be just as illegal as its black counterpart on the opposite end of the spectrum.


Brian shook him from his thoughts, “That doesn’t make it any easier.”


“Think of it like this,” said Jess, “while we’re here learning how to throw rocks, you’re learning how to reshape human flesh.”


“Not really,” Brian replied. “I’m learning how to stop the bleeding until a professional can take over.”


“I’m sure you’ll learn a bit more than that before we graduate,” Declan said. “Just like I’m sure Andrew and Jess will learn more than just ‘throwing rocks.’”


“I wanna learn construction,” Andrew chimed in. “Rebuild things, you know?”


Jess nodded, “It’s kind of serendipitous, don’t you think? Right as Endelford is destroyed we awaken to the perfect frequency to build it back up again. If they don’t teach us how to do it before the military, I’ll be damned if I don’t come right back for it after.”


“I don’t think it’s possible to study earth magic and not learn any construction,” Declan said. “That’s pretty much its entire military purpose.”


“Not combat?”


“War isn’t won in battle,” Declan quoted his former father. “It’s won at home and on the supply lines and in camp. Proper fortifications are everything.”


He spotted Andrew grinning at the remark, though Jess’s eyes fell. He didn’t comment. Part of him wanted to comfort the girl, but he knew he had little to say. To an extent, the twins’ plight far outweighed even his own—he at least still had a home to return to; theirs was gone.


“Either way,” he turned back to Brian, “none of your heroic archmages got that far without extra studying.” Declan refrained from mentioning they had likely started young, practically grown up in a major Tower, and hunted beasts for their mana with regularity. 


“Yeah, yeah,” Brian sat back up. “You’re right. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 


The conversation fell silent as the students got back to their work.


And so the days passed. Declan found a quiet, if reluctant, studying companion in the young healer, who joined him up in the library while the others practiced their cantrips or ventured into town. 


The former noble spent his afternoons reading ahead and preparing additional attempts at the mana detection spell. Having narrowed down his search range, Declan could now consistently black out his vision, and unlike Pieter, Magus Tilstone was more than happy to give him pointers in her limited spare time. 


Unfortunately, that was the extent of her instruction. Whenever Declan pressed her for more, she’d wave him off—she had too many students as it was, and it wouldn’t do to step on the Tower-master’s toes like that. 


Nevertheless, the progressed. In the outside world, spring turned to summer as Declan made attempt after attempt at mana detection. Having narrowed the search range, the novice could consistently black out his vision, but his mana itself eluded him. 


The failures weren’t easy. After four weeks of fruitless attempts, Declan slowed his efforts, opting instead to spend his evenings chatting or playing dice or crowns with his classmates. 


Twice a week, he continued tutoring Sarah, suppressing the sneaking suspicion that she didn’t really need his help any more. 


Declan wouldn’t realize quite yet, but in these days of quiet study and relaxing with friends, he was happy. He may have been absent the luxury he’d grown up with, but there was something real about the mages of Tower Krispins, that Declan couldn’t help but appreciate. 


A few weeks into the summer, Magus Tilstone joyously announced to the class that they would be joining thirteen other students in the first year class. Declan imagined her enthusiasm came both from pride in her students and relief she’d have one less class to teach.


Brian took to the extra classmates like a fish to water, every new face a potential new audience member for the healer’s wild tales. Sarah and the twins were equally anxious to join the others—the three excited by the Magus’s promise of excursions into the lower levels. 


The thought terrified Declan. If Pieter’s speech was to be believed, if the former noble developed too big a pool, he would start to leak his dangerous, invisible mana. Declan knew the effect he had on plants, and he had nightmares of what he may accidentally do to other humans. 


On the 39th of Summer, the class ventured down the stairs to hunt while Declan watched, steeling himself for the task ahead of him. When the last of his peers disappeared around the spiral stairs, the young mage reluctantly trudged down the decrepit wooden hall, and gently knocked on the Tower-master’s door.


“Did you enjoy your vacation, boy?” The sharp voice of Magus Pieter greeted him. “It certainly took you long enough. Magic is hard, novice, and you have it harder than most. You’ll need to actually work for it.”


Declan simply bowed his head to the Magus, accepting the abuse. “I apologize for my failure. I need your help, master.” 


Not waiting for a reply, he pulled a sheet of folded parchment from his cloak, presenting his latest design to Tower-master. Pieter took but a second to glance at the spell form before scoffing and slamming it face down onto the desk. Materializing a pencil, the man scribbled down a formula of his own before sliding the sheet back to Declan. 


“Since you have proved completely incapable of writing a basic spell, I’ve taken the liberty of writing one for you. I will not do so again. Return tomorrow with the results of your test.” 


Declan stared across the desk at the condescending glare in Pieter’s eyes. He stood. 


The magus returned to the letter he’d been penning just moments ago. 


Before he took his leave, Declan peered over at the Tower-master’s work. He didn’t see much, but he caught the phrase ‘I could better continue my research at Vestriam.’ Curious, he thought, he wants to be transferred. 


Declan couldn’t fault the man. Any research Tower would be a more desirable post than Krispins. He had to wonder, though, if he was the research to which Pieter referred. Is that what he’s spending his time doing rather than teaching me? Leveraging for a research position? 


With any luck, Pieter would be replaced by an actual instructor, or at the very least he’d be denied his transfer and focus his efforts back onto Declan. Still, the novice felt used. Politely thanking the man, Declan turned and left the office.


A now-familiar fire burned in the mage’s chest as he took determined strides down the hall and into practice room three. Not bothering to consider the differences between his and Pieter’s spells, Declan closed his eyes and envisioned the new design. The form itself was tiny. Hundreds of sharp twists and corners were condensed into a tight design optimized for insanely high frequencies. 


With a breath, Declan opened his mana pool into the spell. 


Heart pounding, the budding mage opened his eyes to a now-familiar blackness, broken only by an eerie green glow at the edge of his vision. 


No matter how he turned, the source of the glow evaded him, until he realized he must be looking at the spell itself, following his eyes around. Focusing to maintain the detection spell, Declan raised a hand upward and released a blast of mana into the ceiling. 


A burst of green suddenly filled Declan’s vision, forcing him to squint for the brief moment before it passed through the enchanted wooden ceiling and into the Tower marble. Its light didn’t illuminate the room, failing to reflect off the wooden boards. 


Declan let the detection spell fall away. He breathed. The spell had worked! Sure, he was a far cry from actually doing anything with his magic, but it was his first taste of progress since he’d arrived. 


He envisioned Pieter’s spell form again, filtering the natural light out of his vision. Twice more he sent out bursts of raw mana, squinting at the viridian flashes, before his mana stores ran dry and the room returned to normal. 


Declan sank to the floor, a wide grin plastered on his face. For a time he sat there, heart pounding as the waves of mana exhaustion that rolled over him were matched only by jubilation at having cast his very first spell.


Declan couldn’t keep the excitement from his face as he rushed down the marble stairs back to the fourth floor. Not even the memory of the Tower-master’s harsh words could keep him down as he recalled the sight of his green mana bursts flying through the air. 


He could finally cast! 


So it was that a beaming young mage, lost in dreams of the future, ran headlong into a tired Sarah, making her way back from the day’s excursion.


“Oh! Divines, I’m so terribly sorry!” The novice exclaimed as he helped her up. “A lot’s happened.”


“Don’t worry about it. Been knocked on my ass enough times, doesn’t really faze me any more,” the girl laughed. 


“So—um, how did the monster hunt go?”


“Great for the twins. Maya took us to the second level and killed a few molebeasts, so they got a nice boost of earth mana. Kinda shit for me but next time we’ll go somewhere better. What’s got you all excited?”


Declan explained the day’s events, eyes alight with excitement as he described seeing his mana for the very first time. Sarah scowled at his description of Pieter’s callousness, but was brimming with energy by the time the former noble finished his tale, eventually startling the lad with a massive hug.


“That’s awesome! Maybe now you can start using all that fucking theory you seem to know! I can’t wait to see you blasting molebeasts with the rest of us.”


Declan, who was not exactly accustomed to unexpected physical contact, stiffened under the embrace before forcing himself to relax and celebrate with the girl. 


Pulling away, he explained, “I’m still a ways from actually fighting, and it’s definitely still too dangerous for me to be casting around other people, but it’s a huge step, and I can’t wait to start on those cantrips you all have been learning.”


Prompted by her silent grin, Declan continued, “For now though I think I need sleep. I don’t think I’ve ever been this mana drained before.” He turned and started again down the dormitory hall, but was stopped when Sarah’s voice called for his attention.


“Declan?” She called, “You know, we really ought to celebrate this. The right way.”


Declan raised an eyebrow, and the girl explained, “Midsummer is coming up, and I heard there’s gonna be a festival in town. The others are already going, but I thought…” she grinned. “I’m not going to let you leave until you dance with me.”


In response, he simply stared at the girl, taken aback by what was ostensibly an order. He opened his mouth to reply, but before he could get a word out, Sarah disappeared into her room. 


As he lay in bed that night, Declan’s mind reeled with the events of the day. He didn’t know what to make of Sarah’s behavior, unsure if the invitation was meant to be friendly or romantic. For that matter, he didn’t know if he wanted it to be romantic. He didn’t know a lot of things. 


Interestingly enough, as he slept, the novice didn’t dream of powerful magic. He didn’t dream of unique spells or dusty tomes or great hunts. He didn’t dream of earning his place at a great Tower, or of the impending military service he’d complete upon graduation. Nor, in fact, did he dream of Sarah. 


Indeed, even after the events of the day, from casting his first spell to discovering Sarah as a possible romantic prospect, Declan dreamt of Charlie. For all that had happened in that alleyway in Red’s Crossing, for all his threats and bluster, and for all Declan’s accidental retaliation and flight, he still cared about his friend. 


When he awoke the next morning, Charlie’s smile still lingered in his mind, providing some sense of steadiness and comfort amid the sea of uncertainty that was Declan’s magical future.










CHAPTER TEN










CHARLIE HAD LONG been pushed to the back of Declan’s mind by the time he once again found himself sitting across a certain Tower-master. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. At the very least, he’d hoped for some level of celebration or congratulations. He got neither.


“Well of course it worked; I wrote it didn’t I? And obviously it blacks out everything else; the spell works by realigning the light entering your eye on to the visible spectrum. For light from mana at millions of Bouls to be visible, the entire visible spectrum would have to be condensed to such a small range of frequencies you wouldn’t be able to see it.”


Declan’s face reddened. Were you to ask, he couldn’t tell you if it were due to rage, embarrassment, or something in between. 


The magus continued. “Honestly, did you even think about the spell you were working on?” He sighed. “Either way, I have a present for you.” 


Pieter reached into a drawer—filling the room with a rather unpleasant screech in the process—and pulled out an inscribed lump of clay. He handed it to the novice. 


“Since I still believe it may be unsafe to allow myself to be exposed to your mana, I’ve adapted a basic mana detector to function at high frequency. It shall buzz whenever it’s exposed to mana above a million or so Bouls, plenty to let you know when your spells are leaking. Return to me when you can channel your mana sight without setting it off.”


Declan stared down at the malformed lump, noting the minuscule lines carved into it. They jutted back and forth in a chaotic yet meticulously planned pattern, culminating in an open circle on one side. As mean and useless as Pieter had been, Declan had to credit the man’s enchanting skill. 


“Thank you, sir, for your instruction.” 


As per usual, Pieter didn’t reply to the novice’s thanks, simply returning to whatever non-teaching task he’d planned for the day. 


Declan took his leave, returning to his secondary home in practice room 3.


Over the next few days, the novice developed a certain animosity for the enchanted lump. He read and reread the brief passage Cadwell had written on mana efficiency, and though he did take steps, progress was agonizingly slow as each and every cast lasted mere seconds longer before the tiresome buzzing inevitably filled the air.


In four days of constant study, practice, and sleep help recharge his straining mana pool, Declan managed to maintain the detection spell for a grand total of twelve seconds before the clay signaled his failure. He was just recovering from such an attempt when came a knock upon the practice-room door. 


A pasty fellow in apprentice red peek his head in, “Magus Edricson wants to see you. I’d hurry.” Declan had no chance to respond before the messenger disappeared back into the hall. 


Releasing a tired sigh, the novice gathered his notes and reluctantly walked down the hall to the Tower-master’s office. I’m way too drained for more of his crap, he thought as he pulled open the rickety wooden door. The first thing Declan noticed was the whisky bottle sitting open on the man’s desk. The second thing was an open letter.


“Well if it isn’t the little shit himself,” the magus slurred, pausing a second before seeming to remember his train of thought. “I’ve called you here to inform you you’re being transferred to Tower Vestriam. That bastard Leskelian’s taking you for himself.” 


The man stopped, reaching out to take a swig from the rapidly emptying bottle. “After all I’ve done for you, they’re just gonna up and steal you away. You know what you’d be without my enchantments? Nothing! Now I’m gonna be trapped in this shithole for divines know how long.” 


Did Pieter really think he’d done so much? To Declan’s eye, the magus had spent more time trying to use him for leverage than actually helping. He remained silent. Declan may not have been the most charismatic of his classmates, but he had the wherewithal to understand when to keep his mouth shut. 


Pieter’s face tinged red. He reached into his robe, fumbling with the fabric to eventually pull out a familiar piece of inscribed iron. 


“Do they even know how fucking revolutionary this shit is? The world’s first prism for high frequency mana! But they don’t give a damn about me or my research, they just want to take the credit for discovering you! Those fucking—” The Tower-master screamed and threw the prism, braking the mirror behind him. 


The piercing shatter seemed to break Pieter’s tirade, who simply stood and stared at the now barren wall. 


Silence.


After several minutes, the man let out a long, tired breath. “Fuck. Fuck them, fuck you, and fuck this.” Taking one last swig of the fragrant whisky, the drunken mage stumbled out of the room, leaving the stunned Declan amidst the mess of broken glass.


Declan’s heart pounded. He breathed. Unsure what else to do, he reached forward, picking up the open letter that sat upon Pieter’s desk. 


Magus Edricson,


I am excited to inform you that the Vestriam Research Institute has taken an interest in your student, and we have begun the process of arranging his immediate transfer. The VRI will pay his passage on the Midsummer caravan to Tower Vestriam so we can take up the study of such a fascinating magical anomaly. We’d like to formally thank you for your work so far, and we wish you a fortuitous Midsummer, and all the best in the seasons to come.


Yours Truly,


Grand Magus Antony Leskelian


Declan read the letter three times before carefully returning it to the desk. 


Pieter was right. 


Fuck. 


Charlie would be at Tower Vestriam—his father could never afford the Pinnacles, but Vestriam would be right up his alley. Declan wasn’t sure what to think about that. Part of him was overjoyed; he missed his friend, and even if the other Red’s Crossing boys wouldn’t be there, he’d much appreciate a friendly face. 


Another corner of Declan’s mind trembled. What if Charlie had been seriously hurt? What if he was still angry, either at Declan’s poor birth or the encounter in the alley? 


The other fact of the matter was simple: Declan didn’t want to leave his friends. For better or for worse, he’d grown happy here. He’d miss his long quiet afternoons studying next to Brian, or playing crowns with the twins in the hallway. And Sarah. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about the girl, but he knew he didn’t want to just leave her. 


Based on the Magus’s reaction though, this didn’t seem like the kind of invitation that could be refused. 


Mind racing, Declan took a moment to scan the floor for the errant prism, shoving it into his pocket before heading back to his room to ponder the news. It was exciting to be sure. The Vestriam Research Institute was world renowned; if anyone help him out, they could. If nothing else they’d stop Charlie’s father from wanting his head. 


Declan didn’t fancy being a lab rat, but he supposed it was better than the non-education he’d received at Krispins, and it was certainly better than hanging. He almost drilled at the idea of exploring the famous Vestriam Archives. Even so, it was a risk. 


As rude and useless as Magus Pieter could be, he was progressing here, and as spartan as the facilities at Tower Krispins were, it was safe, and he had friends here. That night, Declan lay in bed, staring at a ceiling which staunchly refused to grant him any of the answers he sought. 


When he finally did sleep, he dreamt of grand libraries, brilliant researchers, and their cruel experiments.



* * *


The others were all suitably awed when Declan broke the news. The twins thought little of it—they hadn’t even expected to make it to Krispins, let alone Vestriam, but Andrew and Jess both admitted they’d miss him, and resolved to see him again some day.


Brian almost cried. Almost. Indeed, as they looked back on this day, Jess would swear she saw tears running down the healer’s face, while Brian would remain steadfast that no such thing occurred. If nothing else, he was excited his friend would experience the “legendary Tower Vestriam,” as only he would ever phrase it.


Sarah, on the other hand, took the news in stride. Her only response was a sly grin, and a simple remark: “We’ll have to have extra fun tonight then.”


Declan blushed. The festival! He sputtered out something about forgetting his notebook and dashed down the hall, his friends’ teasing laughter echoing after him. 


Whether or not he’d intended it, the eve was shaping up to be a romantic event. He may not be the young Master Croveus any more, but that didn’t stop the instincts Lady Helena had so driven into him. 


Presentation is everything. Never attend a social engagement looking anything but your best. 


His mother’s advice on romantic endeavors was somewhat more limited, but Declan could only assume presentation would matter all the more. Unfortunately, his options were few. 


The novice washed as best he could before donning the cleaner of his two sets of traveling clothes. Once dressed, he snuck upstairs, peeking through the cracks in Pieter’s door to confirm his absence before slipping inside. 


The Tower-master had, as far as Declan knew, the only mirror in Krispins. It was, of course, shattered, but that didn’t stop the novice from snatching one of the larger shards off the floor. 


The man who stared back at him was not the one who’d escaped Red’s Crossing those months ago. His skin was as pale, his frame as gaunt, his eyes as deeply cerulean, but the wisdom they now held was foreign to him. 


He was, by all accounts, still a naive student, but he was no longer the sheltered lordling or the hapless gardener. His ear-length hair ruffled unevenly where Andrew had cut it, the peasant style clashing with his lordly composure to grant him a sort of rugged air. He rather liked it. 


Under the careful guidance of the mirror shard, Declan made the final touches to his hair and rough cotton shirt before finally leaving the empty office and venturing out onto the marble stairs. 


He heard the music before anything else. Indeed, Declan had only made it halfway down the Tower steps when the lilting country tune first put a smile on his face. It was a happy song. The pipes danced joyfully across the melody, while a lutist poured vigor into every strum. 


When he reached the ground floor, he was greeted by echoes of laughter and visions of farmers, soldiers, and mages alike dancing around the square, dresses, skirts, and robes billowing out with every turn. He grinned. 


Declan spotted Sarah just outside, leaning against the wall of the Tower as she waited. Her dark brown hair was tied back in its usual ponytail, though the blue bow it held was certainly new. 


More than anything Declan was surprised by her attire. The flattering—if plain—dress looked perfectly at home among the peasants of Krispins; he couldn’t imagine her wearing anything of the sort on the docks at Vestriam. She looked good. He said as much upon his approach.


“Sarah,” he said, “you look good.”


She smiled, though didn’t blush. “Thanks. So—uh—so do you.”


Declan beamed, his face taking on a reddish tint. 


If Sarah noticed, she didn’t comment, “C’mon,” she said, “I saw them pouring ales this way!”


She took his hand, whisking him off into the mass of revelers. The local brewer was all too happy to hand the couple a few pints of his midsummer ale, and Declan was all too happy to drink it.


From there, the night evolved into a concert of good ale, better food, and even better music. Declan found himself twirling across the dance floor with each of his friends as they said goodbye in their own way. 


Jess swept him away to a lively jig, only to hand him off to Andrew for a classic waltz. Brian, either through careful planning of divine providence, danced with him clumsily to the saga of an infamous archmage. 


Each song ended with a tight hug and a whispered goodbye, and at the end of it all Sarah was waiting, an ale in her hand and a smile on her face. For hours they danced. Through upbeat jigs and gentle ballads they swayed, and whenever another partner or the music itself demanded they separate, she was always there at the end, ready to take his hand and lead him into the next song. 


And so the evening passed. 


It wasn’t until the sun had long departed from the sky, and the other novices had each bid their goodnights and disappeared into the Tower, that the conversation turned serious.


“You’re pretty fucking amazing,” Sarah said as they gently swayed to an old love song, “you know that, right?”


“Well—um—thanks,” Declan managed, “but you’re the one with the talent; I just…” he shrugged, “I had tutors.”


“Still,” Sarah smiled, “between your crazy mana and all Pieter’s bullshit, you still found time to… well to help me. I’d probably still be stuck on divines-fucked Light if not for you. So… thanks.”


Declan reddened, “You would’ve figured it out. Honestly, I’m pretty sure you already knew half the stuff I helped with.”


A sly grin crossed the girl’s face, “…Maybe. Doesn’t mean I regret a second of it. I can’t wait to hear what those snobs at Vestriam do with you. Those rich fucks are gonna be beside themselves when a bastard outperforms them.”


Declan laughed, “at least until they realize they can cast spells and I can’t.”


“Oh I’m sure you’ll find a way,” she said. “You’re fucking amazing, remember?”


“Sarah, I—“ Declan’s retort came to an abrupt halt when Sarah’s lips pressed against his. He stiffened for a second before relaxing into the kiss, accepting her firm but gentle lead. His face was more than a little red by the time she pulled away.


“I’ll miss you.” And he meant it. He may have lacked the awareness to realize it, or the words to say it even if he had, but Declan had grown accustomed to the girl. To her crude but honest way of speaking, to her commanding air of authority, and above all to her confidence, warranted or not. 


“Well,” a smirk crept onto Sarah’s face, “you aren’t leaving tonight.” 


Declan cocked an eyebrow, and the girl’s smile grew wider. 


“Why don’t,” she said, “we stop worrying about the future and let tonight be happy?”


The pair returned to silence at that, continuing to gently sway in the music as they clung to each other. In time, as all things do, the festival came to an end. With a quiet smile and a gentle nod, she took his hand and led him not up the long climb to the dorms, but to a private room in a local inn. Whatever may come on the morrow, the night would indeed be a happy one.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










DECLAN AWOKE THE next morning alone in the plush bed. After taking a minute to blink the sleep from his eyes, two minutes to push past the gentle aching in his head, and five minutes beyond that to fondly recall the events of the prior night, the young mage forced himself to his feet. 


He had a caravan to make.


The novice wearily dressed and descended into the inn’s common room, endlessly grateful for the sake of his dwindling funds that nobody stopped him in search of payment. A good start to an uncertain day.


As he walked through the streets of Krispins, it became clear to Declan that he was far from the only late riser. He passed shuttered windows, slow-moving farmers in wrinkled festival clothes, and a number of soldiers all visibly more hungover than he. 


Declan’s good fortune continued when he arrived at the Tower to find a man waiting for him. 


The burly caravan worker squinted. “You Declan?” 


“Yes, sir.”


“Finally. Boss wants me to make sure you get to the wagons on time. We leave in ‘alf an hour.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up. Shit. “I have to pack!” 


The gruff laborer gave a bemused grin as Declan dashed past him into the Tower. 


He made it upstairs in record time. Sure, his legs burned from the strain and he gasped for air by the time he reached his room, but the climb was quick. 


Declan resolved to exercise more in the future. 


After taking a moment too catch his breath, he stuffed his mud-stained pack with his second set of clothes, his books, his notes, and Pieter’s prism. He needed it more than the Tower-master. 


Slinging the bag over his shoulder, Declan took one last look at his sparse room that had been his home for the last few months, and left. Several flights of stairs later saw Declan following the muscled laborer through the streets of Krispins to the collection of wooden wagons gathered at the gate. 


It was not, however, the caravan itself that claimed Declan’s attention. Amidst the bustling workers, drivers, and horses stood what could only be described as a behemoth.


The man stood seven feet tall. He showed no muscle, but the sheer size of his full plate armor spoke of incredible strength. Either the man within was supernaturally massive or the reflective steel pushed upwards of two inches thick. Possibly both. 


Between his armor, his thick unkempt beard, and the sharpness of his voice as he barked orders to the caravan workers, the giant cut an intimidating figure.


At least until he turned to Declan. 


“You the passenger? Welcome aboard!” The smile that split the man’s face held enough warmth to smelt iron. “The name’s Guthrie. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


“I—err—likewise.”


“We’re just about ready to get rolling. The wagons ‘emselves are pretty full, but you’re welcome to ride up top if you’d like. Plenty of space up there. Just don’t leave me down ‘ere alone the whole trip! I like to get to know my passengers.”


Nodding weakly, Declan promised the gregarious man that he would walk with him once he’d had a chance to rest up, and grabbed the ladder to the top of the caravan’s rear cart. He set his pack down on the wooden roof, situating himself so his legs dangled off the side. And he waited.


It wasn’t long before the caravan was loaded and wheels groaned as the wagons began their journey north. 


The view from the roof of the wagon was breathtaking. In all directions, the Icandian grass swayed in the breeze like ocean waves as far as the eye could see. To the south, Tower Krispins dominated the horizon, the golden runes inscribed along the walls glittering in the morning sun. Up ahead, Declan would swear that he could just make out the outline of Tower Vestriam shooting into the sky. 


The image made him reflect on his journey. Since fleeing Red’s Crossing, the novice had traveled for nearly a month, almost dying twice in the process, to get to Krispins. And sure, the frontier Tower hadn’t exactly been a goldmine of information, but he’d made important discoveries and met some great friends. 


He hoped he’d see them again. 


The image of Sarah twirling across the dance floor in her festival dress brought a blush to Declan’s face. He remained unsure how he felt about the girl, but if nothing else he’d enjoyed their night together. He’d miss her. 


As he watched the monolith fade in the distance, Declan supposed he should be thankful to Tower Krispins and Magus Pieter for the opportunities they’d granted, even if he was now being shipped off into the unknown. The thought of the Tower-master reignited the familiar smoldering in Declan’s core, resentment continuing to grow over his treatment, and now his dismissal. 


Remembering the man’s drunken tirade reminded him of another boon the callous man had bestowed. Reaching into his pack, Declan pulled out the iron prism. 


Quickly scanning the surroundings, the novice held out the device in a direction he hoped to be void of people. Focusing inward, Declan willed his mana into the prism, depleting himself in seconds. Hesitantly, he turned over the tool to read his results:


F: 359,286,635.83 S: 31 B: 26


Interestingly enough, the first thing to strike Declan was actually his inflated store and burst. Apparently all the casting attempts he’d made back in practice room 3 had bore fruit. He grinned. It took several additional moments for the number representing his signature to truly sink in. 


Three hundred and fifty nine million.


He knew it would be high from his attempts at mana detection, but it took seeing the number itself to drive home the absurdity of his situation. Three hundred fifty nine million Bouls. No wonder they wanted to research him. Declan fell back to lie on the flat roof, staring at the passing clouds. 


Three hundred fucking million. 


As the wooden carriage gently rocked down the hard dirt road, a ship sailing through a sea of green, the noble turned gardener turned fugitive turned magical anomaly dissolved into laughter. Deep, full-body, hysterical cackles echoed across the Icandian Plains as Declan rode into an uncertain future.


For the rest of his days, Declan would remember his journey north through the viridian sea as the most boring fortnight of his life. 


Most members of the caravan avoided him like the plague, either not fond of mages or warned away from this particular one. Truth be told Declan didn’t mind their distance; he was as intimidated by the rough workers as they were of him. 


He did a lot of reading. Indeed, by the time the wild grass had given way to the endless farmland of northern Icandia, the traveling student had read and reread the entirety of Cadwell’s Primer, as well as the majority of Tales of the Towers. 


He left the bestiary mostly alone. He wouldn’t be monster hunting any time soon, and what little he did read of Sir Mathos’ Field Guide left him questioning its veracity. What kind of self-respecting bestiary included mythical creatures like the Fae? 


A good chunk of the trip saw Declan simply staring ahead, watching the outline of Tower Vestriam slowly grow to take over the horizon. Even from such a distance, the top of the massive spire disappeared into the blue sky. 


He ate his dinners with Guthrie. The behemoth was more than excited to have another mage aboard, especially, one the same age as his daughter. 


“She’s off studying,” he said one night, “year ahead of you, I reckon. If you’re off to Tower Vestriam, maybe you’ll meet ‘er.” He smiled, his teeth glimmering in the light of the campfire in stark contrast to his dark beard. 


Declan didn’t express his doubt. Tower Vestriam was huge, and he hadn’t even met anyone in the year ahead of him at Krispins. Subtly shaking his head, he changed the subject. 


“So how did you—err—end up running a caravan?”


“Ahh, not much of a story there, I’m afraid. The short of it is, it’s what my da did. And his da before him.”


Interesting, Declan thought. Is there really that little Tower work for trained mages? “Were they mages too?”


“No, no they weren’t, but they were good men. Honest men. My grandpa saved up whatever ‘e could to send my da to Vestriam. When it wasn’t enough, my da just kept on adding to it for me. They didn’t just want magic; they wanted the best.”


The giant’s grin turned sour, though the warmth never left his eyes. “Too many people, desperate, hopeful, naive, what ‘ave you, get roped into the military. Wooed by the promise of magic enough they’ll sign up to fight for a pittance of an education. There’s not a Krispins or Stretika graduate who can hold a candle to a second-year at Vestriam. My da didn’t want that for me.”


A moment passed in silence. Declan considered how limited the resources had been at Krispins, how overworked Magus Tilstone had seemed. The useless Tower-master certainly hadn’t helped. 


It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. The good instructors didn’t want to teach at a backwater like Krispins, so only few and lower quality faculty were sent there, and it stayed a backwater. At least Krispins was small. Declan could only imagine how bad things were at its massive sister, Tower Stretika. 


Guthrie’s gentle chuckle pulled Declan from his thoughts. “I suppose ‘e cared less about the education than the fighting. Didn’t want me to risk my life in battle. Fat lot of good it did ‘im. When the wolves came I enlisted myself. What good’s magic if you can’t use it? Test yourself against powerful foes, protect the ones you love, all that.”

“You fought in the wolf wars?”


“Son, there isn’t a mage ‘round here in my generation who didn’t. Every man and woman who could sling a spell was another farm saved, another family rescued.”


“And then after?”


“After the wars ended I came ‘ome. Or at least, as ‘ome as there can be for a family of caravan workers. Da was gone by then, but I was ready enough to take ‘is place. I coulda done more. Coulda been some Tower mage or beast ‘unter or what ‘ave you, but I like it here.”


He nodded around to the men who sat around their own fires, enjoying meals of their own. “They’re good people. Whatever those Tower types think about mundanes, they’re good people. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”


Declan thought back to Master Thern, who’d cared for him when no one else had. “Yeah. Yeah they are.”


“Besides that, I get to meet all sorts on the road. I make a point of testin’ myself against any mages who’ll ‘ave at me,” he flashed another of his trademark grins. “That includes you. I’d love a bout, if you’re willin’ of course.”


“That—um—that wouldn’t be a good idea. I’m still a novice, and—well—my magic isn’t… normal. That’s why they’re sending me to Vestriam. Spells don’t quite work, I can’t see it, and it has a tendency to… well to kill things. Plants at least, I haven’t tested it on…”


“It’s alright, son,” the warmth in Guthrie’s voice surpassed that of the campfire. “You don’t need to explain yourself. I won’t pressure you into fightin’ if you don’t want to.”


“Thanks,” Declan muttered. 


“Although,” Guthrie said, “once you do learn ‘ow it works I’d love to see it in action. Once you hit adept, eh? I ‘ave every confidence you’ll work it out. Smart lad like you.”


“If it’s safe; I’ll let you know,” a smile crept onto Declan’s face. “If you don’t mind me asking, what rank are you?”


“Well, ‘less you do graduate work, Vestriam graduates at journeyman, so technically I’m that. However, it’s been a few decades since I’ve stepped foot in a Tower, and it may be slower but you can still grow in the outside world. ‘Tween the wolf wars and random beasts I’ve found over the years… it’s hard to say. Ranks only matter in the Towers; outside it’s… more complicated.”


It made sense to Declan. General Croveus had always been, well General Croveus, not Magus Croveus or anything of the sort. Come to think of it, he had no idea how strong his former father actually was. 


“So… adept it is then? I guess I just need to figure out everything wrong with my mana, learn or create spells for it, hunt enough to grow my reserves, and find a way to fight without killing things.”


“Easy enough, no?” Guthrie laughed, “I know you’ll manage it. I’ve seen you up on the wagons, studying even now. You’ll figure it out.”


“Yeah…” Declan spoke under his breath, “I hope so.”



* * *


“Hey, what’s wrong with Edward?”


“Oh, hey, Charlie,” Declan said, “I heard from Dewie that he asked Penelope Leon to the winter feast. She—um—well she laughed in his face.” 


Charlie blew air through his teeth. “That’s rough.”


“I mean… at least he tried, right? Better than…” Declan felt a slight redness creep across his face. 


Charlie didn’t notice. “Yes and no. Reputation is everything, Declan. C’mon, I have an idea.”


Declan was all too willing to follow the other boy’s lead through the streets of Red’s Crossing, along twists and turns until at last they came upon their distraught friend. 


“Shove off, guys,” Edward said, “I’ve had enough people laughing at me for one day.”


“C’mon, Ed,” Charlie flashed one of his grins, the type that instilled confidence in both its recipient and in Charlie himself. “We wouldn’t do that.”


“We want to help,” Declan added.


“Yeah,” Charlie said. “I’ve been thinking. Screw Penelope Leon. Screw Asha Elrynn and Leah Cerendin and all them. I’ve got a better idea.”


Both Edward and Declan looked askance at the boy. 


“I mean, c’mon, we’re the most eligible bachelors in Red’s Crossing! Sons of healers, magistrates, of the lord himself! The girls should be asking us out.”


“Tell them that.”


“That’s the thing. We don’t have to. I say we get the others together and we all attend the winter feast together. As a cohort. The girls only act all superior cause they think someone else will come along and ask them. If none of us do…”


Declan beamed. “That’s brilliant!”


Charlie extended a hand, offering it to their dejected companion. 


Edward took it.


“So screw them. We don’t need dates to have fun, and I for one am not gonna let them get in the way of it. So… you in?”


Declan didn’t even have to answer. He simply stared at his friend, a smile growing on his face. Charlie had a way of earning everyone’s belief in him, and of always finding a way to make things better. 


He’d miss that quiet confidence more than anything. 










CHAPTER TWELVE










THE WALLS OF Vestriam glimmered in the spring sun. It wasn’t Declan’s first exposure to the brilliance of bloodstone, but even the royal palace in Reondar paled in comparison to the pure scale of Vestriam’s fortifications. 


An hour after the city first came into view, the caravan ground to a halt. A line of wagons, carts, and carriages extended hundreds of feet from the imposing steel gate. 


“There’s quite a wait for tariff inspections,” Guthrie called up from his place on the ground below. “As a passenger, you could skip it if you like.” He pointed down the line.


Declan squinted at the glimmering red walls to see a second, smaller gate, through which foot-travelers walked. He climbed down from his vantage atop the wagon, extending a hand to Guthrie. 


The steel behemoth shook it, surprisingly gentle in his grasp. “It’s been great ‘aving you with us. I wish you all the best in your studies. Remember once you hit adept—“


Declan smiled, “Yes, yes, I’ll give you that bout. It’s the least I can do, really. Thank you, Guthrie.”


With a nod and a grin, Guthrie returned to his men and Declan took his first steps down the line of wagons to enter the city. 


The walls loomed over him. Easily forty feet tall, as Declan approached the fortifications their crimson glow completely took over his vision. There was only bloodstone and the men and women on their way through it. 


It only took a few minutes waiting in the traveler line to reach the guard at the man-sized gate.


“Name and reason for visiting?” He drolly repeated, recording each answer in a large ledger before waving people through.


“Declan, sir. I’m to be a novice at the Tower,” Declan promptly replied when his turn came up.


The guard looked up at the new arrival, giving him a quick once-over. “Heh, sure. Good luck with that. Go on through.”


Not batting an eye, Declan added his annoyance at the guard’s derision to the smoldering core of anger on to which he held. Donning his battle face, he thanked the guard and passed in to the city of Vestriam. 


The young mage was disappointed, if unsurprised, to find the interior city to be built from regular stone and wood rather than the impressive crimson bloodstone that made up the walls. The material was far too valuable for such widespread use. 


Traversing the city was not a difficult task. As much as the streets bustled with life, merchants, mages, and craftsmen crowding the thoroughfares as they went about their business, the Tower served as a beacon. 


It was hard to miss the sky-piercing monolith. Indeed, for all its chaos, the path to Tower Vestriam ran straight. 


Taking his meager supply of copper into account, Declan chose to forego spending the night in a local inn and instead begin his climb immediately. In short order he found himself once again standing in line before a man at a desk.


“Greetings good sir, my name is Declan; I’m a new transfer from Tower Krispins. I believe Grand Magus Leskelian is expecting me?” 


“Leskelian, Leskelian, Leskelian,” the clerk mumbled as he deftly maneuvered through a box of files. “Ah,” he said, pulling one out, “Declan you said? Here.” He handed the piece of paper across the desk. “Go to his office on floor 2201 during normal business hours.”


Declan opened his mouth to thank the clerk, but the man had already turned away with a cry of “Next!”


With a shrug, the novice stepped past, into the Tower itself. Declan walked right by the pair of portal mages and their enchanted transporter set up on the ground floor landing. He had neither the coin nor the credentials for such a luxury. 


It would be the long climb for him. 


With a sigh, a deep breath, and a determined swallow, Declan began his ascent. 


By the second hour his legs were burning. By the third, his lungs followed suit. By the fifth hour of Declan’s journey up the marble stairs, he had to stop and rest every few floors. Still he climbed. 


The novice passed others either resting on the steps or outright sleeping on the marble landings. The more physically fit of the climbers passed Declan just as readily. As twentieth bell came and went, only the rumbling in his belly stopped him from finding a landing of his own. 


Just short of the eleven hundredth floor, the exhausted mage came across a most interesting sound. Music echoed from the levels above. Curiosity spurring him ahead, Declan continued his climb to find a series of thin wooden pillars jutting from the marble below. Looking up revealed they supported a platform that had been build over this entire revolution of the spiral steps. 


A few steps later, and an opening in the platform appeared, through which the stairs—and thus Declan—passed. 


He found a tavern. 


Apparently someone, in a flash of simultaneous brilliance and insanity, had decided to construct a tavern, complete with tables, a bar, and a set of sleeping cots, right there on the Tower stairs. If nothing else he had to applaud the ingenuity. 


Flooding with relief at the idea of a hot meal, Declan stepped past the painted sign labeling the place The Climber’s Reprieve, and trudged up to the bar. He emptied his meager collection of coppers onto the counter. Five in all.


Noting the limited sum, Declan elected to play for pity.


“Excuse me, sir. I—um—this is all I have. Is… is it enough for a meal and a bed for the night?”


The barkeep looked Declan over, his eyes visibly softening. Most patrons were either visitors from above or Tower staff. Paupers didn’t climb a thousand stories to beg for handouts. “Aye,” he finally said, “that’ll get ye tonight’s stew and a cot, but ye gotta be out come mornin’, ye hear me?”


Declan beamed at the man, “Of course, thank you!” He breathed a sigh of relief as the barkeep stepped away to the nearby bubbling cauldron. 


The stew was divine. Indeed, the novice focused entirely on it, completely ignoring the other diners in their mage robes or liveried uniforms. The clamor of their conversations faded into the background behind the taste his his meal, the relief of his aching legs, and the lilting country tune the filled the air. 


He rather like it there. 


The ambience of the tavern would, however, not last. Belly full and bed waiting, soon enough the Climber’s Reprieve would fade into darkness as sleep claimed the weary traveler. 


The next morning, Declan nearly collapsed as he tried to stand on legs of jelly. Steadying himself against the cold wall, the frail climber took his first step, grimacing as yesterday’s burning returned with a vengeance. Nevertheless, he had a future to greet, and with his supply of copper exhausted, Declan had no choice but to continue his ascent. 


The day’s progress was slower, but he had a full day ahead to climb, and climb he did. The floors went by in a blur, progress marked only by the painted numbers labeling the untamed levels he passed.


It was nearly 15th bell by the time the mage saw signs of habitation. Men and women in red uniform tunics with a golden insignia traveled to and from a large door marked ‘2156’ carrying trays of food. Apparently, Declan had found the kitchen. Reinvigorated if only by the aroma wafting up the steps, the new arrival continued his climb. 


The final fifty floors of Declan’s ascent almost flew by compared to the rest of the day’s travel, but even so the 16th bell had almost struck by the time the mage collapsed against the outer wall of floor 2201. 


It was only pure determination that kept the him from sliding straight to the floor. The risk of missing his opportunity to join the Tower today was too great. Steadying himself, Declan pushed open the great door with a mighty shove. The hallway that greeted him could not have been any more different from those at Tower Krispins. 


Instead of the sparse floorboards, the hard Tower floor was decorated in resplendent crimson carpet. In place of the makeshift wooden walls forming the rooms at Krispins, bloodstone from the Red Hills had been brought up, painting the hall in a feint scarlet glow. 


The pretty red stone was far from bare, however, as the entire hall was adorned with assorted tapestries and paintings of the great mages of old. The whole affair reminded Declan a bit too much of the Royal Palace at Reondar, causing the former noble to wonder which emulated which. 


A moment later, Declan promptly thrust the room’s splendor from his mind. As he stepped through the impressive doorway a stifling presence sent him to his knees. 


The still-winded Declan slowed his breathing as the sheer quantity of mana in the air threatened to overwhelm his limited pool. If he focused, he could almost sense the swirls of prismatic mana breaking down and joining his core, but the process was far too slow to keep up with his exercise-inspired gasps for air. 


In time, Declan’s breath caught up to him, and he was once again able to continue his journey, reeling from the experience. He’d known taller Towers had higher levels of ambient mana, but the difference between Krispins and Vestriam was striking. No wonder so few peasants made it past adept. 


By the time he began to wonder what sort of uninspiring fate he’d have been confined to had he not been transferred, Declan pushed the thoughts aside. 


Returning focus to his surroundings, the new arrival noticed for the first time that he was not alone. Sitting on a dark wooden bench outside one of the offices, was a boy, most likely another student judging from his age. 


Altogether he looked rather unremarkable in his set of blue robes, but his red hair and freckled face marked the lad distinctly as being a member of the peasant class, an odd sight among students at such an illustrious Tower. Beyond that, the lad had a haunted look on his face, as if he’d seen a ghost. As Declan stopped to note the markings on the office door, the stranger perked up.


“Hi! Are you here to see Professor Leskelian? I’m Daniel Greenwerth, he’s helping me fix my mana. Is your mana broken too?” Apparently whatever gave the novice his wide eyes and the shadows under them was not enough to suppress his curiosity.


A bit taken aback by the line of questioning, Declan consulted the slip of paper he’d been given and confirmed that this was indeed the correct office. 


“Um… yes, yes it seems that I am. I’m Declan. So… do I knock or should I wait or…?”


“He’s in there with Archmage Christof, probably best to just wait.” Smiling, the redhead slid over to make room, offering a seat to the weary novice. “So? Is your mana broken too?” He repeated.


Divines, an archmage! It made sense he’d find such a powerful mage at the illustrious Tower Vestriam, but Declan hadn’t expected to meet one today. He paused a moment to reel at Daniel’s offhanded mention of ‘Archmage Christoff,’ before remembering his question.


“Well… um… I suppose it is.” Declan replied. “At the very least it’s invisible and doesn’t work with most spells. Why are you here?”


“Ma says my mana is broken, Professor Leskelian is helping me figure out how to still cast with it, but it does weird stuff some times.”


“Weird stuff?” 


“Oh, you know, random things. Unpredictable jumps, miscasts, the works, really. Are you to be a student here too? You’re gonna love it, the food is incredible and they let you eat as much as you want and the beds are so soft and…”


As his new companion raved about the luxuries of the Tower, Declan couldn’t keep the smile from his face. The redhead’s somewhat childish reaction to the noble life had a certain charm to it. It reminded him how good he had it. 


If nothing else, for that moment, sitting together with his new companion while his legs ached and his belly grumbled, Declan’s future looked bright. As intimidating as it may have seemed, at least he wouldn’t face it alone. 










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










WE TAUGHT HIM well, the Nothing Mage,

Atop a Tower of white,

The tricks and spells he’d cruelly wield.

We gave the beast his might.

-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Declan didn’t even notice the archmage leave the office. One moment he and Daniel were pleasantly chatting about the best ways to prepare roast pig, and the next the solid oak door was open, and a young voice bid the redhead to enter. Left alone in the ornate hall, Declan decided he was relieved to not be the only anomaly at Tower Vestriam. 


He did have to wonder, though, what exactly ‘broken’ mana was. The novice was not left to wait long. Less than ten minutes after disappearing into the office, Daniel stepped out into the hall, a determined look upon his face. With a nod at Declan, the boy turned and strode away while the young voice again echoed from the office.


“Daniel said we have another visitor? Come on in then.”


Taking a breath to calm his nerves, Declan rose from the bench and stepped through the oaken door. The boy was immediately put at ease when upon entering the office he saw he was not, in fact, dealing with the youngest grand magus in history, but that the voice belonged to a student, two or three years Declan’s senior, who sat in the corner with a notebook. 


At the young man’s gesture, the novice sat in the plush chair across from Leskelian’s shiny ironwood desk. The grand magus certainly looked the part. While absent the classical knee-length beard, the mage’s pure-white hair and wrinkled visage spoke of decades of study and experience. The mounds of unorganized papers strewn about the beautiful desk supported that idea. 


“Well? What can I do for you?” The researcher inquired in a rough baritone.


“M…my name is Declan, sir,” the novice stammered before slipping into comfortable noble-ese, “Tower-master Pieter Edricson received your letter requesting my transfer from Krispins, so now I present myself to you.”


“Oh, yes, the invisible mana and all that. So what all did that upstart Pieter teach you? I’ve worked with a few high-frequency students in the past, though none whose mana’s boasted such intriguing properties. Now start from the beginning, and tell me everything.” The old mage leaned over the table, anxious to hear the boy’s tale.


And for the very first time, Declan told it, in full and in truth. If Charlie and his cronies really were here, there would be no hiding anyway, so with a desperate edge in his voice the novice described being pegged as manaless, exposed as a bastard, and accosted by his former friends. He recounted that first blast of mana, burning and traveling through Charlie to graze his friends as well. 


He told of his effect on plants, and lack of effect on inanimate matter. Finally, he told the old researcher about Krispins, pulling out the two enchanted devices Pieter had given him. Initially the grand magus dismissed the prism as being a standard device, showing more interest in the clay mana detector, but his tone changed when Declan silently held his arm toward the wall and activated the enchanted iron. 


“Three hundred fifty million?!?” The man justifiably reacted, “Well no wonder it goes through things, oscillating that fast most natural mana would barely be able to touch it. Fascinating. That fool of a Tower-master finally did something useful. I can’t wait to get my hands on it. With enough power behind the cast thi…” The old researcher was forced out of his reverie when a bell echoed through the spacey office. “Oh dear that’s dinnertime. Guess it will have to wait until tomorrow then. Eric will get you situated; I expect to see you here after class tomorrow. Pleasure to meet you.” 


With that, the old man spryly strode from the room, violet cloak sweeping behind him. For his part Declan just sat with his mouth agape. The man seemed nice enough, though his summary dismissal in the face of dinner seemed a bit rude. With a shrug, the new arrival stood to face the other student in the room.


‘Eric,’ stood over six feet tall, with short brown hair and spectacles that did a poor job of hiding the bags beneath his eyes. Apparently ‘getting enough sleep,’ was not part of the assistant’s job description. Even so, the older student introduced himself with a smile, “Hey there, I’m Eric, Antony’s assistant. Let’s go get you set up.” 


The man led Declan back down the ornate hall towards the cursed stairs, continuing his explanation as they went, “we’ll have to stop by administration on level 2194 to get you registered. Once you make adept this is where you’ll come to choose your classes, but novices like you just take the basic stuff. Intro to Magic Theory, Mathematics 1, History of Teralia 1, and of course, Novice Monster Hunt. You’ll have some catching up to do since the Summer term started two months ago, but I’m sure you learned something down at Krispins. Oh, here we are.” 


Instead of a hallway leading to assorted rooms, floor 2194 of Tower Vestriam was devoid of walls completely. Some thirty-odd desks filled the space, most manned by assorted administrative workers. Eric led the new student through the open office to a specific workstation near the back; behind which sat an older woman with thick spectacles and grey hair. 


“Hey there, Gertie,” Eric greeted the woman quite loudly, “I’ve got a new novice for you. Antony’s orders.”


“Another one for Leskelian’s brood, heh?” The old woman barked, also speaking at an unnecessary volume. Declan suspected not all was right with the administrator’s hearing. “Just what I needed, more work right at clock-out time. Let’s get this over with, what’re his details?”


Eric promptly ripped a page from his notebook and handed it to the woman, who began copying the information therein into a large ledger. Declan could hardly suppress his giggle at the woman’s attempt to write his comically large signature measurement in a box meant for significantly fewer digits. 


“I’m putting him up on twenty-two oh eight with the rest of the his ilk. Here’s his key and packet, now fuck off,” the aging administrator barked, handing over a paper folder and a large iron key.


“Thanks, Gertie, love you!” Eric replied before again leading Declan out to the marble stairs. 


As the pair climbed, Declan took the opportunity to ask, “So… how is it you became an assistant? Are you paid or do they put all the students to work?”


The question evoked a laugh from the older student, “ha, no no don’t worry about that. I’m on my second year of graduate study, working my way towards Magus. Working for Antony cuts down on the tuition, and I get to learn all sorts of stuff from the old coot. Sure it’s a lot of work sometimes, but I’m going to be a published researcher by the time I graduate. I don’t think I could’ve asked for a better mentor than Antony. I mean, yeah he can be bit demanding, and he’s super weird about meals, but he really cares about stuff. If anyone can help you out, he can.” 


The man’s confident praise of his master helped assuage Declan’s worries about the man, but he couldn’t help but remain nervous about his possible reintroduction to Charlie. The novice had to put his fears on hold, though, because the pair had arrived at floor 2208—Declan’s new home. Instead of the ornate rugs and decadent bloodstone that decorated the hall below, level 2208 was adorned with a basic blue carpet and lined with gray stone walls. The doors were still solid oak, but the finish on them was somewhat faded and the locks appeared a tad rusty.


“Well, welcome home,” Eric announced. “Sure it’s not as posh as the noble quarters downstairs, but for free tuition it’s still better than most. Either way, these are the only rooms that still use mundane locks, since we don’t have any security enchantments that will work with your signature. At least it’s not crowded up here. 


“Closest cafeteria is two floors up, but between you and me it’s worth the extra climb to eat at the one on 2218. Novice robes should be delivered here later tonight, make sure you wear them to class. Alright, I…think that’s it. If you need anything at all or you have any questions, you can leave a message for me outside Antony’s office. I look forward to working with you.” With a flourish, the grad student bowed before turning and striding down the marble hall. 


Alone once again, Declan took the iron key in his hand and fitted it into the rusted lock on the door behind him. It took more than a little force to get the thing to turn, but eventually the lock popped open and the novice stepped into his new room. 


Immediately the mage was relieved to see that despite the aging door, the room itself seemed to be well maintained. The bed was made up with clean sheets, the wardrobe doors were squeak-free, and there was not a speck of dust to be seen. He even had his own desk, complete with a supply of paper and writing implements. The exhausted mage let out a long sigh before collapsing into the padded chair. The day wasn’t over yet. 


Sitting at the desk, Declan went through the folder of papers Gertie had handed him. Inside he found a schedule, complete with the room and floor numbers of the assorted classrooms, a map of the 80 or so occupied floors of the Tower, and a pamphlet of rules and information for new students. 


Finding nothing particularly pressing, Declan set aside the map and schedule for later reference, grabbed his key, and set off on the final trek of the day: the climb to dinner. Twenty minutes later, the novice was back in his room devouring a tray of uninspiring food from the nearest cafeteria. As tired as he was there was no chance he’d make it the extra eight floors, better fare or not. 


Belly full and body understandably exhausted, Declan collapsed onto the plush sheets of his new bed, dreaming of Red’s Crossing, and Charlie’s flaming hands.



* * *


Declan awoke to an urgent knocking. Groggily, the mage forced himself out of bed to meet his visitor. Pulling open the oaken door revealed a smiling Daniel clutching a plain satchel. 


“Morning! Eric said you’re in my history class so I figured I’d make sure you got there on time. Oh,” the redhead added, pointing to the pile of folded robes at his feet, “you may want to wear those. They’re sticklers about that kind of stuff.” 


Declan mumbled his thanks, grabbing the mound of cloth and shutting the door. A few minutes later, he stepped out, adorned in the blue novice robes and carrying his travel pack, now equipped with the pens and paper he’d grabbed from the desk. 


Declan checked his schedule as the two walked to the stairs, confirming he had History of Teralia first thing on Tuesdays, and sighing when he read the novice classrooms were almost forty floors down. Great, more stairs. At least he wouldn’t get out of shape. The pair chatted amicably on the journey, leading to Declan eventually asking after how far he had to catch up.


“Well,” the boy answered, “judging by the way you talk you probably already know more about math or history than I do. The nobles all kinda just spend the whole class screwing around since they had tutors growing up. Bit unfair if you ask me, but at least they’re still stuck in class instead of getting ahead of me at the important stuff. 


“In magic theory right now we just finished with Mage Hand. I think next we’re gonna learn some more advanced household cantrips if that helps at all. Isn’t really ‘catching up’ to do in beast hunt, just gotta show up and blast some monsters. I’m sure you’ll be fine. Eric says classes don’t really get hard until journeyman anyway, though I’m sure some adepts would disagree with him.”


Declan nodded along to his companion’s speech, once again grateful for his tutelage at Croveus Manor. He was pretty sure most of the basic novice cantrips were in Cadwell’s Primer, so he felt pretty confident going into Magic Theory as well, even if he wouldn’t be able to practice the spells in class. 


Beast Hunt would be interesting, but that wasn’t until Friday so he put off worrying about that for now. Eventually, the pair arrived at the novice classrooms on floor 2162, Daniel leading the way to their history class at the end of the hall. It was a small class, the room stocked with eighteen simple wooden desks, twelve of which were filled. 


Picking a seat near the back, Declan sat adjacent to his redhead companion and pulled out his pen and paper, prepared to take notes. Over the next minutes, the room slowly filled with blue-robed novices, and as the 9th bell rang throughout the Tower, a truly ancient man in green Magus robes hobbled to the front of the room.


Magus Heinz Aberitas had been teaching history at Tower Vestriam for the better part of a century, and he would be damned if something as simple as being near blind would stop him now. “Good morning everyone, let’s get to it. Now, we left off at the start of the Western Naga Incursion, so now let’s continue on with that so you all can learn how Teralia lost the Black Coast.” 


Declan could tell the entire class was already checked out. As Magus Aberitas droned on about the serpentine necromancers who’d conquered the nation’s western frontier, his students silently doodled, passed notes, and otherwise failed to pay any sort of attention. The lad could hardly blame them, with the speed the old historian spoke it would take all year just to get to the Wolf Wars. 


Taking the opportunity to observe his classmates, Declan noted two things. The first was that Daniel seemed to be the only student genuinely interested in the lecture. The second was that as overt as the other students were with their lack of attention, they kept their shenanigans nearly silent. As weak as the old man’s eyes may be, his hearing was unmatched, and the slightest giggle from an errant novice was enough to earn a sharp scolding. 


After nearly three hours of dull history lecture, the class was finally dismissed for lunch. Stepping out into the crowded hall, Daniel led the new student once again out into the stairs, this time climbing upward to the cafeteria nine levels above. “So what did you think of Magus Aberitas?” The redhead inquired, “I know everyone thinks he’s boring, but could you imagine knowing that much about the world? I think I want to study under him when I graduate.”


Declan nodded, “I do believe history is important; my father used to always stress how much he learned about tactics from old battles. The Magus just talks so excruciatingly slowly…” he let himself trail off as the pair arrived at the cafeteria. Joining the throng of students in line for their lunch, Declan was just about to comment on the quality of last night’s dinner when his attention was drawn away by an angry shout.


“Oh, fuck no. What in hell is he doing here!?!”


Jerking his head around after the familiar voice, Declan spotted a horrifically disfigured student in blue novice robes standing in the door. It took him a moment, but underneath the ornate black eyepatch and deeply scared face, Declan recognized his—and Charlie’s—former friend Dewie.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










DECLAN FELT PHYSICALLY ill. Had he done this to the poor boy? Every other time he’d hit something with his magic it’d just collapsed in pain. He’d certainly never burned someone’s face off. His reeling mind was forced to a halt when Dewie yelled again.


“You fucking bastard! I’ll kill you for what you’ve done!” The air turned frigid as the scared mage’s outstretched hand began to glow a pale blue. Still too shocked to properly react, Declan could only stare dumbfounded as a shard of ice materialized in front of the rabid Dewie and launched across the cafeteria towards him. 


Declan felt the cold before anything else. Strangely serene, the novice looked down to find the shard of ice embedded in his right shoulder, eyes widening in further surprise before the pain hit. Wincing, he looked up at his attacker, unwilling to risk casting a spell of his own. 


“Can’t even fight back? I guess you still are the same fucking nuller. Come on! Blast me! Show them all what you really are!” 


Before he could finish his tirade, the crowd of students finally broke from its collective trance, and a short girl in apprentice robes tackled the raging Dewie to the ground. Two other students stepped up to hold him down while the boy continued his desperate ranting.


“Get off me, can’t you see? He’s cursed! He’ll kill you all! Get off!” Noticing the inefficacy of his attempts, the boy turned his attention back to Declan, “you’re nothing! You hear me? I don’t care whatever demon you made a deal with to curse us, you’re a fucking nuller, and you’ll always be nothing. That’s just what you are, a fucking nothing mage! And I’ll prove it to them too! You don’t deserve to be here, nuller. You don’t…”


From there the delirious yells became more and more nonsensical, until eventually two graduates in white healer robes arrived and channeled a sedation spell into the incensed mage. While one took to dispersing the gathered crowd, the other approached Declan.


“Hey, sorry about that. He’s been going off like that almost daily since he woke up. We’ll get him back to the medical ward and he can sleep it off. Give me a second to organize things here and we can go get that looked at,” he said, gesturing to the melting icicle still stuck in the novice’s shoulder. 


Declan simply nodded, and the healer stepped away and started barking orders to the remaining onlookers. While he waited, gritting his teeth at the dull ache from his wound, the girl who’d first stopped the attack stepped forward.


“Are you alright? That was pretty crazy, huh? I don’t think it’s the first time with him either, sure hope this is enough to actually get him kicked out. Doubt it though, kid’s too ‘valuable to the scientific community’ for them to let him go. Bunch of short-sighted idiots if you ask me. Anyway, I’m Robin,” the energetic savior introduced herself. 


Declan simply looked down at her outstretched hand then back to his shoulder, deciding trying to shake her hand might not be the best idea. “I…I’m Declan. Thank you for…for stopping him there. I don’t know what I could’ve done…” he replied, realizing that among other things he sorely lacked non-lethal ways to defend himself. 


“Oh, don’t worry about it! I’m sure—” her reply was cut off when the healer from earlier returned to assist Declan to the medical floor. “Oh, well it was nice to meet you! I’ll see you around!” She remarked as the white-robed mage guided the injured novice from the quiet cafeteria. The unconscious Dewie was gone, but on the way out, Declan didn’t fail to notice another scarred and bandaged form, cowering in a corner while another student tried to console him. 



* * *


The hospital at Tower Vestriam was actually not one floor, but three. Declan watched the group of students carrying the unconscious Dewie through the door marked ‘2183,’ but his white-robed guide—who’d introduced himself as Geoff, a healing student—took him up an additional two floors. Geoff led Declan to an empty room with a single bed, talking as he gathered up assorted supplies.


“So you’re new here?” Declan nodded. “Figures, since I didn’t recognize you. Sorry again about Dewie, he and his friend were hit with some crazy new curse a while back and neither of them is quite right. The professors are going crazy over them though, never seen anything like it. Skin on his face was half melted off, but there was no charring or other signs of a burn. 


“That’s mostly healed now, but their mana keeps acting up; causes all sorts of weird growths to develop. It’s a pretty invasive procedure to keep fixing it. Healing staff is frothing at the mouth to find out what caused it. It’s all a bit gruesome if you ask me, but I guess this is what I signed up for when I agreed to train as a healer. Alright, ready?” Geoff asked, pressing a cloth to Declan’s shoulder underneath the diminishing shard of ice. 


“Ok, three…two…” before hitting ‘one,’ the trainee healer yanked out the icicle, eliciting a yelp from the novice. “That wasn’t so hard. Great thing about ice is it’s naturally numbing, and it’s easier to pull something out that’s smaller than it was when it went in. Alright, this may tickle,” the mage warned, pulling away the cloth and placing a hand directly on the bleeding wound. 


A white glow enveloped the room, and Declan’s shoulder filled with pins and needles as the injury knit itself shut. After a minute, Geoff pulled away his hand, revealing unmarred pale skin beneath.


“Aaaaand there you go. Good as new. Hey, are you sure you’re a novice? Usually takes until journeyman for mages to get good enough at controlling their magic to just let me in like that. The body likes to fight against foreign mana after all.”


Declan didn’t have a good response for the healer. He certainly didn’t want to admit to his unique mana just after hearing what it’d done to his former friends. Despite the healing he still felt sick to his stomach. 


“Anyway you’re welcome to rest up here a bit if you want. I’m sure your instructor won’t be too mad at you for missing class. Shoulder wound and all,” the healer chuckled. “I’ve got to get back; come and find me if you need anything or have any more questions. I’m usually somewhere around here.” 


Declan thanked the man, both for the rescue and the healing, before Geoff disappeared from the hospital room. With a sigh, the novice fell backward onto the bed, staring up at the white marble ceiling. Fuck. If that’s how Dewie ended up he could only imagine what happened to Charlie. 


The thought made Declan’s stomach turn. He’d never wanted to hurt anyone, and even if he’d been defending himself, nobody deserved that. He cringed. Maybe this was all a terrible idea. Maybe he was cursed, and the stronger he got the more easy it would be to ruin more lives. The idea warred with the thought that if he never learned to properly control his mana this might happen again. 


For hours Declan lay there, replaying the distant events of Red’s Crossing, Charlie’s pained groans burned into his mind. Eventually the bells again chimed, and the novice forced himself to stand, leaving the empty hospital room for his first real meeting with Grand Magus Antony Leskelian.



* * *


Declan once again sat across the ironwood desk from his fascinated sponsor. Eric, as usual, took notes in the corner while the grand magus spoke, “It’s already incredible that you’ve been able to confirm some of our theories on spell formulae and high frequency magic. I can hardly fathom what we can discover when you get to casting real spells instead of those novice exercises. To that end, Eric will guide you in extracurricular magical study in the evenings.” 


An audible gulp emerged from the corner behind Declan, which the excitable Magus proceeded to blow right by. "I would recommend practicing on one of the upper floors, at least until we can construct a practice room capable of handling your unique signature. Plenty of space up there. I want you to focus first on multi-casting, as it will be difficult to work without your detection spell running. I could have our enchanters make something for that, but frankly enchanted items are a crutch for the unskilled, and no pupil of mine will be unskilled. 


“On Saturdays you will be accompanying me on solo hunts, both to accelerate your mana growth and so I may observe how you interact with foreign mana. Sunday mornings are to be spent here so I can run additional experiments, but you will have the afternoons free to keep up with your other studies. Any questions?”


Declan could only take a deep breath before timidly fielding his concern. “I…I’m not sure it’s a good idea. To accelerate things I mean. M…my mana is dangerous, and if my spells fail or leak… I just don’t want to hurt anybody.” Declan shuddered as the image of Dewie flashed through his mind. 


“Hmmm,” the grand magus considered, “that is an interesting fear you have. It is true I desperately want to observe first hand the effects of your magic on living tissue. Perhaps we can run a simple test now.” The man moved to stand, but Declan jumped up first.


“No!” He yelped, before realizing his mistake, “Sorry, I mean… that won’t be necessary, sir. I…I know it hurts people, I’ve done it before. Some of my…” Declan choked on the word, “…victims are here at the Tower’s hospital. From Red’s Crossing…” the novice again felt ill as he considered his deeds. 


“Oh yes, I do recall you mentioned something like that in your story… Red’s Crossing you say? It couldn’t be… no. Divines. That? Eric! Go downstairs and grab the papers on the Red’s Crossing boys. Hop to!” 


The man collapsed into his chair, muttering to himself, “impossible. There’s no way a newly awakened novice could evoke a curse that complex. The delayed response alone would require at least a tier 3 form. Accidental castings are always pure bursts of mana.” The man continued mumbling incoherently until his assistant returned, handing a thick folder across the desk. 


Franticly, he poured through the contents. “Severe external damage, reminiscent of high-temperature burning but completely even and sans any scorches on either skin or clothes. Irreparable damage to the body’s core recovery systems, causing cancerous growths to appear with regularity. Damage continues throughout entire affected area, as if the curse traveled completely through… Hells above. He did this with only 26 Pels? No, he would’ve grown since then, it must’ve been even less.” 


A look of horror grew over the man’s face. He looked down at the frightened Declan with manic eyes. “We need to keep this contained. Eric, sequester all information on the boys from Red’s Crossing. If the magisters get a hold of him we’re screwed. I don’t even want to think about what the military would do with him.” 


The man shuddered, before steadying himself against the desk, taking several deep breaths, and turning back to Declan. “The real question is, what am I going to do with you. I can’t keep you here, not without teaching you. If you get above a hundred, one-twenty Pels without learning aura control you’re gonna be a plague on legs. Divines how am I going to teach you to cast if you leak poison whenever you do? We’ll have to take over an upper floor, build some high frequency enchantments… but that’s getting ahead of myself….” The man’s speech petered off, allowing Declan the opportunity to speak.


“S..sir?” He trepidatiously said, unsuccessfully holding back tears, “it…it was an accident. Like I said, they were threatening me and I…I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt people. If that means I can’t learn to be a mage I…I think I can understand. I just…I want to do whatever I can to help make up for what I’ve done.”


The researcher was completely at a loss. Magic he understood; crying novices were not his specialty. “It’s um, ok son,” he attempted. “It’s not your fault. Hells, I don’t think there’s a mage in this building who hasn’t accidentally sent a stray burst of mana someone’s way. The best thing we can do for those boys is learn more about what did this to them, and that means studying you. And to do that here, I suppose that means training too. 


“Divines, I need to talk to the archmage. Ok, um, for now I’m going to let you go. Eric will take you to your room. Get some sleep. You’re to keep attending classes or people will start asking questions I’m not ready to answer. Whatever you do, do not cast. I’ll figure something out for practice later. Now go, I’ll see you again this time tomorrow.” 


Declan simply sat, still processing the man’s reaction, until he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. Numbly the boy stood and allowed Eric to lead him from the office. Immediately after shutting the door behind them, the older student wrapped Declan into a strong hug. “It’s gonna be ok. Antony’s good at this kind of stuff, he’ll figure it out. We’ll help those boys. Everything is gonna be ok.” 


Declan could only sniff and exert the full force of his will to keep himself from crying. He’d embarrassed himself enough today. Silently, Eric pulled away, and led the boy up the stairs and back to his room. Once there, Declan simply sat on his bed while Eric disappeared out the door, only to return shortly with a tray full of food. 


He sat next to the emotionally exhausted novice, and the two supped in silence. Declan appreciated the other student’s tacit comfort, enough so that he could eventually build up the courage to ask a question that had been eating at him since Dewie’s appearance in the cafeteria. 


“Hey Eric? Did you um, read anything about the…the…Red’s Crossing thing? I just…I keep thinking if Dewie turned out that bad I can’t imagine what Charlie’s gone through.”


“Oh, yeah I read the report,” he replied solemnly. "Antony was interested in it when they first showed up, that’s why he knew to ask for it. Who’s Charlie?”


“He…he was my friend. The one who attacked me. I think…I think he would’ve got the brunt of the blast. Did they send him to the Pinnacles after all?”


A shadow fell across Eric’s face, and Declan knew the answer before he spoke the words. “Nobody was sent to the Pinnacles. The report mentioned there was a third victim. One that didn’t survive. Oh Declan, I’m so sorry.”


Declan’s world ended with those words. Dewie was right. He was a curse. A ‘plague on legs’ as Leskelian had put it. Despite the grand magus’s instructions, Declan did not get much sleep that night. Everything was broken and the world hurt, and no amount of it’s-not-your-fault’s or it’s-gonna-be-ok’s could fix it.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










IN ALL THE large and complex world of Spell Theory, the Nessian Funnel is probably the single most important piece of formulae ever created. Without the Nessian Funnel, the entire standard curriculum could never exist, and many would argue we would be forced to remain in the archaic system of masters and apprentices of the 700s. 


The ostensibly simple piece of spell-work single-handedly allows the standard series cantrips used nationwide to function regardless of the mana input. While far too inefficient a system for anything more complex, the Funnel enables large classes of novices to be instructed in spell casting by a single teacher by allowing the same exact set of beginner spells to be accessible to every student, whatever their signature. 


Within the first two months of Spell Theory instruction, the teacher will lead the class through an exercise in which each student will design a Nessian Funnel specific to their individual signature. Once confirmed and tested by the instructor, said Funnel will remain with the student for their entire career as a mage, forming the first step in nearly all the cantrips we use daily. 


A Nessian Funnel is series of calculated curves which force the mana entering them—if it is the correct frequency for that specific Funnel—to shift to what we call Standard Neutral, roughly 500 Bouls. Of course, a significant amount of the original mana is lost in the process, but for the Standard Cantrips the loss is negligible. This then allows the artificially shifted mana to be used in the Standard Cantrip forms rather than requiring custom cantrip formulae for all students. 


It is important to note, that the Nessian Funnel and other formulae-based methods of artificially forcing mana to change frequencies is different from true shift—one of the measurements we use to evaluate the skill of mages. Artificial shift will always be inefficient at it’s core, while true shift is flawlessly efficient.


-Cadwell’s Primer to Frequency Theory, Chapter 4



* * *


Declan awoke the next day to the 8th bell, giving him an hour before class. He stumbled out of the plush bed to look in the mirror hanging next to his wardrobe. The long night was visible on his face. Large bags rested beneath his eyes, and his face held a sunken expression, communicating his heart better than words ever could. 


But now the young mage just felt numb. The truth had been learned and the feelings had been felt, and there was nothing left to do but continue on, try to be the best mage he could be so this could never happen again. 


So Declan put on his battle face. 


Despair joined the rage at injustice, turning the smoldering heat at Declan’s core to one of ice, and the novice stepped from his room in search of breakfast. 


Fifty minutes later, having eaten and washed, Declan stepped in to the Magic Theory classroom and surveyed the assembled students. It was a large class—nearly forty seats— which surprised the young man for a moment before he recalled from his reading that at the early levels, basic theory didn’t vary much between the elements. 


Still, it was strange to see a magic class have so many more students than yesterday’s history class. Maybe there are more history teachers? Putting the thought aside, Declan noticed Daniel seated again in the back, surrounded by empty chairs. Wordlessly, Declan joined his friend and pulled out his pen and papers, preparing for the long class ahead. 


The novice’s peaceful preparation was interrupted, however, when a golden-haired student adorned in rings and other ostentatious jewelry entered the room and spoke with a sneer.


“Oh look, the freak’s got a friend. So what’s wrong with you, eh? Spells cast backwards? Only work if you’re naked? Oh, I got it, you’re the most powerful fire mage the world has ever seen but you can only cast if nobody’s looking? Leave it to that old fool to turn this esteemed Tower into a freak show.” 


The remarks garnered some uncomfortable laughs from the other gathered students, but Declan was well beyond caring about juvenile taunts. He truly struggled to maintain a grip on his battle face, though, when a small voice piped up from the corner of the room. 


“S…stop it… Ian… don’t…don’t make him a…angry. He…he’ll curse you too,” a pathetic, but painfully familiar voice whimpered. Declan had to search to find the bandaged form of Edward cowering behind a chair.


“Oh, so you’re the one that set loonie Dewie off yesterday,” the blonde brashly continued, “what was it he called you? Oh right, nothing mage! Come on, nothing mage, if you’re so fearsome, how ‘bout a demonstration? Let’s see what you’ve really got.” 


Declan was in the process of formulating a reply while carefully ignoring the panicked mutterings from the Edward when the door to the classroom burst open, and a robed woman strode through, flanked by two students in gray adept robes. 


“Alright everyone, get to your seats. We have a lot to cover today,” the woman quickly took command of the room. “I’d like everyone to welcome our new student and help make sure he’s caught up.” This next she spoke directly to the new arrival: “Declan, is it? I’m Magus Pimswood, though students are welcome to call me Astrid. The grand magus has informed me you are to be exempt from casting in class for safety reasons, but do not believe that gives you an excuse to slack off. Understood?” 


Declan nodded, uncomfortably aware of the scores of curious eyes looking his way. The magus continued, “Good,” before turning to sketch a 2-dimensional spell form on the chalkboard behind her. “Alright, who can tell me the name and effects of this spell?”


Declan could tell from the two dimensional structure it was probably one of the standard cantrips, but from his experience rewriting spells he could tell it was optimized for blue mana rather than the yellow/orange most cantrips used. His curiosity was sated when the instructor called on a bespectacled student near the front.


“Is it the one that sprays water on things? I think it’s called Douse.” The student hesitantly answered.


“Yes, very good. Now, Douse is one of the more versatile cantrips in a mage’s toolkit—unless you’re a water mage, then it’s mostly redundant. The spell generates a weak stream of water which can be used for washing, extinguishing fires, or even conjuring drinking water. This cantrip is a bit different from the others we’ve learned so far; can anyone tell me why?”


Declan raised his hand for this one, but again the magus called on someone nearer the front. 


“It has a second conversion in it? Douse uses mana in the 600 range, so the first step in this form is a second funnel to convert the input Neutral mana into water mana.” Declan breathed a sigh of relief at the other student’s answer—maybe he wasn’t so behind after all.


The next three hours positively flew by for the novice. It felt good to be learning again, and even if he couldn’t follow participate in the class, there was something about having an actual teacher who cared about the success of her students that just felt right. 


By the time the class broke for lunch, Declan was happily chatting with Daniel about the mana efficiency of the ‘Heat’ cantrip, problems all but forgotten. At least until they stepped into the cafeteria. At first Declan sighed with relief when he noted the loudmouthed Ian was not present, but he was instead accosted by a certain short, spectacled student. 


“So why are you dangerous?” She immediately asked.


“E…excuse me?” Declan was a bit taken aback by the question, both its abruptness and lack of context.


“Magus Pimswood said you were exempt from casting ‘for safety reasons.’ So why are you dangerous?”


“It’s um… well it’s complicated. Here let’s get our food. I’m Declan; it’s a pleasure to meet you Ms…” the novice led the group to the lunch line as he prompted the inquisitive girl to finally introduce herself.


“Mia Ravenhearth,” she promptly responded, “but I’m more interested in you. You’re clearly a bastard or you would’ve include a family name in your introduction, but either your a bastard with money, or whatever is wrong with your mana makes you interesting enough to be worth a scholarship like Daniel here. I’m betting on the latter, since you already know him and Magus Pimswood said the most fascinating thing about you this morning. So do tell, what are the ‘safety reasons?’” 


Well the girl certainly got to the point, though Declan had to marvel a bit at her deductions. Sure she was right, but there could’ve been any number of reasons he didn’t tell her a family name. Putting the thought aside, the novice began to explain as the group sat with their food.


“Well, basically my mana naturally generates at a very high frequency. It’s invisible to the naked eye and has some… unstudied effects.” Declan hoped the excuse would be sufficient. The mage knew letting on too much—especially about his connection to Dewie—would be disastrous, but he needed to tell the girl something. “Since we don’t know what could happen if people are exposed to it, Leskelian decided it would be best to avoid doing so,” the novice half lied. 


“Hmmm,” the girl responded, “you must be quite high frequency to have untested results. I recall reading about an old archmage who could shift up to almost 1000 Bouls. I’ll have to research this more. Thank you, for the knowledge.” The girl stood, bowed, and exited the cafeteria. 


“Well that was…weird,” Declan commented. 


“Oh, don’t worry about her,” Daniel replied, “she’s from some huge librarian family up in Pylt. They’re all knowledge crazy but otherwise pretty harmless. She’s even helped me study a few times.”


“Pylt…” the new student replied, “that’s quite a ways to travel just for school. You think she’s here for the archives?”


“You’d have to ask her that. Hells, I didn’t even know Pylt existed til I met Mia. Hey, are you gonna eat your bread?”


Declan did indeed intend to eat his bread, though the question steered the conversation away from the strange girl and towards the quality of the meal itself. The mushroom soup wasn’t the heartiest of lunches, but it was certainly tasty. 


Not long after, the meal was complete, and the pair made their way back for the second half of the day-long class. Declan elicited a number of nervous glances in the hallway, which were eventually explained when he reentered the classroom to see Edward surrounded by a group of students.


“No, I…I’m telling you h..he’s not h…human!” The injured boy franticly stuttered, “H…he smote m…my friend for his arrogance, a…and he c…cursed me for mine. Wh…whatever you do y..you can’t make h…him mad! He’ll s…smite you too, or w…worse… oh Divines he’s here!” 


In a panic the bandaged form dashed across the room to hide under a desk. Declan could only uncomfortably smile at the assembled students, trying to display his confusion on his face. The move seemed to work somewhat, but his fellow students were still visibly nervous as he stepped past them to retake his seat. 


Smote? Declan wondered at the poor soul’s word choice. Apparently, however, the boy’s frightened warnings had done some good, as when Ian entered the room he avoided eye contact with the new student, silently proceeding to his seat. The 13th bell was still echoing through the room when Magus Pimswood burst into the room.


“Welcome back everyone; in just a moment we’re going to get started on practicing the Douse cantrip. Declan, I’ve been instructed to direct you to the archmage’s office. Floor 2236, don’t make him wait.”


The novice could feel every eye in the room as he gathered his things and vacated the classroom. So he was to meet the Tower-master. Leskelian probably told him then. Declan’s heart began to pound as he climbed the marble steps, only partially from the exertion. Well, at least I don’t have to sit and watch everyone else practice, he thought. 


The attempt at optimism did little to calm the novice’s nerves as he pulled open the ornate door to level 2236 and found himself in a small waiting room. Paintings of former Tower-masters hung on the bloodstone walls. They all looked rather disdainful. Behind an elegant desk sat what could only be described as a pile of rocks that had been taught to use a pen. 


“Name and purpose for visit?” A gravelly voice emanated from the entity. As he approached the desk and squinted, Declan could just make out the telltale lines of enchantment along the thing’s mass. A golem then, and a truly impressive one at that. 


“D…Declan. I was told to come see the archmage.”


“Enter,” the construct commanded, continuing whatever it was writing. Declan stared for a moment, suppressing his desire to examine the being, and stepped through the large door behind the desk. 


The Tower-master’s office was a surprisingly austere place. The walls were bare, the floor adorned with a basic blue rug, and the desk looked to be plain, solid oak. The seat behind the desk was vacant, and Declan had to turn to see the archmage, accompanied by Antony Leskelian, sitting in a plush recliner clutching a glass of whisky. 


“Ah, here’s the boy now. Declan! Come, pour yourself a drink,” Leskelian greeted him.


Moving over to the pair, Declan responded, “No t…thank you sir. I’m not partial to spirits.” Formality came easy to Declan, even if charisma didn’t. “It is an honor to meet you, archmage. You have my deepest gratitude for having me at your Tower.”


“Yes, well, that’s what we’re here to talk about, isn’t it?” The Tower-master replied. “Now, Antony here tells me some pretty outlandish things about you, and I’m inclined to believe him. I intend to put forth the considerable resources of Tower Vestriam to ensure you safely and expediently become the asset to Teralia I know you can be. 


“Antony wants me to set aside an entire floor for you, along with multiple world class enchanters to construct a suitable practice environment. I’m willing to do that; from what he tells me you represent an incredible opportunity for both our research and the military. But first I need some assurances from you. You’re old Croveus’s bastard, yes? Do you resent the man or the military as a whole for his treatment of you?”


Declan was a bit surprised by the line of questioning, but who knew what means of information gathering were available to an archmage. “General Croveus is not my father, sir. It’s a fact he made quite clear when he removed me from his household,” Declan rigidly answered. “I believe him to be above all a pragmatic man, and I was no longer of use to him.” 


The novice tried to keep the bitterness from his voice, donning his battle face. “I believe he treated me fairly, if not kindly. He did give me a place in his estate, one for which I was woefully under-qualified. I can say with honesty I would never act out in search of revenge over him or the military as a whole.” Declan was proud of his answer, which the archmage seemed to accept.


Pausing to think for a moment, the Tower-master eventually spoke, a strange intensity infecting his voice. “Do I have your word you will never use your power to harm the Kingdom of Teralia or its people?”


Recognizing the question as one typically imposed on inductees into the nation’s military, Declan chose to respond in kind. Kneeling down, he spoke the words, “I do hereby swear that I am a loyal citizen of Teralia. I will serve the King with all my might, and I shall protect the kingdom and its people til I breath my last.”


Over in his seat, Leskelian applauded, a laugh escaping his lips, “well Christof, I don’t think it gets any better than that. So? Are we in business?”


The archmage paused, taking a sip from his drink. Setting his glass down on a small table, he spoke, “very well, Antony, have at it.”










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










“SO THE FIRST step for making a spell more efficient is always going to be correctly optimizing it for your exact signature,” Eric explained. He and Declan were spending the evening in a cramped study room on one of the upper floors. He gestured to the Pieter’s detect magic diagram, “Now, I can tell this was made by a real pro, but it seems…” 


He went over the design with a protractor, carefully measuring the tight angles, “…Yeah looks like this was made for a flat 350 million. You’re like, 359? Honestly it’s crazy this even worked, but hey, what’s an extra two million Bouls here and there in the face of your insane mana.” The grad student then meticulously scrawled out a new design on a piece of graph paper. Side by side, the two spells looked identical to Declan. 


“Alright,” Eric continued, “the next step is to truly know the spell. You can’t just imagine the shape and expect it to be efficient. You need to know every angle, every distance, every step, to the utmost detail. There’s only a few degrees of difference between these two. In order to feel that difference you need to be able to consistently cast my design exactly as it’s written. That’s what practice is for. Since you can’t do that until they finish getting a safe practice room set up, let’s focus on theory for now. How did class go today?”


The following hours passed in comfort as Eric addressed the novice’s assorted shortcomings in the realm of magic theory. Eventually the evening bell rang and the study session came to an end. As Declan climbed down the near empty stairs towards his bed, he reflected on the events of the day. 


Between Edward’s rambling and Ian’s teasing, the morning had been far from perfect. Maybe one problem would solve the other. The novice supposed he would have to get used to weird looks if nothing else. The other aspects of the day had been a tremendous relief. 


From discovering he wasn’t hopelessly behind in Magic Theory to learning the esteemed archmage was not quite as intimidating as he’d feared, a number of Declan’s worries had been soothed. Finally, there was the study session with Eric. 


It was a bit daunting that so many people were doing so much to help him—as the Tower-master had made clear—but working with Eric just felt comfortable. The assistant seemed to genuinely enjoy his work, and was as excited about it all as Declan was. 


He liked Eric. 


The novice went to bed that night in a good mood, dreaming of great mages and complex spells.



* * *


Declan awoke from a remarkable night’s sleep only to have his mood ruined by a dire realization. It was Thursday. Thursday meant another three hours of dreadfully boring history class. With a sigh, the novice headed out, making a pit stop at the library upstairs to grab a copy of the mathematics textbook. 


At least he could be productive during the dull lecture. Declan noticed a few nervous looks as he made his ways through the ornate halls of the Tower, but for the most part he was ignored by his fellow students. Perfectly fine with me, Declan thought as he stepped into the history room, taking his customary seat next to Daniel. 


Shortly after, Magus Aberitas swept into the room and began his monotone lecture. As per last time, Daniel was clearly the only one paying attention as the ancient instructor droned on about Naga Incursion, most of which was repeat information from the previous class. 


Every once in a while Declan looked up from his book just to confirm his companion was still awake. The boy’s ability to follow every word of the Magus’s lecture truly astounded Declan. After three hours passed in what felt like five, the class was dismissed. 


Hoping to avoid another possible confrontation with Dewie, Declan elected to skip lunch and head straight to the Mathematics classroom a floor down. He was a bit surprised to find when he stepped inside that he was not the only one with that idea. 


“Hi, Mia,” he greeted the room’s other occupant, who seemed to be devouring both her lunch and a book at once. 


“Hello, Declan,” she curtly replied. “I take it you’re here for some quiet time before class as well?”


“Something like that…” the novice answered, taking a seat next to the girl and re-opening his textbook. His studying was interrupted though, when half a chicken sandwich was held under his nose.


“Here,” Mia stated matter-o-factly, “the trick is to pick it up on the way to history class so you can come straight here after.”


Declan graciously accepted the gifted sandwich, “Thanks. I’ll be sure to do that next time.”


The girl didn’t reply, already absorbed into her book. The pair studied in silence, a quiet moment Declan quite appreciated given the chaos of the past few days. In time, the room started to fill with the thirty-odd students who made up the afternoon math class. 


Declan noted with relief he seemed to have dodged both of the Red’s Crossing boys, as well as the obnoxious Ian. Five minutes after the 13th bell chimed, a middle-aged Magus strode into the room and immediately began lecturing on trigonometric functions. Mana traveled as a sine wave after all. 


Declan tuned out fairly quickly. As with history, he had already learned most of this material studying at the Croveus estate. He did, though, quickly take the opportunity to pull out his schedule and confirm the instructor’s name, seeing as he’d failed to introduce himself to the new student. 


‘Magus Seth Crothos,’ the paper read. The lecture continued for a little over an hour, in which the instructor seems to completely fail to notice the presence of a new pupil. Declan was especially surprised when, as the lesson ended, Magus Crothos handed out a sheet of in-class work, and managed to look the novice dead in the eye without acknowledging him whatsoever. 


Either he didn’t care about having a new student or he was remarkably oblivious. Whichever the case, the class period eventually ended and Declan again ventured up the marble stairs to meet with Eric.


The tutoring session was shorter that night, the grad student citing the necessity of actual practice before moving on to more advanced topics. Instead, the two chatted about tomorrow’s upcoming class.


“You can’t not be excited for Monster Hunt,” Eric exclaimed. “It’s literally everyone’s favorite class. You get a bit of excitement, new experiences, and a bigger pool, all in a relatively safe environment. Don’t worry about it. I was nervous for my first hunt too. Got blindsided by a jolt-hare, nearly took a chunk out of my shoulder. Then my group leader snapped and the thing basically exploded. You’re in really good hands. Nothing where they’re taking you can come close to hurting even an adept, let alone a Magus.”


“It’s not the monsters that scare me,” Declan spoke up. “It’s the growth. You heard what Leskelian said; if I get too strong I’ll be a walking plague. What happens then?”


“You’ll be fine,” Eric insisted. “You’re still a long way from that ever happening, and we’ll have plenty of time to get your control where it needs to be. If it will make you feel better, we can make sure to regularly check your store. It’s easy to stop the hunts if you start growing too quickly. With how different your mana is from any beast we know, I really doubt that will happen anyway. Trust me, you’re gonna have a blast tomorrow.”


Despite his mentor’s enthusiastic reassurances, Declan walked away from the session still filled with trepidation. He did his best to put his fears aside and feel excited for the coming day; he did desperately want to trust in Eric’s confidence. Even so, that night, the novice fell into a restless sleep, dreaming vividly of a living calamity, killing everything it touched.



* * *


The next morning saw Declan standing on the landing of floor 2199, accompanied by Mia and two unfamiliar novices. The two new faces hesitantly introduced themselves as Carla and Jackson, but otherwise kept to themselves, throwing Declan the odd nervous glance (and Mia the odd disdainful one). After a brief wait, the ornate door opened up to admit none other than a certain grand magus.


“Good morning everyone,” Leskelian boomed, “I’m sorry to tell you that Magus Skjorn has stepped down as your instructor, so I’ll be taking over.” The researcher winked at Declan, a gesture he was sure Mia’s sharp eyes didn’t miss. “I’m Grand Magus Leskelian, though you may call me ‘Antony’ or ‘Leskelian’ or anything really. Anyway, since both Novice Declan here as well myself are new at this, we’re going to start with jolt-hares!” 


At the announcement Declan heard a muffled groan from behind him, one he was sure would be louder were his classmates not still reeling from the grand magus’s presence. Apparently the starter monsters were too boring for these more experienced students. Leskelian either didn’t notice the reaction or didn’t care, because he immediately took off down the wide marble stairs. He talked as the students followed.


“Now, jolt-hares generate mana at around 445 Bouls, do we have any lightning mages with us?”


Mia spoke up, “I’m plasma.”


“Hmmm, not quite lightning but definitely close enough. You ought to get quite the boost from today’s hunt. Why is that?”


The girl paused at the question, unsure if the obvious answer were a trap. Eventually, she answered with a shrug, “Because the closer in frequency one’s natural mana is the more efficiently it can assimilate foreign mana.”


“Yes, very good.” Declan noted the grand magus didn’t seem to quite realize this wasn’t everyone’s first day of class. Nevertheless, Leskelian plowed on, re-explaining how to free a corpse’s mana, that certain elements were more or less effective against certain monsters, and the correlation between a monster’s strength and the size of its mana pool. The instruction ground to a halt, however, when Antony asked another question.


“Now, who can tell me the difference between Tower monsters and wild ones?”


After a silence, Declan took a stab at it, “…Tower monsters are made of pure mana, regular monsters are…um…born?”


“Yes!” The Magus’s enthusiasm made Declan jump. “Excellent, you’re absolutely correct.” With a knowing smile, he added, “I suppose you would know a bit about wild monsters… alright, now tell me, why do monsters appear in the Towers?” The sound of their footsteps on the marble stairs echoed in the silence. “Anyone?” Hesitantly, Mia spoke,


“Is it because of the ambient mana? They’re made of mana; it would make sense if all the mana in the air had some effect…”


“Ooh, excellent guess, but still incorrect. Anyone else?” Silence. “The truth is we still don’t know. We’ve tested your mana theory, but even the shortest Towers spawn these constructs, and regardless of the environment we create we cannot cause them to appear outside of a Tower. We consider it a basic attribute of the Towers themselves, but like the Towers, the monsters within remain a mystery. In fact—oh look we’ve arrived! How time flies when you’re having fun.” 


The group stopped in front of a grand door labeled ‘1932.’ Declan took a moment to jot down the floor number with a little note about the monsters within. 


“We’re going to do this a little differently,” the grand magus explained. “Since I have the utmost faith in your combat abilities, we’re going to forsake the traditional groups and instead take turns fighting the hares one at a time. The rest of us will stand back and observe, and don’t worry, if anything goes awry I can step in from any distance. Now,” he said, pulling open the Tower door, “after you.”


The novices passed through the stone portal and Declan marveled at the space. Instead of stepping onto the marble floor typical of all the Tower floors the mage had visited before, he found himself standing on lush grass. Instead of the white and gold marble walls, there was nothing but hills and fields in every direction. 


Mouth agape, the novice surveyed his surroundings, astounded by what must either be teleportation or spacial magic on an impossible scale. That is, until he noticed Leskelian next to the door, leaning against what appeared to be empty space. 


Walking over, Declan held out a hand, which eventually found the familiar sensation of being pressed against cool marble. An illusion then. Still impressive, but not quite the impossible feat he’d first thought. 


As he looked around, Declan noticed other cracks in the room’s appearance. While grass and leaves in the distance swayed in the wind, the area in which the class stood was completely untouched by moving air. More importantly, absent from the illusion, the rest of the floor was occupied by their reason for visiting—jolt-hares.


The beasts themselves were small and looked genuinely harmless. At roughly two feet in length, the white, short-furred hares were only distinguished from mundane animals by the pair of short horns jutting from their heads. As Declan watched, an arc of electricity seemed to jump from one horn to the other. That would be the ‘jolt’ part, the novice thought. 


“Alright novices, gather up!” Leskelian called, waiting until the four students surrounded him. “Okay, Novice Ravenhearth, you’re going to go first, followed by Novices Quiltis and Stillion, then finally Novice Declan.”


Well at least now I know their family names, Declan thought of his two less-than-friendly classmates as Mia stepped forward. The girl managed to make it nearly twenty feet into the room before the nearest jolt-hare hissed and charged. 


Sparks danced on the beasts horns as it ran, and it was hard to tell from the distance, but Declan thought he could make out the color of blood on the animal’s pointed teeth. Maybe not quite so harmless, he mused. Unflinching, the girl held out a hand before a bright beam of orange mana flew towards the charging hare, tearing a clean hole through the center of its head. 


Antony over-excitedly applauded as the girl stepped forward, pressed a hand to the beast’s side, and yellow mana spilled out, evaporating into the air. The novice breathed in deeply, and even from the distance Declan could see the rush on her face. For the next few breaths, small clouds of feint yellow mana exited the novice’s mouth, until eventually she relaxed and strode back to rejoin the group.


“Excellent work, excellent work,” the grand magus beamed. “My this is fun, how did I let myself stop attending these? Alright Jackson, you’re up!” 


The next two novices took their turns. Jackson summoning a slim pellet of lead from his pocket, which flew directly into the beast’s eye. 


For her turn, Carla elected to show off a little, utilizing an actual spell to encourage the grass underfoot to ensnare a jolt-hare as she casually walked up and ended it’s life with the flick of a wicked-looking knife. 


In both students’ case, the air they exhaled was significantly more charged with mana—their signatures too disparate to efficiently absorb it.


When Declan’s turn came up, Leskelian took visible care to ensure the other students were standing against the back wall—another gesture that put a curious look on Mia’s face. At the instructor’s encouragement, Declan made an extra effort to move a far from the group as he could, making it forty feet before a hare turned on him. 


Extending his hand, the novice expelled a blast of mana into the charging beast, strangely calm given the situation. Truth be told using his mana frightened the boy more than the vicious hare, especially considering he’d faced down far scarier enemies and lived to tell the tale. To the perception of all watching, the strange novice had simply raised a hand, and the monster’s charge halted, the beast tumbling to the ground. 


Declan’s three classmates would not soon forget the pitiful cries that echoed through the chamber. The mage stopped and lowered his hand, pausing to look back at the distant group. The beast’s desperate whimpering hung heavy on the novice as he trepidatiously stepped towards the creature. He was about to pull his knife when a snap echoed through the room, and the beast was silenced. 


Declan looked up to see the grand magus’s hand raised, a sullen look on his face. Deliberately, the man nodded, and Declan went about his task of freeing the beast’s mana. 


Sinking his knife into the deceased jolt-hare, the novice allowed the yellow mana to leak out and fill the air. He took a few deep breaths, remembering the experience of doing the same with first the Canire and then the Hellcat. 


What he realized now that he’d failed to notice then, was that there was not a hint of yellow mana on his breath as he exhaled. Looking inward, he could sense the beast’s mana swirling within his core, slowly being overtaken and broken down until it too faded from visibility. A bit shaken, Declan turned and stepped to rejoin the class, taking note of his classmates’ visibly paler complexions, as well as the curious look and wide grin on Leskelian’s face.


The day progressed and the hunt continued. While Declan’s classmates attempted different spells and techniques in order to keep the hunt interesting, the novice himself fell into a pattern of releasing a blast of mana and waiting for Antony to quietly finish the beast off. 


Approximately twelve rotations later, the class was adjourned, and the group vacated the floor and began the long climb back to school proper. When they reached one of the cafeteria floors, Leskelian pulled the group aside and spoke with a threatening tone that belied his gentle words.


“You all did very well today, and I trust the bright, skilled students you all are know not to share information that ought be kept to one’s self. Rumors are hurtful things after all. I’ll see you next week.” With that, the grand magus strode up the stairs, his violet robes trailing behind him. Carla gave Declan a frightened look, matched only by Mia’s fascinated one. With a shrug, the novice pulled open the door and stepped into the cafeteria. It was dinnertime after all.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










SATURDAY MORNING FOUND Declan sitting again in Leskelian’s office, listening to the old man explain the change in schedule.


“We’re going to skip today’s and all further Monster Hunt’s until you have a few offensive spells under your belt. They may be malicious magical constructs but letting them suffer like that is just cruel. Instead, we’re going to spend the morning running a few tests to help the enchanters on your practice room.” 


The grand magus stood, crossing the room to the exit. “Follow me,” he commanded. Declan and Eric both stood and moved to obey. The researcher led them down the opulent hall and into the marble stairwell before turning up and beginning to climb. Eventually the group arrived at floor 2250, where the old researcher pulled open the door and ushered the students inside. 


The room itself was nearly barren. No walls, no carpet, just the white and gold marble Tower wall circling the entire floor. Besides the three mages, the only things in the room were a couple pallets loaded with stone and a set of wooden planks.


“It’s not much yet, but in a few day’s this’ll be quite the advanced setup; don’t you worry,” Leskelian said. “We just need to take some measurements today and import the glass from out East and we’ll be all set. Eric, why don’t you start setting up while I explain?” At the command, Eric stepped the side and started channeling, at which the stones lifted themselves from the pallet and began arranging themselves around the room. 


The distant hum of mana accompanied the brown glow surrounding them. “Ok, we know super-high frequency mana can go through things, but we need to determine how penetrative it really is. I happen to know the exact mana density of this slate, so if we measure your output then pass the mana through this stone at varying intervals of width before measuring it again, we should be able to calculate the penetration!” The grand magus reached into his violet robes to pull out a series of pieces of inscribed iron. 


To Declan’s eye they looked like simplified versions of his own prism, which, it turns out, they were. “These are attuned to detect ambient mana of roughly your frequency. I’m going to place one on each side of you, and then scatter the rest throughout the testing area.”


Declan took a few of the devices from his patron and moved about the room placing them. Once all was set up, the novice stood in the center of five concentric rings of pure slate. Two prisms were in the center with him, and the rest were scattered throughout to measure penetration and spread of the dangerous mana. 


Leskelian instructed Declan to fire a blast straight forward, directly above one of the prisms while he and Eric waited outside to avoid the danger. Once he was alone in the large testing chamber, the novice emptied his pool into the slate before him, before starting to count. When five minutes had elapsed, he weaved past the walls of slate to knock on the door. 


Instead of passing through, Antony simply kicked in an additional prism, which Declan had to take around the room to confirm there was no lingering threat. Once the room was declared safe, Eric and Antony finally reentered the room. The next minutes were absorbed with the two students circling the room reading out measurements while Leskelian recorded them in a notebook.


From the readouts, Antony was able to sketch a general heat map of how the dangerous mana spread throughout the room. Fortunately, it remained decently contained in the direction of the original blast; while the prism directly behind Declan detected a few Pels, once past the first stone barrier only those directly in the line of the blast showed anything at all. 


It took 11 sections of slate for the mana readouts to significantly low numbers, and while in the line of the blast none of the detectors read zero, past the twelfth barrier they all read below three. After briefly analyzing the results, Leskelian instructed Eric to remove the barriers entirely. 


“I want to run two more penetration tests. First, I’m going to have you shoot in an empty room. I want to know the range on your blast as well as how quickly the ambient mana radiating to the sides disperses into the air. Second, I want you to fire a blast straight up. Nothing’s ever been known to pierce a Tower’s marble, and if we’re going to train you safely we need to confirm you can’t either. Same procedure as before, knock five minutes after you’re done.” 


Instructions given, the grand magus stepped out, ostensibly to place a detector upstairs. A moment later, Eric finished his work and stepped out, and a knock rang on the door giving Declan the go-ahead. As before, the novice sent out a pulse of mana, this time waiting for it to fully recover before firing a second blast at the pristine ceiling. 


Once the five minutes had elapsed, he once-again knocked on the door, took the proffered device, and confirmed the room was safe before readmitting Eric and Antony. 


The set of results from the second two tests were relieving to Declan. First, he confirmed that while the range of his blasts was further than the length of the entire floor, the mana stayed somewhat focused outside of his direct vicinity. The novice was still unsure how much of his mana it would take to hurt someone, but he sincerely doubted the 0.3 Pels shown on the sensor merely five feet behind him would be harmful. 


The prism a single foot behind him was another story, displaying nearly 5 full Pels. Declan hoped that wouldn’t be enough to hurt anything, but he made a note to never use raw mana while standing near people. The second test confirmed his pulse had been stopped cold by the Tower floor. While he had expected as much, it was a huge relief to confirm he wouldn’t accidentally poison some innocent office worker. 


The most important aspect of the result, however, was that he could use an empty floor for solo practice! He’d still have to wait for the practice chamber to be built for the kind of guided instruction every other student had access to, but practicing alone was better than nothing. The news was outstanding, and thanks to the influx of information and an actionable plan, Declan was starting to feel excited for the future for the first time since arriving in Vestriam.


“Hmmm, so if we apply the standard logarithmic regression following the rate of dispersal most raw mana displays, that would place the full range of one of these pulses at about… two hundred yards. Rate of decay may increase in a lower-mana environment, requires further testing.” The grand magus continued talking aloud as Eric franticly scribbled it down into his notebook. 


The duo’s analysis was interrupted when a knock came from the Tower door. “Oh, excellent, that’ll be them!” Leskelian abandoned his train of thought and strode to the door, pulling it open to admit three liveried servants, each bearing two potted orchids. “Eric, the configuration we discussed if you please,” the researcher requested. 


Dropping the notebook, Eric took over guiding the three deliverymen to place the flowers in a line spreading from the center of the room to the very tip. Once the plants were in position and the servants departed, the assistant’s hands again began to glow, and the slate again levitated into the air, this time into a series of parallel lines separating the orchids.


“Alright, our last test for the day is probably the most important—we need to determine what a safe dose of your mana looks like. Once again we’re going to step out, and you’re going to fire a pulse right down the line. Basically the same procedure as before, knocking and everything. I want you to only wait three minutes this time though; maybe we can get a better idea of how long it sticks in the air.” 


As the grand magus explained, he weaved through the slate barriers from orchid to orchid, placing freshly reset prisms next to each. When the setup was complete, the researcher and his assistant again vacated the room, and again Declan fired a pulse of mana. 


While he waited, the novice noticed the first two orchids were definitely worse for wear. Two inches of slate was not enough. When the time came to test the room, the group learned that three minutes was plenty of time for the high-frequency mana to dissipate. 


This time, in addition to denoting the results in the notebook, Leskelian handed Declan a pen and instructed him to write the measured Pel count on each pot before gathering them all up. The novice did as instructed, noting that by now the third plant was also beginning to wilt. He hoped at least one of them would make it.


“Ok, that will be it for today, let’s get these back to the lab. Based on the model set by the Red’s Crossing boys, the worst of the effects set in after around forty eight hours, but we’ll want to keep tabs on these long term to be sure.” After returning the slate to its original location, Eric turned his attention to the pots, which began to similarly glow before floating into the air. The three vacated the future practice room and began the journey downstairs.


Leskelian’s ‘lab’ was the entirety of floor 2226. Unsurprisingly given the state of the man’s desk, the lab was a bit of a mess. Papers, notebooks, and files were all over the place, the wooden tables were piled in a seemingly random assortment of books, and the room smelled faintly of fish. 


Despite the clutter, Declan could tell the Tower had spared no expense. There was an entire practice room with extremely complex enchants for the testing of experimental spells, a similarly deeply enchanted mechanism on the wall, the purpose of which Declan couldn’t fathom, among an entire shelf stacked high with complex magical implements. 


Leskelian scurried over to a high table against a wall, relocating the assorted pages that rest upon it onto another pile on a similar table. Eric carefully deposited the six orchids onto the newly cleared space, while Antony set up a magical lamp above them to simulate sunlight. Work for the morning done, the grand magus dismissed the two students for lunch and some magical tutoring.



* * *


“So I’ve been wondering,” Declan started as he carefully cut into the seared duck, “what exactly is ‘broken’ about Daniel’s magic? I know I’m not one to talk but I definitely wouldn’t call my mana ‘broken.’”


“Well,” Eric replied, swallowing his own portion of duck, “your magic is ultimately normal. Sure it’s way higher frequency than anything we’ve ever heard of, but it’s still mana. We can still work with it. Daniel is just… strange.”


“…Strange how?” Declan pressed when the grad student trailed off, “And how could it not be mana?”


Eric chewed for a moment while he reached into his pack for a pen and paper. First he drew a classic sine wave. Perfectly symmetrical, round peaks troughs. “So this is basically a drawing of all mana. Sure the scale changes a bit and it stretches this way and that when it’s more powerful or higher frequency, but it’s all this shape. Every single person, monster, you name it generates mana in this format. Except Daniel.” 


The assistant flipped the paper and sketched a new line. This one the opposite of the clean sine wave. It was jagged, full of sharp edges and random movements. 


“This,” Eric continued, “is what Daniel’s mana looks like. At first we thought it was just pure chaos, completely random. We would’ve had to send him home if it were; spells don’t work if you don’t know what the mana is gonna do. Then, Leskelian solved it. It turns out, there is a pattern here, a pattern that repeats roughly every 0.28 seconds. 


“Right now Antony’s other project is writing out spell forms that are built around mana that jumps around like this in the weird pattern. It’s crazy complicated, and Daniel will probably need half a decade of study if he wants to ever cast anything higher than a tier 2. Honestly, I feel for the boy, he’s got a hard road ahead of him. Sure he’s glad to have you around though. Being the weirdo is always the worst when you’re the only one…”


Eric trailed off at that, staring off in to space for a moment before hopping back to reality. “Alright I’m pretty much done here, wanna head back up to the library?” Declan simply nodded, and the two returned their dishes before stepping out onto the marble stairs. As the pair climbed in silence, Declan made a note to spend more time with his fellow anomaly. He was happy to not be alone, and he wanted to make sure he and Daniel could be friends. 


The novice almost felt guilty for suddenly appearing and taking up so much of Antony and Eric’s attention, at least until Leskelian’s words flashed through his head again: plague on legs. On second thought, the extra attention was probably a good thing.



* * *


“Alright,” Eric started as he took his seat at the small wooden table in their cramped study room, “Antony said we need to get you an attack spell first so you can get back to hunting. I think the best place to start would be Dart.” Declan’s tutor sketched out a cantrip onto a piece of graph paper. The novice was familiar with the spell, it was one of the few Standard Cantrips that didn’t utilize a funnel, simply functioning with any element of mana. 


“So Dart works basically by condensing the mana a bit, arranging one end into a point, and launching. The point is a bit redundant with you, but I think condensing your mana is going to be the key. We’ve seen that in a wide pulse your raw mana will kill just about anything given enough time, but if we can focus the damage to a particular area, it might be able to speed things up a little.” 


The older student took to sketching a new spell, and the first thing Declan noticed was that the thing was small. “Let’s see, if the rate of penetration is approximately 64% per inch of slate, in order to deliver 8 Pels—typical damaging force for most materials—to a square inch of area, we need to condense 12.5 Pels into a single cubic inch. Aaaand there.” The mage said, putting the finishing touches on the diagram.


The design itself was nearly one percent the size of the original Dart spell, which Declan supposed made sense given his absurd signature. The formula itself was readable, and the novice could point what each section did if asked. It turned out all this theory tutoring was paying off. That isn’t to say he had no questions, however. “Why 8 Pels? That first orchid took well over 25 and it was still alive when we left the lab,” the novice inquired.


“The orchid didn’t actually take 25 Pels. A good chunk of that would’ve passed through, so even then it would’ve only actually taken maybe 15, and then that 15 was spread out around the entire plant. If you had launched 25 full Pels directly at say, a single leaf I’m willing to bet you would’ve burned a hole. Anyway, I chose eight just because that’s how most other manas work, we’ll have to run some tests to confirm. I bet you’re itching to go upstairs on practice by now anyway.”


He certainly was. The novice had just learned that morning that he could practice on any unoccupied floor, and now he even had a second spell to work on. After thanking Eric profusely—if with a bit too much haste—Declan shortly found himself bounding up the Tower steps, spell in hand. 


In short order he was leaned over panting on the landing for floor 2250. Once his breath was well and caught, the novice stepped inside and made his first attempt at casting Dart. Nothing happened. Or at least, the mage couldn’t see the mana flying through the air, and he certainly failed to damage the nigh indestructible Tower walls. 


Rethinking his approach, Declan took a shot at his redesigned mana detection, and world went black. It took the novice several attempts to cast a Dart while maintaining the vision spell, but after an hour of trying, stopping, regenerating mana, and trying again, Declan nearly jumped for joy and a small green missile cut through the blackness around him. 


It took another hour for the mage to be able to cast the spell consistently, but the novice had never felt more proud once the goal was achieved. To finish the practice session, Declan propped up one of the stored pieces of timber, took aim, and fired. Immediately his heart soared. It may not look like much, but for the rest of his days Declan would consider that tiny black ring of scorched wood one of his proudest accomplishments.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










DRY SAND SCRAPED against Declan’s feet as he traveled through the dead landscape. Silence reigned, the mage’s own muted footsteps the only evidence his ears functioned at all. More than anything else, he was surrounded by stillness. The wind itself refused to blow, the dry air simply sat, another barrier through which the mage must pass. 


On the horizon sat a Tower. Short, like Krispins, but of course Krispins sat amidst a lush field, and here there was no grass to be seen. Through burning days and chilling nights the mage made his way, but the Tower came no closer. The mage’s steps slowed, determination wavering in the face of his endless trek. He fell to the soft sand. Throat, eyes, and skin burning, Declan lay back and let his eyes drift shut.


He awoke see tall wooden walls looming over him. The sand and stillness remained, but the sun wasn’t quite so oppressive in the shadow of the city. Wearily he stood and stepped pulled open the ajar wooden gate to step into the town. It was like Krispins and it wasn’t. 


The shops and inns and restaurants were all where he remembered. The mage could almost imagine Sarah enthusiastically pointing them out to him. Krispins, however, had been bustling frontier town, filled with soldiers, merchants, and farmers each going about their daily business. This place was silent. Still. Dead. Declan’s blood turned icy despite the oppressive sun, as he picked his way through the empty city. 


Eventually he found himself at the base of the Tower, the door of which stood hauntingly open. Stepping through, the mage began his climb. Krispins was nothing like Declan remembered. There was no mana in the air, only the same dry stillness that clung about the city. There were no students, no Magus Pieter; nothing about the Tower felt familiar. 


When Declan stepped through the door to the Tower’s fifth floor, he saw the first of the bodies. Their skin was not the usual pallid color of death, but instead it shone red. A sunburn, as if there could’ve ever been sunlight inside a Tower. He’d seen this shade of red before. 


The mage continued through the hall, stepping over the anguished bodies that littered the floor, to reach the Tower-master’s office. He passed through the door and on to cool marble. Looking up, the mage found himself in Vestriam’s medical ward. The air was as dead as the bodies he’d passed; the overwhelming mana omnipresent in the famous Tower noticeably absent. Most striking were the beds. 


No longer just in the rooms themselves, the hall itself had been crowded with hospital beds, each filled with another red corpse. Their eyes screamed at him. Their faces were frozen in pain, but Declan could only see rage in those eyes. Righteous fury for what he had done to them. 


He spotted his first familiar face only eight steps into the long hall. Her glasses had been removed, but Declan recognized Mia nonetheless. His heart sank, when he spotted Brian. The boy’s eternal grin had finally been stolen away. Everywhere he went, the gazes of the corpses followed. In time, the mage began to hear their taunting voices.


“He’s cursed!”


“He’ll kill us all!”


“A plague on legs!”


Desperately they tormented him, and desperately, he ran. He dashed through the hospital, dodging beds and corpses as they seemed to reach out to catch him. In panic, he picked a door and stepped through, slamming it behind him to shut out their yells. 


They echoed on, but eventually faded as Declan stepped away from white marble and on to the uneven cobble of a familiar alley. A new sound took their place, one filled with far less malice, but which tormented the mage far more intensely for it. Laying on the hard ground before him, skin just as red, was the first living person Declan had seen. The mage couldn’t see his face, but the pathetic whimpering which emanated from the prone form told him everything he needed to know. 


A moment later, the victim turned, and Charlie’s gaze pierced the mage’s very soul.



* * *


Declan bolted upright in bed, his skin glistening with sweat and his face wet with tears. Frantically, he stumbled about the dark room to find yesterday’s robes, desperately grasping for the comforting mass of enchanted iron. Immediately, he channeled everything he had into the device before hurriedly turning it over in search of the readout. 


35 Pels. Divines, four Pels from just one hunt?!” The mage had to fight down his panic. He’d need to talk to Antony about this in the morning. Breathing deep, Declan sat on the cold floor, staring across the dim room, bathed in the pale light from the prism’s readout. He sat in the dark once the glow eventually faded. Heart continuing to pound, the novice came to a decision. 


There would be no more sleeping tonight. Shakily he stood, drying his eyes and donning the crumpled robe. With great care, the young mage stepped out into the hall, a plan of action already forming. 


The empty halls of Tower Vestriam filled Declan with unease as he made his way to the first floor of the archives. The Tower at night was altogether too similar to his nightmare’s desolate version. The mana in the air gave the novice comfort, if only because it marked the space as different. 


When he arrived, the librarian’s desk was unsurprisingly vacant, so the mage searched through the drawers of cards himself for his query. Twenty minutes later, Declan sat alone at a large table, bathed in warm mage light as he searched through the pile of books he’d collected. One in particular stood out: Aura Control: Hiding your True Strength for Fun and Profit. The tome was not new. 


The author’s name had been worn away by time, so Declan could only hope that the information within would be reliable despite the offbeat title. The layer of dust coating the cover attested to the unpopularity of the topic. It made sense. Not many grew powerful enough to have a significant aura, and those that did could usually pick up this skill along the way. Declan didn’t have the luxury of waiting. And so the novice read.


Whoever the mystery author was, he was an excellent teacher. Despite not being remotely close to the level of ability expected of a student of Aura Control, Declan was able to follow along and understand a great deal of the textbook. 


From what he gathered, only about four fifths of the body’s mana was actually contained in the pool at a given time. Constantly mana circulated throughout the body—which made sense to Declan, how else could one’s mana pool help prevent infections in other areas of the body. 


One’s aura, or natural mana leakage, was a result of then fact that such circulation, while effective, was not 100% efficient. As a result, all beings naturally leak out mana at a ratio of about 0.1% of their store per second. This limited inefficiency is only noticeable when one’s store is large enough that 0.1% of it is a visible quantity of mana—typically around 350 Pels or so. 


Declan sighed in relief at that information. He still didn’t know what an unsafe quantity of his mana was, but he doubted 0.1 Pels would be harmful, and he wouldn’t even be leaking that much for quite some time. 


The text continued to explain that ‘aura control’ could be executed in a few ways. The easiest was to simply stop mana from circulating entirely. This method is considered not viable for regular use, because it prevents one’s mana from naturally reinforcing the body, and can cause vulnerability to disease and other mundane threats to which a mage would normally be immune. 


The second method was the most common among stronger mages, since it was the easiest to learn and allows a Magus to regulate how much strength they desire to show. This method involved constantly holding a spell form around oneself that captured leaking mana and redirected it back into one’s core. 


While effective and easy to hold in place while conscious, this method posed two problems for the novice. First, it could not be held in place while sleeping, and despite the eve’s events Declan did intend on sleeping again at some point. The second flaw that worried the mage was the fact this method was in of itself not fully efficient. While it would work to reduce his total leakage, if he grew too powerful he could very well still leak dangerous quantities even through such a spell. 


For these reasons, Declan was leaning more towards biting the bullet and learning the first form of Aura Control when he came across mention of a third possibility. 


The textbook didn’t go particularly in depth, but it did mention that some incredibly powerful individuals—high grand magi and archmages—had virtually no visible aura whatsoever. The author claimed that such mages utilized an entirely different method of Aura Control, one based on halting the inefficiencies in the circulation such that no mana at all can escape. 


With proper practice, this method could in theory be maintained at all times, though the author warned that finding a willing instructor could prove very difficult. Declan was ecstatic at the news. Leskelian himself was a grand magus, and even if he didn’t know anything, the novice felt confident his sponsor could solicit aid from the archmage himself. Spirits lifted, the mage as about to dive in to some of the other promising texts when a voice caused him to nearly jump from his seat.


“Exams staring already, huh? Make sure you get some sleep, ok? Don’t over-do it. Wouldn’t want you collapsing in the examination room.” The librarian chuckled, calming Declan’s pounding heart. Sheepishly, the novice nodded, promising the man he wouldn’t over do it. As the yellow-robed librarian moved to set up behind the front desk, Declan packed his things, returned the books, and set out in search of breakfast. 



* * *


Grand Magus Antony Leskelian, Head Researcher at Vestriam Research Institute, spat out his tea. 


“Four Pels?!” He sputtered in disbelief. “Well there goes my theory that you upshifted the excess mana to be invisible. Divines. You must’ve absorbed every ounce of mana those hares had. This changes everything. This…this is revolutionary! My boy, you may be the secret to fully efficient mana assimilation. Imagine the uses! Kings are going trip over themselves to get you to train their sons! You could charge enchantments at triple the speed! If we can harness this, we may have just halved the cost of ongoing enchantments.”


Declan just sat, stunned. The grand magus didn’t seem remotely concerned about the threat he posed. Eventually though, he had to break the researcher away from his musings, “s…sir, I’m not sure we should be using this stuff everywhere. It’s dangerous. I’m dangerous. I can’t break mana down for someone else to absorb if the broken down mana just kills them.”


“Hmmm, yes that is a concern. And we would lose all the efficiency we’d gained by shifting the mana back to usable levels anyway. A shame really. Still, this is incredible news! Even if we can’t harness this, your potential for individual growth alone is remarkable. We’re going to have to accelerate. 


Eric, inform Magus Aberitas that I’m pulling Declan from his class. Tell him that as valuable as history is, this novice is something completely new, and we need to look more towards the future. Or some crap like that. Just don’t anger the old man, he holds a lot of sway around here.” 


Turning back to Declan, the researcher continued, “I’ll be personally taking over your Tuesday and Thursday mornings. Of course you’ll still need to attend your other classes; a foundation in mathematics is critical for advanced spell-casting. 35 Pels you said? Divines, we could have you take the apprentice exam within the fortnight. I want you and Eric to focus on that in your evening sessions. The sooner we get you out of the novice classes the better. Too many prying eyes, not to mention the Red’s Crossing boys. Yes, boy?”


Declan lowered the hand he had been timidly holding up as the grand magus monologued. “I wanted to ask about Aura Control. I did a bit of reading, and I believe I’ve determined the ideal method, but the book I found only explained that grand magi and archmages used it.”


“Aura control? At your level?” The researcher questioned. “Well I suppose a growing aura is certainly something to be worried about, especially until we can definitively say how much you can safely leak. I have a hard time believing you’ll be hurting anyone like that any time soon, but divines know how fast you’ll grow if we keep sending you on hunts. 


“I’ll inquire with the archmage. You’re right that his method would be ideal, but he’s a busy man and finding time to teach you will be a task in of itself. If you’re particularly nervous about it, Eric can teach you the basics once you’re done with the apprentice exam. Does that address your concern?” The old mage asked. Declan was grateful for the researcher’s willingness to help, even if he was disappointed to learn the grand magus himself couldn’t instruct him.


“Y…yes sir, thank you, sir,” the novice politely replied, relief flooding his body. 


“Very good,” Leskelian stated, slowly rising from his seat. “Now, if that’s everything for today, I’d like to go check on those orchids of ours. Enjoy your Sunday.” With a nod, the researcher strode from the room, leaving Declan still seated in the cushioned chair. As Declan rose, he a comforting hand landed on his shoulder.


“Take the day off. Maybe go down to the Reprieve for a drink. You deserve it,” Eric said with a smile before disappearing after the man. 


Now alone in the scattered office, Declan paused for a moment to gather himself, before taking his own leave out into the hall. As he made his way down the marble steps, the mage pondered what to do with his afternoon off. Climbing all the way down to the tavern on the stairs just to drink alone certainly didn’t appeal to the former noble. 


Before he knew it, Declan was standing on the landing outside the first floor of the library, pondering the idea of further study. Instinctively, the novice wanted to head inside and continue studying. Unfortunately, he only managed to get four steps in before the librarian from earlier summarily dismissed him. 


Apparently Eric wasn’t the only one who wanted him to take the afternoon off. After wondering for several minutes how he ought to actually go about taking an afternoon off, Declan remembered his earlier promise to spend more time with his fellow magical anomaly. Plan now in mind, the novice set out to find Daniel.


The redhead proved rather elusive. He wasn’t in his room up on Declan’s floor, nor could he be found in any of the upper cafeterias. Ideas exhausted, the novice had to resort to asking random passerby for assistance—an activity which did eventually bear fruit. 


“Oh Daniel, yes m’lord, I did see him,” the valet answered. “He mentioned he was heading down to the Climber’s Reprieve. I think he’s friends with the bartender down there.” 


Declan wasn’t surprised the other novice had more friends among the staff than their fellow students. He was a waitress’s son after all, nothing like the rich merchant and noble scions that made up most of the student body. With a sigh, Declan thanked the friendly servant and continued on down the marble stairs. Apparently he would be getting that drink after all.



* * *


Daniel wasn’t difficult to spot among the patrons of the crowded tavern. Despite being primarily filled with blue-robed novices, the redhead stood apart, sitting at the bar and chatting with the employees in their free time. With a breath, Declan crossed the long curved room and pulled up an empty seat next to his friend. 


“Oh hi, Declan,” the novice greeted him, “how’re things going with Antony? He manage to help you out yet?”


“Yes and no,” he answered, continuing to explain some of the less sensitive discoveries the researcher had made. 


“Well, progress is progress,” Daniel cheerily replied, “Antony really is great. I know he get’s all over-excited about stuff but without him I don’t think I could cast a single spell. Oh, do you want a drink? I’m sure Evan can give you a discount since you’re a friend and all.”


Declan looked down to note his companion’s half-empty mug of ale. The beverage raised a question in the young mage, “How can you afford this stuff? I’m dead broke, and I can’t imagine your mom sent you here with many funds either.”


“Well,” Daniel remarked, “the discounts certainly help, but mostly I just don’t have other stuff to spend the stipend on. It’s not like I ever go into the city for shopping or anything.”


“W…what stipend?”


“Oh shit did they not tell you? Well I guess you haven’t been here a month yet so you wouldn’t really know… scholarship students get a small monthly stipend. It’s not much, but it covers a meal here or there or repairs to clothes if we need them. Evan!” The boy called out, “get my friend here an ale, on me!” 


Turning back to Declan, the redhead stopped his protests with a hand, “don’t worry about it, you can buy me one later once you get your first month’s coin.” In short order the additional drink arrived, and Daniel raised his mug with a smile. “Here’s to your first week at Vestriam!” 


Declan graciously clinked mugs with the redhead, and the two got to drinking. As the friends downed their ale and chatted enthusiastically on topics from ancient wars to Magus Aberitas’s physics-defying beard, Declan smiled. For that night—the first night he could really remember—he wasn’t special. 


He wasn’t the son of some great lord, he wasn’t a bastard gardener. He wasn’t a mysterious traveler, he wasn’t the topic of intense magical research, and he was no terrifying Nothing Mage. 


That night, he was just a man sharing a drink with his friend, and it was everything he needed.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










“THE APPRENTICE EXAM is really pretty simple,” Eric explained. The two sat in their regular study room, having completed the day’s classes. “Many Towers don’t even have a test for apprentice since there’s no actual skill requirement, but Vestriam wants to make sure you have a strong foundation before they teach you real spells. There’ll be thirty-odd basic spell theory questions you’ll need to answer, and then you’ll need to sketch out some of the Standard cantrips. You could probably take it by Friday if we really press.” 


The idea appealed to Declan. Just that day he’d been sitting in spell theory class praying they would move on to Tier 1 spells instead of the same basic cantrips. They didn’t. As a matter of fact, Declan had actually spent the day being lectured on the same growth cantrips he’d so tremendously failed all those months ago. 


It was a testament to his hard work and extensive reading that despite various challenges the novice had gone from completely flubbing the spells to finding lecture on them outright boring. The thought raised a question in Declan.


“So what happens when I pass? Leskelian mentioned getting me out of novice classes…”


“Oh,” Eric answered, “well, the thing about that is advancing to apprentice allows students to pass on the Tuesday/Thursday classes in favor of free study. Antony kind of already has you doing that so I don’t imagine it will be a huge boon unless you want to ditch math too. Let’s see, you also get to do harder monster hunts, but Antony’s teaching you there to so that oughtn’t change much either. 


“Normally you’d be moved to apprentice quarters—they’re usually a bit nicer—but you wouldn’t be able to work the locks on those. Honestly the biggest change will be the new robes. Back when I was a novice we were all racing to advance; it’s a huge point of pride to be the first in your class to make apprentice. I’m sure Antony’s got something in mind for you since he’s pushing you forward like this.”


Declan had to stop himself from sighing at the response, “the last thing I need right now is more attention.”


“You’ll be drawing more attention to yourself if you drop out of history without making apprentice, and that’d be the wrong kind of attention. Now sketch Lift for me.”


At Eric’s command, the two returned to their work, which mostly consisted of Declan memorizing the long list of Standard cantrips that may show up on the exam. The evening passed in quiet study, but as the hours passed Declan grew more and more excited for his oncoming morning session with Leskelian. Who knew what kinds of tricks a grand magus had to teach?



* * *


Target practice. The mysterious morning lesson for which Declan had been pulled from history class turned out to be target practice. They couldn’t use the future practice room because it was currently occupied by a team of enchanters, so Declan spent the first three hours that Tuesday morning alone on an empty floor where Leskelian had so kindly set up a series of targets before returning to his lab. 


Truthfully, while the novice was disappointed to not be receiving direct tutelage from the grand magus, he was more than grateful for the practice time. While he’d been able to study and even get ahead in the realm of theory, the rest of his class was oceans ahead of him in terms of actually casting. It turned out, aiming an invisible dart with sufficient accuracy was difficult. After two hours of firing and recovering mana, the novice was getting towards hitting the bullseye with some consistency, but such a task required significant focus and precious seconds to line up the shot correctly. 


He would have no such luxury in combat. In time the practice session wound down and the bell rang time for lunch. With a deep breath, the well-worked novice vacated the floor and began the descent to the cafeteria. 


By this point, Declan had a decent idea of where Edward and Dewie would be throughout the day, and he made a conscious effort to avoid those areas in the Tower. He did not, however, have such information for a certain other problem student, a shortcoming which soon bore fruit.


When he stepped into the cafeteria, the novice immediately noticed Ian sitting at a large table surrounded by five other wealthy looking students in blue novice robes. If Declan had been paying closer attention to the situation rather than his own thoughts, he may have noticed that the conversation at said table seemed explicitly not to include the loud bully. 


Indeed, while Ian was sitting with them, he was not participating much as the group discussed matters of governance or properly managing one’s servants. Instead, the boy looked on silently, half paying attention. It was the other half that noticed when Declan entered the room.


“Careful guys, looks like the great Nothing Mage has come,” he loudly prodded. “Better run and hide or he’ll curse us all!” The group of nobles weakly laughed at the comments, and Declan noticed an almost hungry look on Ian’s face. The boy, however, was not looking at the target of his ribbing, but at his table-mates. 


As soon as the laughter died and the table looked to return to their conversation, Ian chimed up again, “Not like he could do much cursing, the freak can’t even cast Light!” Again the table laughed, if a bit uncomfortably at the escalating jibes. Again, Ian grinned at the response. 


Eventually the group fell back to their normal conversation, but the grin stayed on Ian’s face. For Declan’s part, the remarks stung, but he was grateful they hadn’t escalated to anything further. In the novice’s mind, his shoulder still stung where Dewie’s ice had pierced it.


Refusing to dwell on the incident, Declan hurried to claim his food. Unfortunately for the novice, today’s lunch was a salad topped with a slice of salmon, putting him in the regrettable position of choosing between eating in the same room as Ian and tainting the mathematics classroom with the stench of fish. 


In a display of self-sacrifice that would’ve made a martyr blush, the novice sat in a corner of the large cafeteria and set to wolfing down his lunch. It was a decision for which he would pay the price. Once Declan had finished his meal and begun his walk out of the lunchroom and towards class, Ian’s voice called out, “hey, Nothing Mage! How about a demonstration? We’re all just dying to see some of that curse magic Eddie keeps on about!” 


Declan had to pause and force himself to breathe. He so desperately wanted to put the upstart in his place, but his more rational side held the line. Instead he slipped on his battle face, took a deep breath, and continued out of the cafeteria. Ian’s cries of “see, he’s just another coward. Told you he was nothing to worry about,” elicited derisive laughs from the table of nobles and the cafeteria as a whole, but Charlie’s fire burned through Declan’s mind, and the novice just kept walking.



* * *


The next few days passed in a haze of frantic studying. Declan spent his mornings, evenings, and meals with his nose in a book, either reading or constantly drawing and redrawing spell formulae until he was fully confident in the designs. 


Both theory and mathematics classes were spent ignoring the lecture to focus on the upcoming exam, a task made all the easier when Magus Pimswood devoted nearly the entire period to practicing Growth and Fortify. Declan barely even heard Ian’s rude remarks during the session, theory review taking precedence in the novice’s mind. If you’d asked him, Declan couldn’t tell you what drove him to push so hard. 


Perhaps it was the derisive comments. Perhaps it was fear. Perhaps it was the subconscious need to surpass the father that had so readily cast him aside. Or the desire to impress the man who’d so eagerly taken up that role in Declan’s life. Whatever the reason—or combination of such—by the time Friday came, Declan was dreaming of spell forms and trig equations. 


He was more ready for this test than he’d been for anything as far as he could remember. Unfortunately, there was one remaining task between the mage and his promotion—Monster Hunt.


The class started out innocently enough. As per last week, Jackson and Carla kept mostly away from the nothing mage while Mia was perfectly happy to spend every spare moment nose deep in a book on the Rethian economics. 


Leskelian elicited an audible groan with his announcement that the group would again be heading to level 1932 to challenge the jolt-hares. Declan stayed quiet—he didn’t particularly care what they faced, he was just excited to try out his Dart on actual enemies. Unfortunately for the soon-to-be apprentice, jolt-hares made much harder targets than the stationary painted wood to which he was accustomed. 


On his first couple attempts he missed the beast completely and Antony had to step in to save the novice from a nasty shock. Thankfully the fellow students kept quiet. If anything, showing off his ineptitude did much to convince Jackson and Carla that maybe they need not fear him. By the sixth try, Jackson was even calling out some pointers. 


Eventually the excursion came to an end and the group shuffled out of the monster floor. In the five hours in which they’d hunted, Declan had only been able to actually land three spells, of which only one had actually killed the beast. The novice refused to let his failures get him down, especially when Carla kindly mentioned that none of them had been flawless on their early hunts either. 


On the way out, Declan paused to run his magic through the prism again. The mage was both proud and nervous to find between his practice and the hunt he’d gained another three Pels, raising his total pool to 38. At this rate he’d hit adept in less than a year. The gains raised a question, which he asked as the class made their way back upstairs.


“Hey Mia,” he started, the pair falling a bit behind of the rest of the group, “your signature is pretty close to the jolt-hares, right?” At her nod he continued, “How many Pels do you get from these hunts? I know jolt-hares aren’t everybody’s favorite thing but with your signature you must be growing a good amount.”


“Indeed,” she answered, “I’m not a perfect match, but I still pick up a good half a Pel or so from every hunt. I’m at 32 right now so I’m sure it’ll slow down as I get stronger. Personally I just get bored fighting the same monsters. I came here to learn and I’m not learning anything against jolt-hares.”


Divines, Declan swore in his mind, I have a bigger pool and it’s growing faster than hers. The thought was disconcerting. The growth had to slow at some point—eventually the limited pools jolt-hares held wouldn’t expand his own much—but there would always be stronger monsters to kill. 


As the pair hastened to rejoin the group and continue the climb, Declan resolved to double-down on his studies. If his strength was going to grow rapidly, his skill needed to as well. By the time Declan was walking down the hall to Antony’s office, he had almost forgotten the incoming exam. 


A brief moment of panic overtook the student when Leskelian handed over the stack of papers, but Declan’s heart immediately calmed when he looked down at the first question and answered it with ease. Two hours later, Declan left the office, confident that come tomorrow he would be a novice no more.



* * *


The following morning, Declan was stopped outside Leskelian’s office by muffled voices. Before his better judgement could get the better of him, the mage sat on the bench in the hall and strained to listen.


“—cannot afford this kind of wild expenditure,” an unfamiliar voice sternly intoned. “Am I seriously supposed to believe you need three hundred gold just for one student? You must be insane, Leskelian, and clearly Christof is too. Either you’re running off with Tower money or there’s something you aren’t telling us about this boy and Divines curse me if I won’t get to the bottom of this! The rumors alone are enough for an inquiry. Nothing mage indeed,” the voice scoffed. “One way or another, Leskelian, you’re going to tell me what’s going on.”


“I’m afraid, my dear grand magus, that the files on Apprentice Declan have been sealed by none other than the archmage himself. I do so very much want to share everything with you, but alas it is out of my hands.” 


Declan could hear the vitriol dripping from the kind words, though his heart jumped at hearing his mentor refer to him as ‘Apprentice Declan.’ 


“Now, if that is all, my good sir,” Antony continued, “I do believe we both have busy schedules, and our time would be much better spent tending to our work. Good day.”


The mysterious visitor was silent for a moment before the door burst open and a violet-robed and red-faced gentleman strode out into the hall without returning the researcher’s well-wishes. 


The man looked down at the seated Declan and let out a sound that was somewhere between a scoff and an expletive before turning and storming down the hall. A silent moment passed as the man disappeared through the ornate door onto the stairs before a weary voice called out through the open office door, “come on in, Declan.” 


Inside, Declan was greeted with the sight of Grand Magus Leskelian leaning over his desk, head in hands. Eric sat in his usual corner, pale-faced and seemingly in a bit of shock at the man’s tirade. “You’ll have to excuse Gerald,” Antony said, looking up to meet the mage’s gaze, “it would seem the research committee hasn’t taken too kindly to being left in the dark. Anyway, that’s a problem for another time, and it certainly isn’t something you need to worry about. I believe a congratulations are in order, Apprentice.” 


Leskelian handed the graded exam across the desk, continuing as Declan leafed through it and noted his errors, “Your new robes should be delivered by tomorrow. I’m sure you’re gunning to show off the promotion to the whole class, but try to be subtle about it. The other faculty already know I’m pushing you along and I don’t want to rub it in their faces. Now,” his voice lifted, “I believe we have some hunting to do.” 


Promptly, the man stood, not waiting for the new apprentice to remark before stepping from the room. Eric and Declan scurried after the man, Eric carrying his notebook while Declan left his graded test on the overcrowded desk.


“We’re going to focus again on jolt-hares for the time being,” the grand magus explained as the group descended the marble steps. “As excited as I am to test your absorption of different frequencies, I want you to be consistently hitting them before we move on to more dangerous prey. How well did you keep yesterday’s mana?”


“Quite well, sir,” Declan answered, “I ran a test near the end and I’ve grown by three entire Pels.”


Had the old researcher been drinking tea, he would have spat it out here. “Three? Not zero point three but three? Divines, boy you’re terrifying. At this rate you’ll make archmage before me.” The man sputtered. For his part, Declan figured he was still decades of study away from such a prestigious rank, speedy growth notwithstanding. “You must be damn near a hundred percent absorption to get that kind of return. Sounds like you won’t be too miserable keeping with the hares at least. Divines.”


Eventually the group made it back to the jolt-hares and Declan continued his target practice. The apprentice definitely benefited from not having to wait for three other students to take their turns between attempts, and the burst of mana from each kill kept him from having to wait and recharge. 


By the time the third hour had passed and the group stopped for lunch, Declan had killed no less than thirty two jolt-hares, successfully landing nearly half of his Darts. After lunch the hunt continued. No matter how many the young mage summarily dispatched more seemed to appear from dens, crevices, and other such hiding places for small critters. 


A half hour in to the afternoon, Declan had started hitting every single Dart he cast. 


An hour beyond that and they started to all land on the head, successfully killing the beasts. More than the burst of euphoric mana he felt with every kill, more than his ever-growing mana pool, Declan appreciated his improvements. 


There was something primally satisfying for the student to visibly notice himself getting better at aiming the spell. It almost became a game—how quickly could he kill a charging jolt-hare? By the end of the day, the answer was very quickly.


Declan had almost forgotten the original purpose of the day’s excursion until at the very end, Leskelian called out the instruction to use his prism. Heart stopping for a moment, the apprentice was forced to pause and consider the ramifications of his day of hunting. Plague on legs, the thought ran through his head. Taking out the prism, he channeled his mana and called out the results across the large room, “51 Pels, 35 Kleins!”


Eric visibly blanched as he wrote down the numbers. The assistant was well aware of Declan’s fear, and gaining thirteen Pels in a single day would do all the more to aggravate them. Leskelian, however, donned a wide grin and clapped enthusiastically. “Excellent, my boy! Truly remarkable! They’ll be telling legends about you for centuries to come!” The apprentice quietly rejoined the group, Antony’s praise sliding off. 


As the three climbed back up the marble stairs, Leskelian mumbling non-stop about possible tests and potential uses for Declan’s mana, the apprentice himself reeled at the situation. Here was this man, celebrating in the creation of what he himself had dubbed a ‘plague on legs.’ 


The only thing that saved the young mage from spiraling into that thought was Eric’s hand resting on his shoulder and steadying his chaotic world.










CHAPTER TWENTY














Declan awoke to a knock on his door. Groggily, the young mage escaped the clutch of his warm bed and stumbled to the door. He was surprised to find nobody there when he unlatched and opened the old wooden door; only the sound of fading footsteps prompted Declan to peek out and notice the liveried servant on his way out. 


Blinking in confusion, eventually the sleepy apprentice looked down to spot the neatly folded sets of red robes sitting next to his door. The mage grasped them, turned, and unceremoniously dropped his new garments in a heap on his chair. Collapsing again onto the bed, Declan drifted in and out of sleep until the morning bell rang, signaling it was time to head downstairs. 


Marginally more awake for his dozing, the apprentice donned his new robes. How they fit so well eluded the student; nobody had ever taken his measurements. The grogginess faded as Declan made his way through the sparsely occupied halls. 


Sunday morning was not a popular time with the other students, but Declan had an appointment to keep. He arrived at Leskelian’s office to find the old researcher and his assistant already there. He did not sit. Nodding at the student’s arrival, Antony stood and led the two back out to the marble stairs.


“The good news, my boy, is that the enchanters are almost finished with our practice room. They still need to complete some finishing touches, but you should be able to start there tomorrow. The bad news is so far our test with the orchids is inconclusive. We’ve managed to kill four perfectly good plants, but I just don’t have the tools to evaluate how healthy a living plant is. Even then there’s no guarantee a Southern Orchid will respond to your mana in the same way as a living creature might.” 


The group was now well in to the unoccupied floors. As Leskelian spoke, he eventually stopped to pull open one of the large doors. Declan recognized the set of slate barriers, but the mage’s heart dropped like a rock when he spotted the line of small cages. “We had to shave them of course; the purpose of the experiment is to recreate a human victim.” 


The jolt-hares sat terrified in their cages, six of them in total. Were it not for their trademark electrified horns, Declan would’ve been hard pressed to identify the beasts. Without their soft fur they looked impish and naked, pitiful in the way they cowered from the mages. The apprentice must’ve been visibly distraught, because instead of barking instructions, the old researcher turned to comfort him while Eric distributed the caged creatures. 


“I am sorry about this, son; you know I hate to see them suffer. It’s an unfortunate truth that your magic hurts things, and it’ll hurt people too if we don’t figure out why.”


Declan refrained from reminding the man that he already had hurt people. Instead, the apprentice held tightly to his fear and his regret. He held them captive, just as caged as the hares in front of him, and he put on his battle face. 


“I understand,” he coolly replied, “let’s get this over with.” 


With a solemn nod, Leskelian patted the student on the back and turned to vacate the room. A moment later, Eric moved to do the same, also nodding and touching Declan’s shoulder as he passed. 


Taking a deep breath, Declan stepped forward and looked down at the exposed jolt-hare before him. He’d killed dozens of them before, why should this be different? He closed his eyes. 


As the apprentice extended his hand, he spent all his willpower on imagining he were again in the fake grassy meadow. Lightning arced between horns as a jolt-hare viciously charged him. It was him or them. I had to be him or them. As the imaginary hare leapt, Declan fired.


The air filled with hideous shrieks. 


Illusion shattered, Declan’s eyes shot open. The first thing he noticed was the relative silence of the hare immediately in front of him. While painful screeches echoed from the second and third barricades, the nearest beast emitted only a soft whine. 


Its naked skin was the same sunburnt red he’d seen both on his victims and in his nightmares, and its quieting whimpers showed the beast was not long for this world. Declan again shut his eyes, but there was no hiding from the animals’ cries. 


Instead he listened. He listened and he thought. For three long minutes, the apprentice was left to stand and hear the cries of his victims and ponder his situation. 


It seemed he was cursed. The jolt-hares would certainly think as much. As powerful as this magic may someday be, it exacted a terrible price. Already it had nearly claimed three lives, and now he’d been forced to choose. Risk more lives or torture these poor creatures. The choice was clear, but that didn’t make hearing the wails any easier. 


After a dreadfully long three minutes, Declan knocked on the Tower door and welcomed in his two companions. Without a word, Eric wrapped him in a great hug.


Declan longed to let go. To open the floodgates and let himself cry onto the friendly shoulder. But there was work to be done. Pulling away, he held fast to his battle face and turned to stride through the room. 


The atmosphere was noticeably more solemn as the two students moved from cage to cage, calling out the measured exposure and marking the cages. By the time the slates were neatly stacked and the cages all labeled and lined up, the first hare had already died. 


Two and three were also visibly red, and though the cries had faded they lay unmoving in their crates. There was no chatting, no instruction, no theorizing as the three carried the cages down he marble stairs. 


To deter prying eyes, Antony covered the test subjects with blankets—none of the three had the proper signature for a magical solution. Eventually the trio stepped into the lab. There was no frantic clearing of space this time; Leskelian had prepared well for the day’s test.


Once the six cages were in their proper spots, Antony finally broke the silence. “I think that will be it for today. Enjoy your afternoon off. Go celebrate; you’re an apprentice now. Let me worry about…” he trailed off. 


With a slight bow, Declan thanked the man and turned to step back out onto the steps. As he walked, the young mage got a glimpse of a pair of orchids sitting under a lamp. One looked wild. It was clearly alive, but it sprouted strange small leaves off of existing leaves. 


The other though, was the most beautiful thing the young mage had ever seen. It was ostensibly just an orchid, plain as any other flower one might find in the Southern mountains.


To Declan it was everything. 


Pristine. Beautiful. Alive. As he stepped from the cluttered lab, a rare smile took root on the young mage’s face.


Eric watched on as Declan left. He knew Antony would have more work for him, but still he turned back toward his mentor, askance on his face. The two held eye contact for a long moment, before finally the man sighed, “go on then. Divines know you both need it.” Heart jumping, Eric emphatically thanked the man and dashed from the room. It was high time for a stiff drink.



* * *


A long descent in good company later, the table loudly clanked as the barmaid deposited two mugs of ale between Declan and Eric. They sat in The Climber’s Reprieve, at a small table with a low ceiling at the back of the curved tavern. 


To Declan’s left the slanted marble roof descended to meet with the end of the wooden platform, giving the pair their own little corner of the crowded bar. Sunday afternoon was prime time for the place—nowhere else to go for all those students on their day off. The apprentice was grateful for the relative privacy of their cramped table. 


“And get this,” Eric continued with a grin, “he turned out to be the fucking Prince of Reondar.” Declan almost spat out his ale. Instead he snorted, barely managing to swallow before exploding into laughter. 


“Man if you could’ve seen the look on that prick’s face,” Eric said. “My ma almost fell over when it happened. I’m sure that’s the last time he turns away a customer.” The apprentice couldn’t help but chuckle at the image of the pompous merchant turning away a prince. 


“So what’s she like? Your ma,” the mage inquired. Eric had heard his whole story but he still knew next to nothing about the older student. 


“There’s never been a kinder or more hardworking woman,” Eric replied. “My da died while he was away at sea and she raised me and my brother completely on her own. She’s a bastard, so she didn’t have a name to pass on, but she gave us everything she could. She worked for the tailor I mentioned; saved for years to afford to send me here. 


“I owe her everything. Lou is still there, taking care of her. I’m going to pay them both back. The law says any Magus has the right to start their own house; I guess it’s a nod to guys like us. But we’re going to be a respectable family. I can support them on a mage’s stipend, maybe send Lou here too. Just got to make Magus.”


“Oh,” Declan remarked, softening, “that’s really noble of you. She sounds like an amazing woman.”


“I’ll introduce you some time, I’m sure she’d love you. She always had a soft spot for the sweet ones.”


Declan blushed at the compliment before changing the subject. “Have you thought about what you’re going to name it? Your new house I mean.”


“Hmmm, that’s a good question,” Eric stalled to think, “it’s got to be something good. I can’t imagine being named something like Pimswood. I don’t know…. Ma’s always been fascinated with dragons—embroiders them on all sorts of things. Maybe ‘Vesdrake’ or something since we’re from Vestriam? Or ‘Vestitch’ since she works for a tailor. I think it ought to honor her somehow.”


“I like Vesdrake better, but it could use some work. Definitely don’t do ‘Vestitch’ or your crest will have to be a sowing needle,” Declan chuckled. “Beware the mighty house Vestich, they’ll poke you to death!” 


The two continued laughing and brainstorming, whiling away the afternoon coming up with all sorts of fierce, noble, and downright silly names. ‘Vesdragiam’ was Declan’s favorite, mostly because he couldn’t say it with a straight face. 


Eventually it came time to drunkenly trek back up the hundreds of floors to bed, a task the pair took to with a great deal more confidence than they deserved. A few falls and a lot of laughs later, Declan and Eric stood on the landing outside the apprentice’s hall. The grad student bid his companion goodnight, patting him solidly on the back before turning back down to his own floor. 


Declan walked through the empty hall on tired legs. The floor was quiet, Daniel apparently off somewhere eating or studying. It was peaceful. 


The apprentice drunkenly traveled down the hall, stepped into his room, and collapsed onto the bed. For a while he rested, staring up at the dark ceiling as he pondered. There was a certain poeticism to it all. 


Life. The world. His magic. Never any shortcuts; everything worthwhile comes at a price. Eric paid for his rank by leaving his family and laboring under Leskelian for years. Mia paid for knowledge by journeying across the continent. Daniel paid for his scholarship by having to learn to cast the hard way. 


And here was Declan. For every boon he’d gained he’d paid the price. He discovered his magic, but had to run from home. He’d received valuable connections and enchantments at Krispins but had to deal with Pieter. And now at Vestriam he had a scholarship and mentorship and wonderful friends, but that too had come at a hefty price. 


He supposed it was a matter of perspective. One could decry how unfair it all was that fate demanded such a hefty payment, or one could be grateful for the opportunities presented. At least all his traumatizing experiences had brought their own rewards. 


As he drifted off to sleep, Declan remembered orchid number six. It brought the mage comfort, flourishing in the cluttered lab surrounded by suffering and death. A smile upon his face, the apprentice fell into a relaxed, dreamless sleep.



* * *


The world was terrible and everything hurt. To Declan’s mind the statement was true, if of course you took ‘everything’ to mean the mage’s head and ‘the world’ to mean ‘this hangover.’ Still wearing last night’s robes, the apprentice painfully arose and shuffled down the hall to the washroom. As he made the treacherous journey, Declan’s dry throat convinced him to make Douse the next spell be transcribed. 


Washed up and now thoroughly hydrated, the young mage flirted with the idea of stopping at the medical floors for a quick healing spell. Not like they’d give it to him. Students must face the consequences of their actions and all that. Instead he changed into a fresh set of robes and trudged downstairs. 


Declan cursed as a bell echoed through the marble stairway—he’d be late to class if he stopped for breakfast. Valuing not calling attention to himself over a hot meal, he stepped past the cafeteria door to continue on to his theory class. Maybe he could get away with napping through it. 


As Declan stepped into the rapidly filling classroom the space went quiet. He was accustomed to the usual nervous glances or derisive looks, so at first he attributed the attention to Edward or another classmate spreading further rumors. 


It wasn’t until he reached out to place his pack onto his chosen desk that the flash of red sleeve jogged his cloudy memory. The robes! Declan could already hear the surprised whispers spreading through the classroom. Divines knew what they could be saying about him. 


Time passed and the classroom eventually filled; Daniel took his usual seat to Declan’s left, while surprisingly Mia abandoned her traditional seat at the front to instead join the two at the back of the class. She didn’t say anything beyond a polite ‘good morning,’ but Declan had a feeling she’d have questions for him later. 


Perhaps the most shocking reaction came from Ian. Per his routine, the ostentatious boy strode into the classroom and scanned the room, but instead of making his usual loud remarks, his eyes shot open. 


He stared at Declan wide-eyed and mouth-agape for several moments before remembering himself and quietly finding a seat. In due time Astrid burst into the room and began the lecture in earnest. The magus seemed the only mage in the room unfazed by Declan’s promotion—she had likely already heard the news. Lesson underway, the apprentice was just about ready to let himself nod off when a whisper reached his ear.


“Congratulations,” Mia spoke, “I didn’t realize you can take the test out of schedule. We aren’t supposed to promote until the Fall.”


“Thanks,” Declan whispered back, “and I don’t know about any schedule. To be honest I wish I could’ve waited.”


Mia nodded, not one for prolonged conversations, especially in the middle of lecture. As Magus Pimswood went on about the pros and cons of Raise versus Lesser Levitate, Declan allowed his eyes to unfocus and his mind to wander. Before he knew it, the midday bell startled him to attention, and he followed the throng out of the classroom.


As lunch wound down, Declan stayed back in the cafeteria for a time, allowing the space to empty in the hope he could avoid any confrontation in the crowded hallway back to class. As it was, by the time he stepped back onto the correct floor, the hall was nearly empty of students. Vacant except for a lone novice, decked out in jewelry and leaning against a wall, clearly waiting for something.


“Hey,” he called out, “it’s um… Declan, right?”


Declan halted. He didn’t want a fight, and something was off about the boy. “Yes,” he coldly stated, “what do you want, Ian?”


The novice shifted his weight, struggling to form the words, “I…um…I’m sorry about all the uh…the everything I guess. You know how the nobles can be…”


Declan did, in fact, know quite a few nobles; none of them behaved like Ian did. He refrained from pointing out this fact, opting instead to continue staring coldly at the novice.


“Look, I just…I really need to impress people here, and um… since you’re an apprentice already I was thinking maybe you could teach me?”


Now this really did surprise the mage. Of all the people to come for him to help, the rude, obnoxious Ian was the last one Declan would’ve expected. Getting over his shock, he curtly replied, “I have enough on my plate. Find someone else,” before stepping past the boy to return to class.


“I can pay!” Ian called after him, causing the apprentice to pause. “Five silver a week, just a few hours. I don’t need to be a Magus, just enough to give me an edge over the others.”


Declan considered the offer. He was still broke at this point, and the rich student’s price dwarfed his minuscule scholarship stipend. Still, working with Ian would certainly be an ordeal, and he did have a lot on his plate. Slipping on his battle face, he confidently turned. “Ten silver, two hours on Wednesday evenings.” Ian stopped for a moment at the sudden change, before donning a large grin and excitedly answering:


“It’s a deal.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










ERIC COULDN’T KEEP the grin from his face as Leskelian pulled open the door to floor 2250. He wasn’t peering through at the now completed practice room within—he’d already seen it. Instead, Eric was watching Declan, more excited to witness the apprentice’s reaction. For his part, Declan had no idea what to expect; he was just happy to have a place to safely practice. The enchanters truly outdid themselves.


The previously empty Tower floor had been bisected by a giant glass wall; on which were inscribed numerous enchantments in carving thin enough to see past. 


To one side was a stone segment of wall holding up the door to the other practice space. To the other was a line of wooden target dummies, on which Declan could barely make out enchantments if he squinted. Both sides of the large floor also had tables, seats, and gridded chalkboards for drawing out spell forms. As they explored the space, Antony explained, 


“The glass is designed to redirect any high-frequency mana into a display on the exterior side, basically shifting it down so Eric or I can see what you’re doing. It’s only rated for about 50 Pels, so in the future I would avoid firing directly at it. Beyond that it’s enchanted for durability as well as to allow sound to travel through. Hard to instruct without speaking. 


“Both sides are scattered with mana detectors so we have a constant read on how much leakage we’re getting. The dummies themselves are enchanted both for durability and to light up when struck by high-frequency mana. Give it a try.”


While the man spoke, Declan made his way through the stone door into the isolated section. He noted once inside that Leskelian’s voice took on an etherial tone, as if it were coming from everywhere at once and not from a single mouth. Extending a hand, Declan fired a raw blast. 


The first thing he noticed was the burst of red light that the dummy released. The crimson flash was concentrated around a single point but it emanated out in a large area. A few seconds later the light faded, the room and the dummy returning to normal. Declan turned to find Eric and Leskelian poring over a series of blocky numbers that had appeared on the glass wall. They were backwards to him, but Antony spoke as he read. 


“Hmmm, 32 Pels at the peak, decaying to near zero in about ten feet. Nothing past the barrier. Looked like a pretty standard mana blast on our end too. Even washed against the Tower wall in the same way. All in all I’d say this project has been a resounding success!”


Declan had to agree. Finally he could have supervised practice like every other student! The fifty Pel limit on the enchantments worried him a little—he could already match that if he sent a concentrated blast, but he supposed most mages could destroy a wall if they sent everything they had at it. 


In a moment of curiosity, the apprentice cast his magic sight to see the customary blackness. He fired a Dart at the target dummies. This time there was no red flash; or at least if there was it was drowned out by his detection spell. He was able to watch the tight dart fly through the air and collide with the dummy’s head, partially penetrating through, but that was a sight he’d seen before. 


Declan was a little underwhelmed to find the enchantments didn’t interact with his mage sight, at least until he sent a weak burst in the general direction of the glass wall, only to watch it disperse and then completely disappear as it was shifted down out of Declan’s detection range. Letting the spell fade, vision returned to reveal Eric and Antony’s blank stares.


“Well that’s going to terrify a few people,” Leskelian commented.


“Divines, imagine it without the spell visible,” Eric replied. “Declan, do you know what that does to your eyes?”


“Um… no? I can’t see anything but my magic when the spell’s active. What’s it look like from your end?”


“Your eyes turned black. No light at all, like you’re looking into the void or something. We can see the green outline of your spell form but without that you’d look pretty demonic.”


Declan shivered. The last thing he wanted was to be more intimidating. Then again, his thoughts ran wild with images of a powerful mage with obsidian eyes and invisible magic. Maybe this wasn’t the worst thing to happen.


Once the room had been thoroughly tested, Antony took his leave while Eric and Declan got to work transcribing another cantrip. At Declan’s request they started with Douse. The work was a lot faster than learning the Dart spell, both because the apprentice had witnessed his classmates’ attempts at the spell and because this time Eric could actually watch and give out pointers and minor corrections with each attempt. 


By the time the dinner bell rang he could consistently conjure a small stream of water; although the spell still leaked a dangerous amount of mana. There would be plenty of time for practice later. Eric had to excuse himself to debrief with Leskelian, so Declan found himself sitting alone in the upstairs cafeteria when another red-clad form sat down across from him.


“Haven’t seen you in a while; glad you’re ok!” A bubbly voice greeted him.


“Good evening, Robin. I’d like to again share my thanks for your aid,” Declan politely responded, slipping into the comfortable noble-ese. 


“I’m just glad to help. And can we not do the formality thing? I’m no Princess, and from what I hear you’re no lord either.”


“Oh um…sure, sorry. I can never tell the right tone to greet people in, especially here where there’s a noble around every corner.”


“I guess full formal isn’t the worst option. I’m pretty sure I once called to the Lord of Vestriam’s son ‘hey man.’ Still cringing at that one,” the girl laughed. Declan chuckled as well but was too engrossed in his potatoes to reply, so his savior continued. “Congrats on apprentice by the way; that was quick. You must be one of the first too; took me ’til halfway through fall to promote.”


“I think I am first, but that’s only because Mia didn’t know you could take the test early,” Declan humbly replied. “I’ve had a lot of extra help.”


“You need it I reckon,” came Robin’s response, “rumor has it you’re so dangerous they don’t let you cast in theory class.”


“It’s um… something like that, yeah. Antony has been very kind to help me out as much as he has.”


Robin had to stop to swallow a large bite of chicken before she could sputter her reply, “I’m sorry, what? Did you say Antony? As in Grand Magus Antony Leskelian, head of the entire fucking Vestriam Research Institute? Divines, no wonder you’re already an apprentice.”


“Um… yesh?” Declan voiced through a mouth full of potatoes. Swallowing, he continued, “I didn’t know he was such a big deal.”


“There’s only maybe a hundred grand magi in all of Teralia, and you’re studying under the best in Vestriam!”


“It’d be more fair to say he’s studying me. And yeah being a grand magus is important I guess, but he’s always so casual, and I don’t think I’ve ever even seen him cast anything. It helps that when I met him I was too tired to really care what rank he was.”


“My da served under him in the Wolf Wars. Came back with stories of gale winds wiping out entire packs. Air mages are terrifying; you can barely even see a wind blade coming at you before it slices your throat clean through. Scary stuff. I’d do my best not to piss him off if I were you,” Robin’s warning made Declan smile.


“Leskelian? He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Unless it kept him from dinner I guess; that man is crazy about his meals.” Declan laughed, remembering the abrupt ending to his first meeting with the researcher. Apparently he was more important than he’d let on. That grand magus the other day certainly hadn’t been afraid to yell at him though. I guess politics is a scarier force than any spell, the mage thought. 


The two continued their meal, Declan sharing his experiences under Antony to the extent that he could without disclosing too much. He was just as eager to hear Robin’s tales of what second year was like. 


Apparently students were segregated into much smaller classes based on their signatures, so Robin got to study exclusively with other metal mages. Declan had to wonder how that would work out for him and Daniel, but then he supposed he was already getting private lessons from Eric. 


Eventually their plates were cleaned, and the two apprentices bid each other goodnight before returning to their respective floors. Declan slept long and hard that night, dreaming of the vast complexities of magic.



* * *


“Magus Pimswood teaches in a weird way,” Declan explained. He and Ian had found a quiet spot in an empty classroom for their first lesson. “She kind of goes through every spell and the specifics of how it behaves and the pros and cons of using it and all that like it’s all a huge list of information to memorize. I suppose that works for some people; I guess the goal is to get people casting spells as soon as possible and that’s a good method. 


“Either way, the real important thing is to know why they work like that. Once you know the details of how all the components come together to affect the mana input it’s pretty easy to derive all the info about a given spell.” 


To the apprentice’s surprise, his pupil had been perfectly cordial through the evening so far. There were no jibes, no sneers, and no further challenges; it seemed Ian had honestly come to learn. 


Ian was at first a bit put out when he realized Declan had no intention of guiding him through casting. No matter the subject, theory was and had always been more boring than practice, at least to most. Declan delighted in it, both because it was his key to unlocking his unusual magic and because he simply enjoyed the subject. 


It was a puzzle to him. He’d spent many an afternoon analyzing an unfamiliar diagram to discern how its assorted components interacted with each other to create the desired effect. Ian did not share his enthusiasm. But still, the boy listened, quietly taking notes and asking questions as they arose. 


Declan had just finished going over the full effects of Powell’s Cradle on a spell when the 19th bell rang, bringing their session to an end. Almost timidly, Ian stood, bowed his head to the apprentice, uttered a polite, but quiet, ‘thank you,’ and left the room. 


Declan was still trying to wrap his mind around the behavior when he noticed the neatly stacked pile of silver on the table. Ten pieces, as promised. Declan pocketed the coins and made his way to dinner. Immediately upon his entrance to the cafeteria, a familiar voice rang out. 


“Oh look, the prodigy deigns grace us with his presence!” A smattering of laughs echoed through the chamber as the room’s occupants all looked to Declan. The apprentice himself could only look on in shock at Ian’s remark. Just minutes ago he’d been politely playing the student and now he’d returned to his old antics. 


The boy did not return his look, attention spent gauging the reactions of the young nobles surrounding him. With a sigh, Declan pushed through to the line for food. There was no use in engaging with the rude novice. The behavior was baffling, though Declan did notice it seemed to be less about him than the scions Ian surrounded himself with. Either way the apprentice was sufficiently motivated to fill his tray and take it back to dine in his room. 


He was excited to use Douse to fill his water glass, having achieved an acceptable level of efficiency over the days of practice. Meal complete, Declan sat at his desk to get to work. He had a long list of cantrips to prepare, and that was just if he wanted to catch up.



* * *


The following weeks marked the first hints of consistency in the mage’s life since his arrival at Vestriam. Other than Mia showing up for the next monster hunt in her own set of red robes, the days followed a steady pattern. Declan spent his Mondays and Wednesdays reading through Astrid’s theory class before moving on to practice with Eric or lessons with Ian. 


On Tuesdays and Thursdays the apprentice opted out of History and Mathematics to instead spend the class periods up in his practice room expanding his arsenal. 


On the assorted Friday and Saturday hunts, the mage killed all manner of manticores, pytrian worms, frostfire salamanders, and other beasts of varying signature. Most were unable to survive a simple Dart to the brain, thick skulls and powerful mana unable to stop the unique attack. 


In the five weeks following his promotion, Declan mastered casting Douse, Lesser Levitate, Push, Pull, Lesser Heat, Lesser Cool, Spark, Carry Sound, Message, Cut, and even a heavily modified version of Light without leaking a noticeable amount of mana. Perhaps the most important event in the ensuing weeks was Leskelian’s decision on the danger threshold for Declan’s mana. 


Four weeks after the original test, two of the six jolt-hares were still in perfect health, with a third still alive but in need of regular healing. In the interest of safety, Antony set the maximum dose of high-frequency mana at one tenth that received by the 6th hare: approximately 0.46 Pels. 


Number in mind, the enchanters were brought in again to calibrate the practice room to notify all occupants should the figure be reached—a feature Declan used extensively while practicing the new spells. 


The apprentice continued his lessons with Ian, who likewise continued to be perfectly polite while alone yet incredibly rude when surrounded by his cadre of nobles. In the weeks that passed Declan earned a grand total of sixty silver, enough for a few months rent at a nice city apartment should he be so inclined. It was a worthwhile sum to Declan, even if he failed to change the novice’s behavior towards him in public. 


Fortunately for the young mage his growth did begin to slow somewhat as his power outpaced his ability. While Declan’s pool had gained nearly twenty Pels in his first two weeks at Tower Vestriam, in the following five he only achieved an additional thirty-two, for a new total of 83. 


The mage would be well within adept territory with his burst of 57 Kleins were it not for his complete inability to shift his mana and lack of adept-level understanding. Compared to his classmates, Declan was miles ahead, doubling the mana pool of each and every one of the other first-years. 


Most importantly, Declan grew comfortable at Tower Vestriam. From Eric to Daniel to Mia, Robin, and even Leskelian himself, the young mage always had a friendly face to confide in. His love of learning was satisfied, his thirst for growth quenched, and his drive to improve pushed him inexorably onward to mastery. For perhaps the first time since Magus Penten’s dreadful words, Declan had a home.



* * *


Julian Hastrand skulked through the halls of the royal palace. He did not walk. He did not stride. Nor did he saunter, step, move, jaunt, tread, march, or even traipse. Julian Hastrand skulked. While one might normally consider such behavior unbecoming of a prince, it quite suited Julian. He was, to put it simply, a skulker. 


At any rate, tonight he skulked about the palace in haste, for tonight of all nights he was to meet with the King. This was of course not to be his first meeting with the king; the two had, after all, been born but minutes apart. Nevertheless, tonight’s was a particularly important meeting. There were words to be said and deeds to be done, many of which had been planned long before this particular evening’s skulking. 


Julian knocked on the fortified wooden door, pushing a strand of hair away from his eyes as he anxiously awaited the commanding voice that bid him: ‘enter.’ He found his brother inside, accompanied only by the crystal glass of whiskey in his hand. The king of Teralia wore no crown. Or at least, this one didn’t. 


Alexander Hastrand was first and foremost a military man, and resplendent golden crowns were not conducive to effective combat. He wore his hair cut short—a sin by Julian’s reckoning to hide such regal golden locks. This late in the evening the king was absent his usually uniform, medals, and amulets in favor of a crimson dressing gown. 


Good. The prince however, did not come to debate matters of style. A bigger game was afoot. He greeted his king, “Good evening, brother. We have… much to discuss.”


“Indeed we do,” came Alexander’s confident response. “Tell me,” he continued, “what is this I hear about a war brewing with Poulsia? You should know as well as I do how highly I regard our peace with the City States; what could have possibly gotten in to everybody’s heads?”


“It is an issue,” Julian began, “of discontent over the current arrangement. I have been in…talks with a number of our generals and the overwhelming consensus is that our current strength cannot be matched. Teralia has long been the greatest power on the Asharrian, and yet we deal with paltry cities as if they are our equal. 


“It’s been decades since the latest incursion, our might is at its peak and the Poulsian City States are ripe with resources they have no ability to defend. We are staring down an opportunity. Think of the glory, to be the one to unite the Asharrian Sea under one flag, to be the first ever Teralian Emperor.”


For all his regality, Alexander could not hide his disgust. “You want to conquer Poulsia. Are you insane? The cost alone would be—“


“A worthwhile investment compared to the riches we could gain. Think of the goldmines in Liara. Think of the Library at Pylt. Think of—“


“The human cost damnit! We have enough death at the claws of the beasts; I’ll not have us being the genesis of yet more!”


“The last incursion was twenty years ago,” Julian rebutted, “why do we spend so much on the army if we aren’t going to use it?”


“TO PROTECT US!” Alexander’s voice echoed throughout the chamber. He took a breath, calming himself, “there has been enough bloodshed. Too much even. I will not be the King who murdered thousands for some hint of glory. There will be no war with—hrrggk“


The man’s baritone was forcefully halted by the shard of ice now embedded in his throat. Julian lowered his hand, breathed deep, and looked his brother in the eye. “I suppose I always knew it would come to this. As much as I may have wished otherwise. You were a good king, truly I believe that; you just never had the guts to be great. I’m sorry, brother.” 


As the dying king breathed his last, he managed one last gasp, sparking a clamor from outside the royal chamber. For a moment the door shook, before eventually bursting open to admit a tall man in a decorated military uniform. Wordlessly he stopped to examine the scene—one brother standing over the bleeding corpse of another—before nodding to Julian and falling to his knees.


“Yes, yes, get up,” the killer hastily commanded, “we have work to do.”


With that, Julian Hastrand, King of Teralia, skulked from the room, leaving the mess to be ‘discovered’ by the renowned General Frederick Croveus.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










WHILE THE MSI set the standards which would lead the way to the introduction of the Mage Hierarchy as we know it today, it did not directly determine many aspects of it which we take for granted. For instance, it took nearly a decade of continuous debate within the magic community to agree on the thresholds for promotion. Even today many Towers hold their students to different standards. 


Perhaps the best example of the chaos involved in establishing the Mage Hierarchy is a mage’s standard uniform. While it has been generally accepted throughout history that a mage should wear robes, it wasn’t until the Hierarchy was established that the concept of a robe’s color demonstrating a mage’s strength really took hold. 


A group of magi in Fontanya were the first to push for the idea, and the concept quickly became popular, but for nearly thirty years after the signing of the MSI nobody could agree on which colors represented which ranks. A Magus in Reondar might wear blue while a journeyman in Pylt would wear the same. 


The general source of the confusion was derived from the simple fact that no Magus wanted their color of mana to represent a lower rank. The issue proved so unsolvable, that eventually the King of Teralia mandated that the mages were to draw lots. It is entirely through chance that novices wear blue, apprentices red, adepts gray, journeymen yellow, magi green, and grand magi purple. Officially, archmages are to wear black, but in reality an archmage can wear whatever he damn well chooses. 


—Excerpt from Tales of the Towers



* * *


“You probably know this by now,” Declan explained, “but the main difference between a ‘spell’ and a ‘cantrip’ is spells use three dimensional formulae while cantrips only use two. That’s what makes cantrips so easy to teach: you can actually draw out the entire form on a single sheet of paper.”


Ian, now also adorned in his own set of red robes, simply nodded, refraining from writing down the common information. 


“Beyond that the whole system really is pretty arbitrary,” the mage continued. “Magus Pimswood and other instructors will teach all sorts of things about ‘measuring complexity’ or whatnot but what that really means is a few magi look at a spell and just pick a Tier for it. Iron Hand, for example, is way harder than Shield, but both are Tier 2 spells. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 


“If a cantrip is a spell form as written on a piece of paper, a spell is a stack of those papers. We sketch formulae as a series of two-dimensional ‘slices’ with the points where one segment leads into the next clearly marked. That’s…really it. Once you can read proper spell notation and can hold the three-dimensional form in your head you’ve made the jump.”


As it turned out, Declan was still in the process of learning his first true spell. The apprentice had chosen ‘Lock’ as his first foray into transcribing 3d forms to his unique signature, primarily because he decided with all the attention he’d been getting perhaps leaving his belongings protected only by a mundane lock wasn’t the best strategy. Leskelian had been kind enough to supply an old pencil case for the student to practice on. It was a grueling task, made especially complex by the fact even a successfully cast spell would just travel right through his intended target. 


Some of the tricks he’d picked up learning the cantrips had certainly been useful, but techniques like circulating the mana at high speeds in order to apply a force did not scale well into more complex tasks. Declan forced himself to stop the train of thought. Now was not the time to reanalyze that problem; he had a student to teach. 


As the apprentice guided his pupil through casting Dancing Flame, he couldn’t help but daydream about what could have been. Declan made an active effort not to think about his father or the education at the Pinnacles he’d missed out on. 


As wealthy and privileged as the fire mage before him may be, Ian was also insufferable to be around eighty percent of the time. Declan tried to let that fact convince him he was better off for all his misfortune, but the ease with which Ian could just pick up a new spell made the task remarkably difficult. Eventually the lesson wrapped up and Ian left for dinner. 


Declan stayed behind, having long discovered it best not to follow the boy to the crowded cafeteria. Instead he wandered the hall, keeping quiet so as not to disturb the other students. 


He pondered, as he walked, the nature of his magic. Leskelian had already discovered so much, from the danger threshold to the ways in which it disrupted a body’s natural recovery to the speed at which it traveled in its raw form—the same speed as all mana, just over 75 miles per hour. 


The old researcher even had a few theories to explain its penetrative nature. Spells and enchantments were easy to understand—any magical barrier could only interact with mana within a certain range, one Declan’s was well beyond. What really stumped the grand magus was the physical objects. 


Regardless of frequency, inactive mana should be so dense as to prevent anything from passing through it without cutting a path, but every piece of stone, wood, and brick he tested proved that no such path was carved. 


As he wandered, the apprentice eventually found himself on Leskelian’s floor. While I’m here, I may as well grab a copy of Eric’s notes, the mage thought. The graduate student had been assigned to brainstorm ideas for efficiently affecting inanimate matter with high-frequency mana, and there was sure to be a list of possibilities on Antony’s desk. 


Mind made up, Declan strode down the hall only to find the door slightly ajar. There was a rustling of papers inside, so he pushed open the office door to find two unfamiliar mages going franticly searching the office. One of the noticed his entry.


“Shit,” the green-robed magus said, her short hair and thick frame belying any sense of femininity in her voice. “He’s here.”


“Fuck,” swore the violet-robed woman behind the desk, back still turned. “He’s supposed to be at dinner! Why didn’t Gerald warn us?”


“No, not the old man,” came the reply, “the freak.”


Declan stared, both insulted by the remark and shocked to see the mages blatantly trespassing in Leskelian’s office. His mind raced through the possibilities as the grand magus barked an order.


“Keep him here. Can’t have him warning the old fool until we get what we came for.”


Well, now at least he had confirmation the two were breaking in. Not that he could do much about it; for all his growth Declan couldn’t hold a candle to a full magus, let alone a grand magus. Mind made up for him, the apprentice resigned to standing and watching under the guard of the junior trespasser while the grand magus continued her search. As the spies continued their work in silence, Declan inspected the women.


The one guarding him must’ve been over six feet tall and two hundred pounds. Declan had to wonder how the woman had built up so much muscle in the relatively sedentary life of a Tower magus. 


Her short, dark hair stuck straight up, reminiscent of the military haircut Lord Croveus had always kept, but the scowl on her face was nothing like his father’s ever-cold, hard expression. 


He didn’t get as good a look at the grand magus, but from what he could see she was everything her underling wasn’t. Her golden hair ran all the way down her pale neck, and her frame was almost as thin as Declan’s own. She was, of course, much curvier than he was. 


Where the first woman held a hard scowl, the grand magus looked cool and focused, even as she franticly scanned over the pile of paperwork. Declan made a point of remembering their appearance—he may need to identify them later. 


Several minutes passed before the grand magus let out a gasp of air, standing up with a single sheet of paper. Declan analyzed her face as she read it over, her eyes meeting his when she suddenly jerked her head up to view the anomaly. The woman’s breath hitched.


“E…Emma, get away from him,” She breathed, a low panic coloring her voice. 


“…Why?” The magus replied, “Kendra, what did you find?”


“I…it’s him.” Kendra stuttered, “he’s the beast from Red’s Crossing.”


“Divines,” Emma swore, taking a step back. “What’s Leskelian doing with him?”


“Nothing good, I’m sure,” the grand magus answered. The women shared a look before turning back to the apprentice, and Declan decided now would be the time to take advantage of the situation. The mage cast his mana detection. His vision was cut off, but the yelps from the room told him everything he needed to know.


“Hells above it’s a fucking demon!” The large magus screeched. Still unable to see, Declan heard a rush of footfalls followed by silence. Releasing the spell, he found himself alone in the messy office. Declan collapsed into Eric’s chair, catching his ragged breath. 


Whatever had just happened, it certainly wasn’t good. Antony would need to know. As the apprentice raced downstairs to the nearest cafeteria—Leskelian never missed a meal after all—he couldn’t shake the growing sense that he had gotten the kind researcher into a world of trouble.


“Of course they went snooping,” Leskelian sighed. “Ah well, I suppose they were going to find out sooner or later. Thanks for letting me know.” 


Declan began to ask what he should do next but the old researcher raised a quieting hand. However, the man didn’t speak. Instead, he continued to devote his entire attention to the plate of roast lamb and potatoes in front of him. Declan’s concerns were not, as it would seem, more important than the evening meal. 


Sensing his dismissal, the mage turned away from his mentor’s table, entering the line to receive his own dinner. By the time he sat with his own serving of lamb, the apprentice’s mind had already returned to possible methods of adjusting complex spellwork. 


He never did get Eric’s list of ideas, but as the young mage lay in bed that night, a thought struck. If the problem is too much mana passing through, the apprentice posited, why don’t I redirect the excess back in to the input? As he tried to sleep, possibilities for the spell ran through his mind. 



* * *


The idea was a dud. Every time he attempted to lock the pencil case, only a portion of the spell took hold, and by the time the pass-through mana had returned to the input the portion that did work had already fallen off. While Declan failed attempt after attempt, Eric stood on the other side of the glass barrier, staring at the chalkboard. 


The apprentice was halfway through casting when a tentative voice spoke up, “What if we bent it?”


“What?” Declan asked, discharging the mana into the floor. Instead of answering, the grad student grabbed a stub of chalk and hastily drew two lines on the board. The first was a standard sine wave, the same form all mana took. The second at a glance appeared to be a straight line bisecting it, but when Declan squinted he could barely make out the feint squiggles running along it.


“So this is the same amount of mana, right?” Eric explained, “Pels is a measurement of how long the total line is. Within the same frequency, a larger amplitude means more Pels. The inverse of that is the more oscillations there are within a unit of mana, the smaller each oscillation is. Since your mana is so high frequency, compared to mine or Antony’s it’s basically a straight line. So what if we bent it?”


Declan’s blank stare prompted him to continue. “We’ve been treating your mana like it’s just a higher frequency version of ours. But really it’s closer to a straight line than anything I could use. So let’s treat it like a straight line.” 


Eric turned back to the board, hurriedly scrawling out a spell form. To Declan’s eyes the shape resembled Douse—one of his first cantrips. However, in place of the usual mechanism to slowly convert his mana to a lower frequency while re-channeling the excess back into the spell, the entire form was made of small squiggles. 


“Instead of converting your mana into the right frequency, we can just write the correct frequency into the form itself. Sure within the spell you’ll still be oscillating super fast, but the general shape will still be pretty close to what an actual water mage would do.”


Declan stared at the form on the chalkboard. The idea made sense, even if the apprentice’s mind reeled at the complexity of mapping out every single oscillation onto the form. The pair stood in silence as Declan memorized the spell as Eric had written it. Even then, it took the young mage nearly two hours to successfully match the complicated shape. 


By the time Declan could conjure the stream of water, the 21st bell had long since rung. In spite of missing dinner, the pair were energized by their success. It would still be a while until the apprentice could cast the spell without setting off the warning enchantments, but progress was progress. 


The true revelation was not a new way to cast the old cantrips, but lay in the fact that this method, despite adding a great deal of complexity, seemed like it could scale well into three dimensions. When the practice session came to an end, Eric and Declan traveled back downstairs together, their excitement at the discovery stronger than their mutual exhaustion. 


“Leskelian is going to fall over when I tell him,” Eric remarked. “Can you imagine? I know it’s not real shift, but you could theoretically cast spells for any signature like this. Of course Antony will want to run more tests, and the process is probably enough to bump anything up by two full tiers, but still! Declan this is huge!”


“Hey, it was all your idea,” the apprentice reminded him “Remember to tell Antony that. Really I’m glad we figured something out, but it’s a bit daunting that I’ll have to re-map every single spell like this. I already know Douse, and even that I can still barely understand. Honestly I’m impressed you managed to write it out so quickly.” 


“You’ll learn more about that in third year,” Eric assured him. “That’s when they get big on understanding exactly how mana travels and developing new spells.”


The comment made Declan think back to Tower Krispins. Back at the frontier Tower, all the poorer students wouldn’t even get a third year; military service began once a mage reached adept. The apprentice was beginning to feel guilty that he should get such amazing opportunities while Sarah, Brian, and the others got so little. 


The thought was forced from his head, however, when a rambling voice echoed around the bend ahead of them. There was a strange rhythm to the muttering, reminding Declan of the peasants who would come to pray at shrines back at Red’s Crossing. Hesitantly, the pair continued forward, eventually coming across a familiar bandaged form, sitting on an empty landing with his head in his hands. Seeming not to notice them, Edward continued his mumbling,




“He comes, he comes, to curse or free


The Next Ones from their cage.


How well we’d live in days to come,


But for the Nothing Mage.”




Declan stopped to stare at the raving figure. Edward appeared completely oblivious to their presence, simply repeating the verse with a pleading vigor. By the fourth repetition, a stead hand pressed in to Declan’s back, prompting him to continue down the stairs. 


As Edward’s chant faded behind them, the apprentice walked in silence, eyes wide as he analyzed the words. He was broken from his reverie when Eric spoke.


“You can’t blame yourself,” the journeyman said, comforting words doing little so calm the shaken apprentice. “Nobody could’ve known that—“


“What did he mean?” Declan interrupted. “What are the ‘Next Ones?’”


“Beats me,” Eric shrugged. “Something he hallucinated most likely. Don’t let it get to you. Remember, part of why we’re doing all this is to find a way to help him.”


Eric’s words certainly helped. They reminded him of all the progress he’d made, and reaffirmed the mage’s hope that he’d be able to fix what he’d done to the poor boys. Even so, as he split ways with Eric and found his way to bed, Declan couldn’t keep the boy’s verse from resonating through his thoughts.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










“YOU DID WHAT?!” Leskelian yelled. 


“We bent the mana into—“


“I heard what you said,” Antony slumped back in his chair, eyes wide. “What I can’t believe is that it actually worked. Show me the spell.” Declan was still not practiced enough with the modified cantrip to cast it in the small office, so Eric instead slid a sketch across the desk. 


The man muttered as he looked over it, “This is certainly unique. Mana costs are going to be through the roof, but with the accelerated growth I suppose that won’t be too much of an issue. I’ll need to run some calculations. If we can…” the grand magus’s voice petered off as he lost himself in thought. 


In the silence, Declan turned back to share a look with Eric, who only offered a shrug in explanation. The two looked on as Leskelian cycled through a range of facial expressions from jubilation to doubt to deep thought. 


After several minutes, the man stood. “Follow me,” he instructed, as he promptly strode from the office. 


Startled by the researcher’s sudden departure, Declan and Eric were left to scurry after him. He was mid-sentence when the two caught up. “—changes everything. With this kind of shift… he could make archmage before he’s thirty! Never mind the opportunities this opens up… mixed mana spellcasting alone is going to revolutionize…” the man continued listing his scattered thoughts as the trio climbed. 


Declan’s mind reeled. He was just excited to be able to cast actual spells. Eventually the party arrived at their destination. Leskelian threw open the massive door to the practice room, unable to stand still as he barked out the words, “Show me!” 


Obedient as ever, Declan passed in to the isolated section of the room and tried to cast the modified cantrip. As in his practice, the spell cost significantly more with this method, and the room immediately lit up to alert him to the dangerous quantities of leaked mana. 


His own mana was, of course, not a threat to him, but it was important he be aware of his efficiency. Leskelian watched with bated breath as the small drizzle of water materialized, poring over whatever was being displayed on his side of the glass barrier. 


Declan couldn’t see the image itself, only the man’s reaction as the information sunk in. Said reaction was encouraging. Grand Magus Antony Leskelian jumped up, did a happy little jig, and wrapped his assistant in a great hug. 


“Eric, my boy, you’ve done it! You’ve solved it! Think of the possibilities! This disproves at least four theories of advanced spell mechanics just off the top of my head! Take that Bellington, the sinusoid doesn’t need to be pure! Ha!” 


Declan couldn’t suppress his grin at the old man’s celebration, although he did begin to worry about Eric’s ability to breathe. The assistant did survive his master’s jubilation, however, bearing a smile of his own. Declan took advantage of the silence to voice his question, “So…what happens now?”


“Now? Now we test it!” Leskelian enthusiastically answered. If he hadn’t known any better the apprentice would think they already had tested the spellwork, but that would be severely underestimating Antony’s drive to experiment. 


The first several rounds involved simply recasting Douse so the researcher could adequately observe the mana’s behavior. It took nearly two hours of casting, waiting, regenerating mana, and casting again for the grand magus to be satisfied, but Declan was happy for the thoroughness. The more he knew the better. 


Unfortunately, most of what so excited Antony about the discovery eluded the apprentice—it would take many years more study to fully grasp the complexities of the mana flow. There were, however, two practical pieces of information the mage obtained. 


The first, was that once the mana escaped the spellwork it returned to its original form. The concept made sense; they weren’t really changing his mana with the complex spells, just tricking it into working like something else. As such, any inefficiencies or leaks in the spell itself were just as dangerous if not more given the increased complexity and mana cost of this strategy. 


The second discovery wasn’t actually new information, but the new application of one of the foundations of spellcasting. When a spell does its work, the majority of the mana involved is not released into the atmosphere, but converted into energy. 


In the case of Heat the conversion is clear. Push converts the mana to kinetic energy, Levitate to potential energy. More complex cases like Douse involve a combination of thermal and chemical energy causing water in the air to condense in to the familiar stream. What this meant for Declan, was that using this new spell casting technique, as long as the spell used up most or all of the mana it was given, there would be no poison dispersing into the air. 


It was another layer of complexity to worry about. Not only did the mage have to learn spells at a higher mana cost and difficulty, but he had to cast them with a level of efficiency uncommon below archmage, and be sure not to channel too much mana into the spell. At least he didn’t have to worry about being unable to cast normal spells any more. 


Still, it was a daunting task. Declan’s heart didn’t sink though. Instead, he looked through the enchanted glass at Eric and Leskelian energetically discussing the next steps. With them at his back, the young mage felt unstoppable.



* * *


Just as Declan was getting excited at the chance of actual lessons during his Tuesday/Thursday morning sessions, he stepped into the practice room to find Leskelian strangely absent. The apprentice was about to resign himself to another morning of solo practice when he noticed the other figure in the room. 


Archmage Christof Zakelios, Tower-master of the Great Tower Vestriam, did not cut a striking figure. 


While absent the glass of whisky he’d held during their first meeting, the man still sat slouched in his chair. His hair was uncombed, and his ill-fitting white linen shirt had many a hole. Declan would’ve been hard-pressed to recognize the man were it not for the ageless green eyes that hid beneath his shaggy black hair. 


The archmage had nary a wrinkle, not a single white hair upon his head, yet those eyes held a wisdom and exhaustion only earned with great age. 


“Antony says you want to learn aura control,” the man abruptly stated. As he spoke he began to rise, “Lesson one: if you’re trying to hide, never look the part. Fat lot of good having no aura will do if you run around announcing your rank like that.” The most powerful man Declan had ever seen gestured rudely at his red robes. The young mage was taken aback.


“I—I beg your pardon sir,” he started, “but I—“


“Call me Christof. Lesson two: honorifics are another way we communicate strength. Only use them if weakness is the message you want to send.”


“Y—yes…um… Christof. Sorry. I was intending to say my goal is not to hide my aura—it’s pretty well hidden already. But it will start hurting people if I cannot control it…”


“You will learn the technique correctly or not at all.” The mage’s voice was one to be obeyed. “Forget everything you’ve read; it’s all wrong anyway. At its core, aura control is unnatural; it is a lie. If you wish to maintain it long term, you must learn to live that lie. If you want to be the showy battlemage with the big cock there are other methods you can use and other teachers you can follow. None will be as effective. Do you understand?” 


“Yes si—Christof,” Declan replied. As ecstatic as he was to be learning from the archmage himself, it was not shaping up to be a fun experience. At least this ought to be interesting, the mage thought. 


“Good. Let’s begin.”


The following three hours were strong contenders for the most boring of Declan’s life. So much for interesting. Under Christof’s watchful eye, the apprentice sat in meditation, trying fruitlessly to sense his mana’s passive circulation. It would be easier if the stuff wasn’t invisible. And so he sat. 


Christof said nothing, allowing the practice room to steep in silence. When at last the lunch bell rang through the air, the archmage simply turned and left. Apparently there would be no parting instructions. With a sigh Declan stood, stretching away the stiffness of sitting still for hours. As unpromising as this first lesson had been, the mage was hopeful. The skill was necessary, and progress was progress. 


As he walked down the marble steps to the nearest cafeteria, a hesitant smile graced Declan’s face.


It took three more sessions with the archmage for that confidence to waver. Tuesdays and Thursdays the met, and although the apprentice made great strides on Douse and even Lock in the meantime, he was no closer to detecting his natural mana circulation. 


At the beginning of their fifth morning together, Declan voiced his concerns: “Christof, this… isn’t working. I don’t know if it’s because of my mana or I’m just not skilled enough but time is ticking and I’m not getting any closer.” The apprentice exhaled. It wasn’t until this moment that he realized how nervous he had been to voice his concern to the archmage. It was a relief, then, to see the grin that spread across the Tower-master’s face.


“Excellent! You’re ready for the next step then.”


“What?!” Declan forgot his manners, “But I haven’t actually learned anything!”


“Lesson three,” Christof began, ignoring the apprentice’s outcry, “you aren’t special; the rules do apply to you. You cannot sense natural mana flow anymore than you can sense your own bloodstream. Only when it spills is it visible. There is no shortcut, no special spell, no direct way to permanently control your aura.”


Declan wanted to scream. It took three weeks of wasting his time just to say ‘you aren’t special?’ The apprentice had to fight not to cuss out the archmage then and there. In the end, he resorted sliding on his battle face, stuffing the frustration into smoldering core of emotion at his center. He gave his instructor a cold look as Christof continued.


“I want you find a time in your life, the one moment where you were at your weakest. The core of long term aura control is to condition yourself to remembering what it was like to be powerless. You must train your body to behave as it did on a peasant’s mana pool. The first step is to remember you are not a special; you are not a prodigy. Now go in there, close your eyes, and remember.”


Declan didn’t speak. The archmage’s words rang through his mind as he tried to justify the hours of wasted time. He supposed it was good for him of all people to remain humble. For all his challenges, he was growing twice as fast as his classmates, had potentially limitless elemental shift, and was taking lessons from the archmage himself. 


Declan sat on the floor of the isolated practice area, shut his eyes, and got to work. He started in the obvious place: the day he was disowned. Magus Penten’s snide voice rang through his head again and again. There’s nothing there. There’s nothing there. There’s nothing there. 


It taunted him. He imagined himself, sinking into the plush chair at Croveus manor as his father stormed down the hall. If this wasn’t helplessness, he didn’t know what was. The apprentice was shocked when Christof’s voice echoed through the room, “something else! That’s not enough.”


Declan breathed. It took the mage several moments to let go of the memory. Eventually he calmed himself, returned to a more neutral state, and dredged up the next memory. He thought of his first night sleeping on the cot at the back of the garden shed. 


He relived crying on the side of the road in Gindor, accompanied only by a bloody knife and a dead Canire. He imagined the day in the cafeteria where he’d first been confronted by Dewie’s condition. And that night, when Eric had told him Charlie’s fate. 


Each took its toll, and each in turn was met with Christof’s demand for “something else!” He ventured back, to childhood memories of watching his father go away on campaign. Not good enough. He thought of Brian and Sarah, and how he was forced to leave them behind. Not good enough. 


With desperation Declan searched for something, anything, that would appease the archmage. What about… a persistent voice arose in the apprentice’s mind. Declan shoved the thought aside. There had to be something else he could use. Instead he remembered Brian lying wounded on the road to Krispins. 


He thought of the jolt-hares, naked, panicked, and screeching in pain as Leskelian ran his experiment. Not good enough. As Christof patiently watched through the enchanted glass, Declan exhausted even the most remote of possibilities before resorting to the alleyway in Red’s Crossing.


There was the moment of panic when he saw the alley’s dead end. The spike of fear when he turned to find Dewie and Edward blocking him in. The mounting sense of dread as Charlie confidently sauntered towards him, hands alight. Declan could feel the flames licking his chest, could feel the panic and helplessness rising within him. He was saved from reliving the attack itself when Christof’s voice remarked in surprise.


“Definitely not that!” Declan was yanked from the memory, opening his eyes to see the archmage poring over the glass display. “You’ve managed to actually make your aura increase. Whatever you just did, do the opposite.” The instruction confounded the apprentice. 


What was opposite to that? He flitted through his memories, grateful he wouldn’t have to constantly relive his last day in Red’s Crossing. He arrived at a curious option. Declan breathed deeply, closed his eyes, and pictured it. 


A lone Southern Orchid, glowing in the mage light above it. It was the picture of health. Of life. And oh, how it bloomed. Alabaster petals stood unmarred, pure as fresh snow. Verdant leaves breathed free, unhindered by stresses and challenges of the mage’s life. 


It was delicate yet unwavering. The plant had survived harsh winters atop the Southern Mountains, the treacherous journey North, and lived on to prove its tenacity in the face of Declan’s magic. The apprentice’s heart slowed, his muscles relaxed, and his breathing calmed. 


There was an end to the suffering he caused. 


Christof did not share Declan’s sense of calm. “That’s it! My boy I think you’ve got it!” His exclamations broke the apprentice’s trance. “You’re aura is down to .003 Pels. If you can maintain that it’ll take… thirteen thousand Pels of store to reach dangerous levels.” The mage’s heart soared. It took an archmage to break one thousand Pels, thirteen thousand was plenty. 


His smile was shattered by Christof’s next statement. “Aaaaand you’re back to normal. Excellent work, I’m proud of you.” Declan perked up at the praise. “Now for the hard part, internalizing it. Whatever you were just feeling—insignificance, helplessness, mediocrity—needs to become your default state. You can display yourself to others however you choose, but to yourself you must maintain the lie. I want you to practice. Not just here with me, but always. Remind yourself. Whatever it is, whatever you need to be to maintain control, you need to be it.”


Declan walked away from the meeting with a smile. He was proud of his progress. More important, he was grateful. What a sad life it would be, having to constantly think so terribly of oneself. Maybe that’s why the archmage looked like such a mess. Declan held the orchid in his mind. It felt like hope. As the apprentice made his way to lunch, the world seemed brighter; all his tasks eminently more doable.



* * *


“—we take the integral from zero to x of the square root of one plus ‘a’ squared, ‘b’ squared, cosine squared ‘bx,’ where ‘a’ is a constant representing the necessary amplitude and b represents the necessary frequency, we can calculate the ratio by which the mana cost increases for each—“ Leskelian muttered to himself as he scribbled equations onto the chalkboard. 


The calculus was well beyond Declan, who kept busy practicing the modified Lock spell on the other side of the glass barrier. He was getting close too. The alarm had just buzzed to alert him of a leakage of 0.5 Pels—only slightly above acceptable levels. He was just gearing up for another attempt when there was a knock on the chamber door.


Antony didn’t even turn from the chalkboard as Eric hopped up to greet their visitor. Declan could only watch through the inscribed glass as a liveried servant handed the assistant a sealed envelope. From this distance he couldn’t make out the name on it, but apparently it as enough to pull Leskelian away from his math. The apprentice watched helplessly as the grand magus pulled out the message and collapsed into his chair. 


A forlorn expression fell over his face. “It would seem the committee isn’t too happy with me,” he said, passing the letter over for Eric to read. “They’ve called a Tribunal.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










THEY TRIED TO stop the Nothing Mage,

A threat too great to loose…



* * *


The days leading up to the Tribunal were fairly quiet. Under Eric and Leskelian’s watchful eyes, Declan continued his work on the complex spells. He even managed to cast Lock with acceptable efficiency. 


At the apprentice’s request, Eric modified the old lump of clay Pieter had enchanted to glow various colors to signify different quantities of ambient mana. Declan kept the jury-rigged device in his pocket, checking it frequently as he worked on his aura control. Most of the time it shone green—safe for now but not good enough should he make journeyman. 


With dedicated focus he could lower the readout to the desired soft blue, or if he thought too much about Charlie or the myriad of ways he could accidentally hurt more people the light escalated to red. The mage fought to keep the orchid in his mind, to convince himself he was not condemned to be a walking calamity. 


He struggled at the worst possible times: surrounded by people. From weird looks to whispered jeers and taunts of ‘nothing mage,’ Declan’s classmates made sure to remind him he was different. Still, he worked and still he progressed. Every morning the apprentice meditated, with or without Christof’s guidance. 


The apprentice still attended his classes, still tutored Ian or worked with Eric and Leskelian in the evenings, and even went on a hunt in the time before the Tribunal. The Tower as a whole kept on as usual. In truth, it seemed the only person affected by the summons was Declan himself. 


Antony kept Eric too busy for the assistant to worry about anything but work, and the old man himself seemed perfectly happy to ignore the upcoming Tribunal in favor of continuing his research. Declan thought they were mad. He and Daniel stood to lose their scholarships, and Antony could lose his position. 


Sure, the grand magus could easily find work elsewhere, or just retire completely, but Declan and Daniel depended on his help. Eric had little chance at making magus if his sponsor was dismissed. But still the group chugged along, barely even speaking of the upcoming trial. It wasn’t until a pair of journeymen knocked on Declan’s door that the apprentice discovered the scheduled date—that morning. 


The mage’s heart leapt to his throat when he saw the pair of cuffs his escorts held, only to be mildly calmed when they explained the restraints were just a formality—part of the process. The excuse did much less to comfort the apprentice than his cursory look at the enchantments inscribed upon the restraints. The cuffs were designed to dampen magic, weakening a captive mage. They were not, either by some oversight or lack of information, designed to dampen his magic. 


Concluding it would do more harm than good to resist the two journeymen, Declan held out his hands, allowed them to be cuffed, and followed his guides out onto the marble stairs. They traveled in silence down the steps. The apprentice supposed he was fortunate for the early hour—there were fewer people around as they walked. Even so, several servants and even a few fellow students looked on as he was escorted downstairs in chains. 


Just what the rumor mill needed. 


Eventually the three stopped at a floor labeled ‘2199.’ Posted out on the landing was another journeyman who knocked on the large wooden door before opening it to allow Declan through. The apprentice followed his escorts inside to find the courtroom taking up the entire floor. Raised bleachers held up rows of cushioned chairs in a ring around the large room. 


On the far wall, a section of the bleachers were replaced by a single row of eight seats, three of which sat a foot higher. Everyone in the room would be looking up at the members of the Tribunal. At the center of the floor was a raised podium for testimony. a set of benches for further spectators and people of interest, and a desk, behind which sat a bedraggled man with a notebook and pen. Declan’s escorts guided him to the benches and instructed him to sit before taking their own seats two rows back. 


The apprentice shifted uncomfortably on the wooden bench. The enchanted iron cuffs chafed against his wrists, but there was precious little he could do about it. The courtroom slowly filled, assorted magi and other Tower faculty who could afford to take the morning off to witness the proceedings took their seats in the ring of bleachers. 


Declan’s heart stopped when Edward was lead in by a woman in white robes. Dewie followed; he too was restrained, though Declan figured in Dewie’s case the cuffs were necessary. Both sat on the wooden benches, purposefully placed on the opposite side of the apprentice. Declan could feel the hateful gaze on his back. 


It was some comfort to the mage when Eric appeared and sat by his side. It was no comfort to see the assistant was not wearing his own set of restraints. “Divines, Declan, are you alright? Why have they got you chained up?”


“They said it was standard procedure,” Declan replied, gesturing to the journeymen behind him.


“It absolutely is not. It’s degrading. I bet they’re just trying to make you look like a threat so they can oust Leskelian. Here, let me see,” Eric instructed. The apprentice obeyed, holding out his hands so his friend could examine the cuffs. Covering them with his hands to hide the glow, the assistant channeled a slow stream of mana into the restraints, slightly loosening them. Declan immediately breathed a sigh of relief. 


He was far from being able to slide out of the restraints, but the looser fit made them eminently more comfortable. “These totally won’t stop you from casting. Either someone fucked up or they don’t even care, just want the picture of you in cuffs. I’d refrain from mentioning it if I were you.”


Declan agreed with Eric’s assessment. Parading the inefficacy of the restraints would only serve to scare them further. And so they waited. As the 9th bell struck, Leskelian strode into the room. He too was unchained, though he did not commend on Declan’s state as he took his own seat next to Eric. Despite the thoughtful look upon the man’s face, he did not seemed worried. 


Declan could almost imagine his sponsor designing further experiments in his head while the judges walked in. The apprentice did his best to look meek in his student’s robes and enchanted chains while the mages took their seats. All eight of the high chairs were filled.


Upon the three most prominent sat three grand magi: Gerald Durst on the left, the ‘Kendra’ he’d caught snooping in the center, and an unfamiliar woman in white healer robes with a purple sash. The remaining five seats held an array of Magi, including the other woman who’d been looking through Antony’s office—Emma, Declan recalled. 


Silence held the massive room as Kendra stood. “Ladies and Gentlemen, I welcome you all to this Tribunal. It is a sad day, when we must act against one of our own, but the Tower must be protected and its laws upheld. Please read the charges,” the grand magus commanded. 


Obeying the order, the clerk stood behind his desk and read from a sheet of paper, “On Fall the forty-second in the year 924, Grand Magus Antony Leskelian stands accused of conducting dangerous research without proper approval, unethical research practices, and conspiring to create a weapon against the Kingdom of Teralia.”


Now that got Leskelian’s attention. The man shot up and moved to speak out, but he was preempted by another grand magus. “Thank you Matthew,” Kendra spoke, “now, let us begin. Magus Ulstien?”


Emma stood, “Thank you Grand Magus Luthia. I present to the Tribunal three documents. The first is a letter of sponsorship proving Grand Magus Leskelian sent for and provided a scholarship to one apprentice Declan,” the stocky woman passed a sheet of paper along the row of judges. 


“The second is the Tower record for Apprentice Declan. This registration demonstrates the apprentice’s dangerous signature of over three hundred and fifty nine million Bouls.” A smattering of gasps could be heard from the audience. The number was unheard of after all. 


“The third is a lab report written in the defendant’s own hand, detailing a gruesome experiment he ran without going through a proper ethics review.” The jolt-hares! Declan was nearing panic. The condition of the remaining monsters could link him to Edward and Dewie. He turned to assess Antony’s reaction. The man’s face was visibly paler, but he still wore a confident smirk. The trial continued.


“The Tribunal calls Henry Cabberferth,” Kendra announced, and so began the long line of witnesses. Henry was, as it turns out, one of the servants that had helped deliver the jolt-hares for the experiment. He confirmed what Leskelian had asked of him, and that he hadn’t seen the beasts since their delivery. 


The judges called forth another servant who had helped carry up the orchids, the botanist from whose nursery the flowers had been purchased, and even the carpenter who’d provided the furniture for the apprentice’s practice room. While these early witnesses helped lend credence to the charges, they offered little in the way of proof.


“The Tribunal calls Magus Elric Hewls.” Declan sat up. This was the first mage of rank to speak, and when the unfamiliar man stood at the podium in his green robes, the apprentice’s hope began to dwindle. “State your position here at Tower Vestriam,” one of the judges commanded.


“I’m the head enchanter in the Internal Infrastructure Department,” the man answered.


“And did you, in the Summer of 924, construct a training facility under the instruction of Grand Magus Leskelian?”


“I did.”


“To what specifications? Surely the Tower’s extensive practice facilities would suffice.”


“My team and I were to create a completely isolated space with a series of enchantments to contain all mana within a certain range of incredibly high frequencies. The set of enchantments was also mandated to provide information such as shape, density, and quantity of said mana within the space. None of the Tower’s existing enchantments are capable of significantly interfering with such extreme mana, so a new space was required.” The enchanter’s explanation was clear and concise.


“And was the frequency you were to target in the range of the hundred fifty million Bouls?”


“Yes ma’am, it was.”


“Thank you Magus Hewls,” Kendra dismissed the man. Well that wasn’t too bad, Declan thought. Maybe they would get out of this. The next few witnesses were of little consequence. Magus Pimswood spoke of Declan’s excusal from casting in class, but also of his excellence in spell theory. The apprentice’s budding hope fell away, however, when the judges called up Apprentice Jackson Quiltis. 


“You are a member of Apprentice Declan’s hunting party, correct?” It was Durst’s turn to ask questions; the grand magus was much calmer than when Declan had heard him yelling in Antony’s office.


“Yes, sir,” Jackson answered. “Grand Magus Leskelian supervises the group.”


“Excellent,” Durst smiled, “and you have witnessed this dangerous mana?”


“I… I wouldn’t say ‘witnessed,’ sir,” Jackson politely responded. “He would just hold out his hand and things would die. No flash, no sound, nothing. It’s terrifying, sir.”


I’ll show you terrifying, Declan suppressed the thought. Once Jackson had returned to his seat, Durst mused aloud, “An invisible attack that by our enchanter’s testimony no traditional defense can stop. Terrifying may be an understatement. The Tribunal calls Magus Esther Louringe.” A white-robed healer stepped to the podium, this one wearing a green sash to display her rank.


“I am Vice President of the Medical Research Group. I’ve been assigned as the lead researcher on the Red’s Crossing case.”


Declan’s heart stopped. Well, this is it then, the apprentice thought. He struggled hard to maintain his calm exterior, conjuring the image of the Southern Orchid. No amount of emotional distress or meditation could stop the coming testimony though.


“The two patients, Apprentices Edward and Dewie, came to us in mid Spring. They both showed symptoms of significant temperature burns, though no singeing or other signs of a fire-based attack. The two were in incredible pain, and have both suffered long-term emotional damage from the incident. To this day they are horrifically scarred, still experiencing significant pain, and their recovery systems have been damaged to such an extent as to require regular corrective surgeries. We as of yet have made no leeway in finding a cure for their current condition.”


“That is truly horrific,” Durst spoke. “I’d like to direct the Tribunal’s attention to Apprentices Edward and Dewie. Please stand.” Dewie had to be physically forced to look away from Declan and stand to face the onlookers. Edward likewise took a bit of coaxing from his attendant to display himself, holding his hands protectively to his chest. “Thank you,” the grand magus dismissed them and the boys retook their seats. “Have you had a chance to review the documents put forth by Magus Emma Ulstien?”


“I have,” the healer replied.


“And are the symptoms described in the defendant’s lab report similar to those you’ve witnessed in the Red’s Crossing case?”


“The exact same, sir,” the magus spoke. “It’s the same cause, I’d bet my career on it.” This round of gasps from the crowd silenced the witness for a time. 


“I don’t need you to go that far, but I appreciate your ardor, magus. I have one more question: before today, have you ever seen Apprentice Declan?”


“No, sir,” came the response. “In mid Summer I was commanded to sequester files on the Red’s Crossing case. I received no information about Apprentice Declan or any potential cause for the boys’ suffering. The order came from Grand Magus Leskelian’s office.” 


The testimony was damning. Even Antony’s confident smirk had begun to fall away to mounting concern. Grand Magus Durst dismissed the witness and addressed the room. “An invisible, unstoppable, deadly curse that leaves even the survivors in a horrifying state. That’s what this boy is. The threat cannot be allowed to grow. Our Tower, our hierarchy, our society runs on the principle of checks and balances—no one individual is stronger than the whole. This… thing is a direct threat and it must be eliminated. I move to have the anomaly destroyed following a guilty verdict.”


Declan’s battle face almost broke then and there. The apprentice panted, desperately picturing the orchid to try and calm himself. Even then he was sure the lump of clay in his pocket was glowing red. He fought down the fear. 


His life had been in danger before, and he’d made it this far. This wasn’t something a blast of mana could get him out of though. Declan missed the next thing the judges said as he frantically meditated. It wasn’t until Eric’s comforting hand reached his back that the young mage was able to pull himself back to the world. Antony had taken the stand.


“Apprentice Declan represents an incredible opportunity for our understanding of magical mechanics. Already in my limited research I have disproved Bellington’s theory, proved Criane’s theories on scaling mana range, and made great leaps toward understanding the mysterious nature of ultra-high-frequency mana.”


“And how, may I ask, do you justify the risks?” It was third grand magus’s turn to ask questions. 


“Through proper experimentation we have determined several of the limits to the mana. Grisly as it may be, the experiment with the jolt-hares it what allowed us to place a definite safe dose at 0.46 Pels, crucial to establishing proper protocols for future work.”


“Our records state you didn’t run that test until weeks after the subject’s arrival. Do you mean to say you had the boy surrounded by other students, attending classes, going on hunts without knowing exactly what risk he posed?”


“I took proper precautions to keep him from casting, as Magus Pimswood’s testimony shows. I admit I was perhaps not as thorough as I could have been in eliminating risk, but mistakes in new fields of research are inevitable. I stand by my position that the potential and already proven benefits of my continued work far outweigh your overblown fear of the boy. He’s an apprentice for divines’ sake, not some monster.”


Some in the crowd seemed to respond to Leskelian’s words, but most still looked on with wide eyes and pale faces, either at the disfigured victims or Declan himself. Antony stayed at the witness podium while the judges spoke amongst themselves. It was not long before Kendra stood. “This Tribunal hereby finds Grand Magus Antony Leskelian in violation of the basic tenets of Tower Vestriam. He will be re—“


The woman was interrupted when the heavy Tower door flew open. The courtroom filled with a violet glow, and its occupants turned to meet it. Declan had to squint to see past the brilliant purple light. Even then it took the apprentice several moments to recognize the man behind it. Archmage and Tower-master Christof Zakelios looked like a different man. 


His previously messy hair was tightly combed and styled, his normal slouch replaced with iron posture, and his beautiful jet-black archmage robes demanded the crowd’s respect. Thinking back to the man’s lessons on Aura Control, Declan had to wonder which version of the archmage had been the lie. 


“What is the meaning of this?” The booming voice rang out from the brilliant violet radiance. 


It was Kendra who answered him, “Grand Magus Leskelian is standing before a Tribunal as per Tower Vestriam bylaw one zero six point—“


“I know the bylaws, Grand Magus. Why was I not consulted? I could have saved everyone here a great deal of time and worry.”


“We had no desire to bother you, sir. We understand how busy you are with the current…political situation. The Research Committee is well within it’s rights to govern its members—“


“Oh rest assured I am bothered,” the archmage snapped. “Now let’s put an end to this distraction so we all can continue our actual work. Grand Magus Antony Leskelian is operating under my direct orders. He is to continue his research unimpeded. Do I make myself clear?”


“Yes, archmage,” the cowed Tribunal spoke out of sync, muddling the message. The reply was clear, though. 


“Excellent,” the Tower-master said, “Luthia,” he addressed Kendra, “come up to my office, we will speak of this. Everyone else, return to your business.” 


The violet glow flared, causing the crowd to collectively shut their eyes. By the time they were reopened, the archmage was gone. As one the room took a breath, silently coming to terms with unexpected intervention. A moment later the first audience member stood, sparking the mass of onlookers to slowly filter out of the room. The judges themselves were the last to leave, each giving the former defendant a sharp glare as they passed. He had made no friends today, but he had survived. So ended the Tribunal of Grand Magus and Head Research Antony Leskelian.



* * *


…But power came and interfered,

To keep him from the noose.

—The Saga of the Nothing Mage










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










IT TOOK LESS than a day for the entire Tower to know Declan’s story. That is to say, they ‘knew’ he was a mass-murderer who had made a deal with a demon to acquire invisible dark magic which he then used to assassinate King Alexander. Declan honestly considered the rumors a boon. It was easier to dismiss the outlandish tales as fiction than to excuse the truth itself. 


For the most part Declan’s direct friend group weren’t bothered by the rumors. Mia placed a great value in upholding truth, so the wild stories didn’t even faze the girl. 


Eric, of course, already knew the truth and stayed with the apprentice regardless; his support especially meant a lot to Declan. 


For his part, Daniel was just happy the gossip mill had someone else to target—he was no stranger to its attention. 


Ian… just became even more Ian. The more attention Declan received, the more the boy felt the need to publicly challenge him, and yet he was all the more excited to study under the mysterious nothing mage. It still puzzled the apprentice how Ian managed to be so terrible in public yet so civil in their tutoring sessions. He eventually dismissed it as just Ian being Ian. 


Robin was the only person to react somewhat normally to the rumors. The petite mage—an adept now—would still talk to Declan if he approached her, but physically she kept her distance, and she always seemed eager to leave. 


For the most part the stories meant people kept their distance, a behavior Declan found perfectly acceptable. There was always an empty table for him in the cafeteria, always a quiet place to study in the library, and always a seat near the back in Theory class. At first the apprentice was concerned the class period would be awkward given that Magus Pimswood had testified at the Tribunal. 


Even if her testimony hadn’t necessarily been against him, she had still been there to witness the full story. Fortunately for the apprentice, the instructor was perfectly professional, no doubt somewhat assuaged by the fact he wouldn’t be casting in her class. 


As the class worked on mastering their Tier 1 spells, Declan sat back and pondered his own spellwork. For perhaps the first time, he was actually working on some of the same spells as his classmates, although his versions were more in line with Tier 3 in terms of cost and complexity. From time to time he would actually watch his classmates practice; he even felt a semblance of pride when Ian was one of the first to successfully stop a falling rock with Hold. 


Perhaps the biggest change to Declan’s daily life occurred on his Tuesday/Thursday mornings. Christof simply stopped showing up. The apprentice understood; he could imagine a slew of reasons for the archmage’s absence. Being seen fraternizing with the nothing mage could hurt them both, or maybe he was held up dealing with turmoil from the regime change in the capital. 


Declan liked to think he was left to his own because Christof recognized he didn’t need his help any more. As much of a setback as the Tribunal was, the apprentice continued his daily meditation, supplemented by longer sessions on Tuesdays and Thursdays. And he was improving. One week past the trial the enchanted clay was glowing blue nearly half the time. More than anything else, progress here lifted the apprentice’s spirits. 


Leskelian’s words, ‘plague on legs,’ still echoed through the mage’s head, and nothing helped more than directly addressing the issue with aura control practice. Declan may not have noticed it, but his continued growth in the skill compounded. The more skilled he became, the more hopeful the mage grew, which in turn made it easier to suppress his fears, which then made the practice of aura control even easier. 


In his work with Eric and Leskelian the mage made several strides. The most impactful was also the simplest: he modified his mana detection to only affect his left eye. It was not a perfect solution, but this new version at least allowed him to see both his magic and the world around him. 


Combining the two feeds of information definitely took some practice. It was only two days after the Tribunal that Declan was able to cast Lock safely. All the extra attention served as quite the motivator to finish the spell; he didn’t even finish the evening practice session before rushing downstairs to secure his room. 


As the weeks passed the apprentice worked on expanding his spellbook, picking and choosing Tier 1 invocations from all over the spectrum. In the month after the Tribunal, he mastered Slow, Hold, and Throw, and by the end of the month the apprentice could even cast Lesser Fire, though that one still didn’t quite meet the efficiency requirement. 


The three were ecstatic about the progress. Declan was well on his way to his second promotion, despite the difficulties presented by his unique mana. As it was, the apprentice was blindsided when about five weeks after the Tribunal, Eric stopped coming. 


When he pressed Leskelian for details, the old researcher simply said, “I’ve given Eric a few days off. He’s making the descent to visit his family and tend to some business down in the city.” Declan pressed the man as much as he dared, but the grand magus refused to say more about the mysterious ‘business’ Eric was doing. 


In all the journeyman was missing for four days, presumably three of which were spent climbing up and down the Tower steps. He too, refused to share the true purpose of his absence. Eventually Declan gave up on the interrogation, opting instead to focus his energy on the vast array of spells from which he had to choose. By the time the apprentice awoke to the morning bell on the 84th of Fall, he’d forgotten the whole thing.


Declan’s birthday fell on a Friday, and as on any Friday, the apprentice found himself following Leskelian down the marble steps for a hunt. After the trial, Jackson had elected to transfer hunting parties, but to Declan’s surprise Carla was still there. She didn’t speak much to him or to Mia, but every week there she was, ready to kill whatever the grand magus led them to. 


On this particular excursion the party traveled far lower than ever before. To Declan’s recollection, the lowest hunt they’d been on was the cockatrices in the mid 1400s, but today found them all the way down on floor 1119. The party had to stop and rest several times along the descent, and it was nearly time for lunch when they finally stopped. 


The apprentices waited with bated breath as their instructor pushed open the wooden door to reveal a sandy beach crawling with giant blue crab-like creatures. Immediately all three let out a disappointed sigh. Craytids. They traveled all this way for fucking craytids. 


Sure, the seven-legged creatures were ideal targets for Declan—most of the challenge involved in hunting them lay in penetrating their thick exoskeletons—but they weren’t exactly exciting. They moved predictably since their three front legs could only step forward, and once pinned they could do little to free themselves. Beyond that, the party had hunted the five-foot-long arthropods just two weeks ago; they could be found on 1917. 


Mia was the first to speak up, “why are we here? There are much more accessible craytids higher up.” At times like these Declan really appreciated the girl’s directness. He doubted Carla would be willing to question the grand magus so brazenly. 


“Well…” Leskelian took a moment before voicing his explanation, “Magus Skinter has scheduled nineteen seventeen for his hunting party today, so we’ve been bumped to the lower craytid room. Don’t worry, we’ll be back higher for next week. Apprentice Stillion, why don’t you begin?”


Then why don’t we hunt something else? Declan kept the question to himself so Carla could focus on her target. The nature mage struggled here: the warm sand held little in the way of plant life for her to use and what seeds she brought had a hard time piercing the beasts’ shells. It took the apprentice nearly five minutes to actually finish off a craytid once she’d snared it. 


Mia had a much easier time; her plasma melted right through. Declan of course, only needed a single dart to down the skittering beast; he could even use the Cut cantrip to free its mana. The group only got through two rotations before Leskelian called for lunch. The ensuing picnic was truly idyllic; sitting on the checkered blanket with his sandwich, Declan could easily forget the gentle breeze, warm sun, and ocean waves were all fake. 


After lunch the group fell into their usual pattern. A few hours and eight rotations later, Leskelian announced the end to their excursion. As the group filed out of the habitat, Declan stayed back to continue his habit of using the prism after every hunt. 101 Pels. 


The apprentice took a deep breath, picturing the orchid. With his current progress on Aura Control, he still had a long way before any real danger, but the number still shook him. He was nearly to the store Leskelian had cited as being a threat. Declan forced the thought from his mind; it would do him no good. Instead he stepped back out onto the landing, noting with surprise that the group hadn’t begun their long journey upward. Before he could ask, Leskelian explained. 


“Since we’re here, I was thinking I could treat you all to a drink downstairs. Shall we?” Before anyone could comment the man was off. Mia and Carla followed with a shrug, leaving Declan to take up the rear. 


Well this explains the choice of hunt, the apprentice thought, I wonder if he has something planned? Declan made a point not to think to hard on it; he didn’t want to set himself up to be disappointed if it really was just a drink. His hopes were justified when he turned the final bend. 


“Happy Birthday!” The cheer was a bit disjointed, but the party more than made up for it in enthusiasm. It took the apprentice no effort to spot the group in the nearly empty tavern. They stood around a wooden table bearing a small cake. 


Declan was unsurprised to see Eric, Daniel, and of course the members of his hunting party present. The apprentice smiled to note even Robin had made the trek, in spite of her recent trepidation around him. Declan’s exhaustion from the long hunt vanished as he crossed the room and one by one embraced each of his friends. 


“Thank you guys, so much,” he gushed, “you really didn’t have to do all this.”


“We really did,” Eric smiled. “After all the shit that’s gone on, I think we all needed an excuse to celebrate. Daniel handled the cake, Mia organized everyone, and I had the difficult task of roping Leskelian in.” 


“Let me guess, you just told him there would be cake?”


“I’m going to elect not to comment on that,” Eric laughed. Greetings, jokes, and thanks complete, Daniel began distributing cake.


“Mara makes the best sweets; it’s really a shame they’ve got her stuck doing soup all day,” the redhead explained. Declan remembered the boy had more friends among the staff than the student body. One bite in he had to agree. The warm, rich chocolate coated his tongue in a manner superior to even the pastry chefs back at Croveus Manor. He was about to go in for the second when a familiar voice rang out,


“Hey, um, I’m here for the party?” Declan was as shocked as anyone to see Ian standing on the stairs. The boy was miserable to be with in crowds. The apprentice was in a good mood though, so he elected to avoid confrontation and see what happened.


“Ian! I’m glad you could make it.” They shook hands. His pupil was dressed down, wearing only his red robes and foregoing the opulent jewelry he usually wore. Declan decided that was a good sign. Ian took a while to truly join the party; he was out of his element with the ragtag group, but he behaved well, and eventually the drink took hold and he was having as grand a time as everyone else.


Once the cake was devoured and the third round of wine served, a musician appeared from the passage down. Within seconds of him striking the first chord on his lute the dancing had begun. The man played country tunes, the kind of bright, swift, and free music families like Daniel’s or Brian’s would’ve grown up with. 


Declan was unaccustomed to the music. It may have shown in his dancing, but he was too drunk to care. Even Leskelian rose from his seat to dance a jig to Merrian’s Eve. In time the music slowed, and Declan found himself without a partner, resting at a table to the side. He sipped his ale as Eric, Robin, Daniel and Mia swirled about the floor, each pair quietly chatting as they danced. 


Declan smiled. A moment later, Ian sat down to join him, and a thought crossed Declan’s mind. It was a thought he’d had many times, one he’d always dismissed as not worthwhile. But tonight he was just intoxicated enough to voice it.


“Why are you such a dick?” Well that came out more abruptly than he’d intended. 


“I’m sorry?” 


“No—I mean—like right now you’re normal. Or on Wednesdays. Totally normal, awesome guy.” He sure was knocking this one out of the park. “Then I’ll step into class and you’re all ‘fight me.’” Declan decided now would be a good time to put down his drink. “Why?”


“Oh—it’s um—I’m sorry about all that,” the boy stammered. Declan simply nodded, prompting him to continue, “my father is… well he’s a lot. He was born a farmer, but now he owns half the quarries in the Red Hills. Wants to be a member of ‘high society’ and all that, but most of the nobles still think he’s some peasant. That’s where I come in. 


“Basically the whole point of sending me here was to play nice with all the noble kids. Thinks if I’m one of them he will be too I guess. So that’s what I do, whatever I can to get their attention. Only thing that really works is making fun of the peasants—they love that. But then you arrived and you’re all they ever talk about—some bastard on scholarship who’s got his own grand magus,” he gestured to Leskelian, who was dozing off on a nearby table. “Honestly fuck them. This is way more fun than their shitty soirees.”


“Yeah, we even have cake,” Declan laughed.


“Ha, you do have that. Really I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be mean or shitty, it just… it works, I guess.”


“I get that. I’ve been through the whole ‘overbearing father’ thing. Sucks.” The conversation was cut off when the music livened and Robin pulled up to force the two back on their feet. 


The eclectic group of friends danced, drank, and laughed the night away. It felt good to finally relax. Other than a few down moments, Declan had been going ever since he arrived at Vestriam—even more so since the Tribunal. Eric was right, they really needed this. 


The apprentice was all the more ecstatic to realize that Leskelian’s current position asleep at the table meant he could probably get away with being late to their hunt tomorrow. For hours the music played and the ale flowed, until one by one the young mages made their way either to the stairs or to one of the cots along the wall. Eric stopped Declan on his own way to bed.


“Hey—um—so you you know how I went down to the city for a few days? I got to see my mom and brother and all, but this is the real reason I went.” The assistant reached into his robes to pull out a small, carved wooden box. 


Carefully, he opened it, “I know I made that clay thing for you a while back, but you deserve something nicer than an enchanted piece of dirt.” Reaching into the box, Eric pulled out a thin golden chain, upon which hung a spherical bell. 


The piece was beautiful. The golden bell glimmered in the dim magelight, the inscription on its surface more akin to a work of art than an enchantment. As Declan grasped it, it did not ring. “I did the enchantment myself. It’ll only ring if it senses more than 0.4 Pels, then it gets louder the more there is.”


“I love it,” the apprentice had to force himself to look away from the sparkling gift, “thank you so much, I can’t believe you went all the way to town—“


“You deserve it,” Eric cut him off. “Happy birthday.” Declan’s face flushed and heart pounded as they embraced, only to awkwardly separate within a minute. 


A few moments later, as Declan lay in his cot drifting off to sleep, he couldn’t help but smile. It may not have been the fanciest of birthdays; he may not have received piles of gifts and a grand ball like at the Manor, but the small get-together at the little tavern would forever be his favorite.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










WHEN DECLAN AWOKE there was already a glass of water next to his cot. Within five minutes, he emptied it, refilled it with a quick Douse, and emptied it again. After quickly surveying the room, the apprentice groggily trudged over to the table at which Eric and Leskelian were enjoying a hot breakfast.


“Morning,” the grand magus spoke through a mouth of sausage, “eggs?” Wordlessly, Declan accepted the proffered dish. The scrambled eggs were a touch dry and could only barely be described as ‘hot,’ but to Declan’s hungover palate they were glorious. As the power of protein slowly revitalized the mage, Eric spoke up.


“So… I got a letter from Grand Magus Luthia yesterday.”


“Really?” Declan beat Leskelian to the question, “what did she want?”


“Me, actually,” the journeyman paled, “she offered me a spot as her research assistant and a direct path toward magus.”


“Good for you,” Leskelian congratulated his assistant, “Kendra’s an accomplished mage. She’s got two important publications under her belt, a decorated tour of duty on the Black Coast, and she even won the Lethian Tournament back in the day.”


Declan stared at the man, but it was Eric who spoke first: “she tried to get you fired!”


“Eh, that was just politics. It happens.” The grand magus seemed oblivious to his student’s looks as he dove back into the plate of sausage. 


“You’re not going to accept, are you?” Declan already knew the answer, but he needed to hear it from Eric himself. The thought of losing his tall bespectacled mentor left a sour taste in his mouth, especially to Kendra of all people.


“Of course not! I’m perfectly happy where I am, thank you.” The students shared a smile. There was a unique warmth to these moments Declan and Eric shared. The three mages finished their breakfast in relative silence, still recovering from the night’s festivities. They had a long climb ahead of them.



* * *


“I need a good way to stop hostile mages,” Declan called out as he put another Dart through the glinthawk’s head. 


“What’s wrong with a Dart to the face?” Leskelian asked from across the room. The grand magus had made the executive decision to stop at the fifteen hundredth floor for a brief hunt on their way back up. Declan had never fought the steel birds before. They were quick and made for challenging targets, but they died just as easily as anything else once he landed a spell.


“I can’t just go around killing people,” the apprentice explained. “What about Dewie? He didn’t deserve to die, but I don’t want to depend on other people to save me in those situations.” 


“Non-lethal takedown, huh? That sounds like a worthwhile project. While we’re at it we can get you some actual defense. As good as you are at killing things, you’d die if a competent mage so much as looked at you. Eric?”


“Already on it,” the assistant replied, scribbling in his notebook. Declan was relieved; the issue had been bothering him for some time. The apprentice knew that as good as things were, some day he would have to leave the protection of the Tower. 


He needed to be prepared. Eventually the trio broke for lunch. Today’s picnic was much less idyllic than the day prior’s; the glinthawks’ rocky crag didn’t hold a candle to the sunny beach. After devouring the leftover ham, sausages, and bread Leskelian had carried with him, the group decided to end the hunt early so they could continue their climb. As they ascended, Eric explained some of his ideas.


“As far as physically restraining someone goes, we have a few options. Typically earth, life, and air spells are the best at it. You’ve seen how Carla does it. Earth is pretty similar; it’s a bit slower but also harder to break out of. Antony can tell you more about air restraints, but as I understand it they involve a lot of mana traveling really quickly around the points of restraint.”


“Wouldn’t recommend it,” Leskelian spoke up. “Sure it’s fast, but with your mana constraints the cost would get absurd pretty quickly.”


“Got it, earth or life then. Probably worthwhile to learn both actually; you’d be hard pressed stopping an earth mage with a spell from his own element. Same goes for life. Both schools have restraint spells in Tier 1 too, so you should be able to pick them up pretty easily. I’ll get you the base forms for our next session; you could use the practice modifying them yourself.” 


Declan agreed with the journeyman’s assessment. He had a pretty good idea how to transcribe the spells, but as of yet he hadn’t actually done anything more than a cantrip on his own. 


Eric continued, “as far as actually stopping someone from casting there are two schools of thought. The easy way is just distract your target enough that they can’t concentrate on their spell. It generally works, but really skilled combat mages are pretty good at ignoring distractions, and even distracted anyone can just blast you with raw mana. There are hundreds of ways to do that, but if you want something effective against a trained mage you’re gonna want something they haven’t seen before. 


“Get creative. Most people have seen a thousand flash-bangs by now. Anyway, the other option is to fully deplete their mana pool. That always works, but it gets… complicated. There are spell forms you can use that just pull mana from whatever source and disperse it, but you have to tailor it specifically to your opponent’s signature and you have to be close enough to actually throw up the spell form while they’re mid cast. It’s gotta be something like Tier 6, so I’d stick with distraction for now.”


Once again Declan was forced to agree. While the mana-drain strategy definitely sounded the most effective, and compared to his other spells it would be relatively simple because it didn’t depend on altering his own mana, the technique was still well beyond his current level. Distraction, he could do. 


As their climb continued, Declan amused himself by brainstorming fun ways to interrupt an opponent. His favorite so far was to use air magic to pinch them inappropriately. The apprentice was sure someone had already tried that though. Hells, Leskelian had probably tried that. The mage grinned at the thought of the grand magus utilizing his epic powers to pinch people. 


As the group got nearer to the occupied section of the Tower, Declan slipped Eric’s gift under his shirt. He didn’t want to show off the ornament; people would probably think he’d stored his soul in it or something. As it was the mages made it unmolested back to the upper floors, Leskelian returning to his office while Declan and Eric made their way to the library. The journeyman thought aloud as they walked.


“Defense is an interesting topic. You’re like an extreme version of an air mage, so insanely loaded towards offense that direct defense becomes tricky. Hyper-penetrative magic doesn’t block things terribly well. Your biggest advantage is versatility. If you can shoulder the extra mana cost you can pick and choose whichever element best counters your opponent. 


“Water against fire, earth against lightning, et cetera. It’s a lot of different spells to learn though. The other option would be to try and match whatever your opponent is doing. If you can plot out a spell form for roughly their frequency you can just pull their spell apart. That takes a lot of practice though, and a good reaction time.”


“What if someone sneaks up on me? Or I don’t know their frequency before they attack?”


“You just pick an element and start there, I guess. The rest of us can only use what we’re given. It isn’t impossible for a fire mage to block a water attack, just more expensive. I’ll ask Antony about teaching you a good air shield; they’re a bit more expensive but getting something up quickly can save your life, and you can always switch to something cheaper once you know what your opponent is up to. 


“As far as sneak attacks go, that’s what enchantments are for. I know the army has standard issue amulets that can absorb up to 15 Pels or so before they fail. Higher end stuff is out there but expect to pay a lot for it. I think Antony has one that goes up to 80 that he won in a duel; thing is probably worth a dozen gold.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up at the number. That amulet was probably worth more than most houses. Then again, he thought, the difference between life and death is priceless. The students arrived at the library and set to work. The apprentice got started on transcribing Earthen Grasp, taking small changes from Eric whenever the older student stopped by to drop off more books he’d dug up. 


In the following weeks, Declan accumulated quite the list of spells: three completely disparate types of Grasp, Iron, Wind, and Hydro variants of the Barrier spell, as well as an illusion spell—Blind. The latter was actually the most difficult. Even at Tier 1, dark blue magic required a lot of fine control. Declan was pleased with his progress. The apprentice felt well prepared for another encounter with Dewie; the boy had been the impetus for this whole line of study after all.



* * *


“What I don’t understand is how you’re not an adept yet,” Ian sat back in his chair, admiring his new gray robes. “You clearly have the theory down. Honestly you’re probably better than some journeymen I know.”


“It’s complicated,” Declan explained for the nth time. “The testing panel requires you to demonstrate a Tier 2 spell, right? Adjusting my mana for a spell that complex puts it closer to Tier 4, and I’m sure your journeymen friends can’t cast those either. I just need more practice.”


“Why don’t you just make something that’s actually Tier 2 that works with your mana?”


Declan sighed. “It wouldn’t me much of a demonstration if nobody can see it. Besides, I’d have to get whatever new spell approved and officially sorted into a Tier; Divines know how long that would take. It’s really ok. I’ll make adept when I make adept.”


“Suit yourself,” the mentee replied before changing the subject. “So how exactly do I regulate the channels on dual-input spells again?”


And so Declan returned to the tutoring session, explaining in depth the functionality of spells intertwining two separate streams of mana. The apprentice walked away from the meeting in thought. Maybe I should start pushing for adept. If nothing else it would get me out of sitting in Pimswood’s class. 


It wasn’t the first time the idea had graced Declan’s mind. As loathe as me might be to admit it, he was still proud to have been the first one to apprentice; being so late to adept tainted that pride. Instead of heading to his usual cafeteria for dinner, Declan turned to the library. There had to be something at Tier 2 he could demonstrate, even if he never used the spell again.


Putting aside his pride, Declan immediately turned to the nearest librarian. “Excuse me, I was wondering where I might find some of the simpler forms categorized as Tier 2.”


The journeyman let out a throaty laugh, “You and every apprentice in this place. I’m sure the panel magi are tired of it, but Juggle is the most common option.” The library assistant led Declan through the shelves to a particular section, pulling out a ragged book. “You’re lucky nobody’s checked it out; like I said it’s pretty popular.”


Declan thanked the man and got to work. The apprentice did a double take as he copied down the form; they must’ve been drunk when they rated this, he thought. The invocation was basically three Push cantrips tied together to ‘juggle’ a set of objects. 


Even with the additional complexity involved in Declan’s spellcasting, it took less than a day for the apprentice to master the spell. He cursed himself for not thinking of it sooner. No wonder half the class are adepts by now: they’re using a bloody Tier 1 spell! Declan wished he’d been willing to ask Ian for advice; he’d wasted too many hours sitting in Magus Pimswood’s Theory class for the sake of his own pride. 


And so it was that on the morning of the 27th day of Winter that Declan found himself sitting across Leskelian’s desk, zipping through the written exam. The theory was easy. He’d utilized far more advanced concepts converting his Tier 1 spells. 


In less than an hour he handed the test back to the grand magus and was off to meet the panel. The demonstration was held in an empty classroom in the 2160s. Declan recognized none of the mages sitting behind the desk when he entered. They were young. It followed, the apprentice thought, that this job would be passed off to the less senior Magi. All three of his evaluators let out an audible sigh when he pulled the apples from his pocket.


“That’s five silver you owe me, Jenny” needled the stocky one in the middle. “Told you he wouldn’t do anything special.”


“Fine, fine, I’ll pay you later. Let’s see what he actually does first,” the woman replied. 


Taking that as his cue, Declan sighed and channeled the unimpressive Juggle. The three mages dully applauded.


“Alright, let’s see the shift then,” the first man requested.


Shit. Declan froze. How in the hells did he forget the shift requirement?! The skill was useless to him, but adjusting one’s frequency was a pillar of the hierarchy. What was 10 Bouls when your frequency was measured in millions? Declan suppressed the panic. Thinking fast, the apprentice hoped his own version of switching frequencies would suffice. When the wind barrier materialized before him, the magus on the right jumped from his seat.


“Divines! Are you fucking with me, Bob?” 


Without diverting his wide eyes from the display, the stocky man spoke: “I’m not doing a damn thing. Looks like you’ll be holding on to that silver after all…” Declan dispelled his shield to meet the man’s gaze, a wide grin appearing on his face as the magus extended his hand. 


“Congratulations, Adept. I suppose if anyone could manage 350 million Bouls of shift it’d be the legendary ‘nothing mage.’” Bob laughed. “New robes will be delivered to your quarters by tomorrow night. Right now I’d recommend you head upstairs to administration and get yourself registered for some electives—assuming any of them apply to you.”


“Thank you all, for your evaluation,” Declan bowed his head respectfully at the young magi. Relief flooded the adept as he stepped into the hall, joined shortly by jubilation. 


He’d made adept! The mage did a little dance in the empty hall. He almost couldn’t believe his display had worked; what kind of adept had millions of Bouls of shift? Archmages couldn’t even accomplish such a feat. Declan was just beginning to consider the risks involved in so blatantly displaying his ability when a voice made him jump. 


“Denizens of Tower Vestriam,” it began. The adept immediately recognized Christof’s commanding baritone. The announcement must’ve been being transmitted from somewhere else in the Tower, for just like in his practice room the voice seemed be emanate from everywhere at once. 


“I have an unfortunate announcement,” the archmage continued, “King Julian Hastrand has begun preparations for a campaign in Poulsia come the end of Winter. Teralia is going to war.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










DECLAN AWOKE TO a furious knocking. Stumbling out of bed to open the door, the first thing the adept noticed was the shadow cast across Eric’s face. He barely had a chance to wonder why the journeyman would come knocking at this time of night before the mage explained.


“Christof is gone.”


The best Declan’s groggy mind could do was, “…What?”


Eric pushed his way into the room, closing the door behind him. “King Julian called all the archmages to Reondar to prepare for the war. Christof left right after making the announcement.”


“I—um—ok,” Declan stuttered, “why didn’t he say anything? And why are you here?”


“The archmage’s presence helps keep everyone in line; if people think he’s still here they won’t act against his wishes. I’m here because the research committee knows. With Christof gone…”


“Shit.”


“Shit is right. Pack your things, we don’t have much time. I’m going to go wake up Daniel.”


“What does Daniel have to do with it?”


“Just cause you’re the scariest doesn’t mean they won’t go after Antony’s other projects. Now hurry.” Eric ducked back out into the hall, leaving Declan once again alone in the dark room. Were it not for the footsteps outside the adept might’ve thought he’d dreamt the whole exchange. As it was he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and got to work. 


The first step was to empty his pack of the assorted books and school supplies. He kept a set of pencils, his notebook, and the old bestiary from Croveus Manor. Next went in both his sets of traveling clothes, which had been cleaned and neatly folded in his wardrobe for the past months. 


As nice as his robes were, nobody wore mage robes outside the Towers unless they were on official business. The bright red would draw too much attention, and his gray adept robes hadn’t yet been delivered. As he stuffed his worn cloak into the bag, Declan fought down memories of the rough road to Krispins. 


Of all the things he’d brought to Tower Vestriam, only the knife had seen use. He’d need everything now. The final addition to the bulging pack was the 168 silver the mage had to his name. The seventeen tutoring sessions had been well worth it. 


Declan shouldered his pack and stepped out into the quiet hall. It was dark, the manalights dimmed in the late hour. While he waited for the others, the adept leaned against the old cobblestone wall. He would miss this room. Sure it wasn’t the plush adept quarters the likes of Ian enjoyed, but it was away from the watchful eyes of the gossips, and it was uniquely his. As the mage’s thoughts began to shift towards the future, he was pulled form his reverie by Eric’s return with a sleepy redhead in tow. 


“Got everything? Good, let’s go,” the journeyman instructed. Eric took the lead as the three mages stepped out onto the marble steps and began their journey down. 


“Where are we going? What’s the plan?” Declan spoke in hushed tones; the last thing he wanted was to wake anyone up. 


“Antony will explain. He’s waiting for us up ahead.”


Declan fought down the urge to make a quip about ‘up ahead’ actually being ‘down.’ Now was not the time for bad jokes. The adept’s mind wandered as they descended; where could they go that was safe? 


His best chance at hiding would be someplace nobody knew what he could do, but that would mean giving up practicing magic. He was loathe to do that; magic was all he had. Towers were by far the best place to study though, and he was sure it wouldn’t be long before every Tower-master in Teralia had heard of him. Maybe outside of the kingdom then? 


Declan’s thoughts were interrupted when the mages rounded the bend to reveal Leskelian impatiently waiting on the landing outside his office.


“Took you long enough. Well, let’s be off. We have a schedule to meet.” Without pause, the grand magus took off down the stairs, leaving the others to scurry after him. What schedule? Declan was getting frustrated with the lack of information. 


He would’ve moved to voice his concern but the breakneck pace Leskelian set left little room for anything other than navigating the spiral stairs. Come to think of it, the adept was quite impressed by the old researcher’s ability to descend so quickly. The pace, however, stopped in its tracks when the group heard a voice echoing around the bend. With care, they crept onward.




“Into the wilds, ’tis time to flee,


We follow where he flies,


The Nothing Mage such danger brings,


To hear their sorry cries.”




Declan’s feelings were mixed. On the one hand, the last thing he needed right now was more confusion. On the other, Edward was probably the last person people would believe if he chose to rat them out. Eric had a different thought.


“D…did he know we were coming?”


“Look at his eyes,” Daniel whispered the answer, “he’s scrying us.” It took the redhead’s comment for Declan to notice, but there was a violet glow in the air. If he looked closely as he peaked around the bend he could see Edward’s eyes were the source. 


“Scrying magic can’t pass through Tower walls any more than other frequencies. Why is he even awake right now? The healers are supposed to be watching him…” the journeyman trailed off when the glow disappeared and Edward stopped repeating the verse and turned to face them.


“Is it time to go then?” Declan’s heart stopped. That voice didn’t belong to the ragged, panicked, rambling figure before him. It was Edward’s voice. The Edward he’d grown up with. But that wasn’t quite right either; Edward’d always had a sort of frenetic energy about him. Declan had never seen the boy this calm. In a single motion, the bandaged figure pulled open the thick wooden door and spoke again, “shall we?”


The party stood frozen. Declan had to force his gaze away from violet mage to look askance at the grand magus. Leskelian’s words only added to the confusion, “that—um—that is our floor.”


Daniel was the first to move; with a shrug the redhead stepped onto the landing and passed through the open doorway. Leskelian followed. Eric hung back a moment, sharing a confused look with Declan. 


I guess we’re just going with it, the adept thought as he also stepped through. Once everyone was out of the stairwell, Edward joined them, allowing the door to close behind him. Without missing a beat, the violet mage crossed the room to where Leskelian argued in hushed tones with an exhausted looking magus.


“You told me just four,” the portal mage insisted. “A fifth is gonna take a whole extra battery. People will ask questions if too much goes missing.” Without a word Edward reached into his robe and handed something to the tired mage. 


Declan could just make out the glimmer of gold in the dim evening light. How the victim had managed to get his hands on gold was too much for the adept’s already overworked brain. He would parse through this later. “Alright, fine,” the magus continued, “let’s get this over with so I can at least get some sleep.”


Any other time Declan would’ve been thrilled to get such a close look at the transporter. The stone platform had a five foot diameter, almost every inch of which was covered in inscriptions. Carved into rock were three fist-sized indents, two of which held large pieces of inscribed silver. 


Those must be the ‘batteries’ he mentioned, the adept thought. As Edward stepped into the center of the enchanted platform, the portal mage leaned down and placed his hand in the third indent. There was no glow or hum of mana as Edward suddenly disappeared, reminding Declan that the spatial magic operated just below the visible frequency. 


It took the magus several minutes to recover enough mana for the next traveler. One by one the party disappeared into the transporter, until Leskelian urged Declan forward. The adept didn’t even notice the spell being cast. He blinked and he was somewhere else. Specifically, that somewhere else was the paired transporter on the Tower’s ground floor. 


Once he’d stepped off the platform to make space for the next arrival, Declan noted two things. The first was the absence of guards, administrators, or any of the other staff that had been milling about when he’d first passed through. The second was an unexpected face.


“Declan!” Mia greeted the adept with the loudest whisper he’d ever heard. “It is good to see you made it.”


“Good—um—morning, Mia. What are you doing here?”


“Going with you of course,” the girl turned to show off her own stuffed pack—no doubt filled more with books than supplies. “Teralia just declared war on my homeland, it isn’t safe for me here any more.”


Well that confirms my ‘leaving the kingdom’ theory, Declan thought as he remembered Mia was from Pylt, one of the Poulsian City States. He hoped her family would be ok. For similar reasons, the adept hoped they wouldn’t be traveling to the girl’s home; if safety was the goal, a war zone was the worst possible option. When Leskelian stepped off the platform to join them, Declan eagerly listened.


“Ok,” the researcher began, “it looks like everyone’s here. We don’t have much time before the streets start to fill so I’m going to have to make this quick. It isn’t safe for you here anymore. It likely isn’t safe anywhere in Teralia. As long as we’re at war people will think Mia’s a spy, and people will come looking for Declan, either to put an end to their supposed ‘threat’ or to try and recruit him. The problem is I can’t tell which. Since Teralia’s closest neighbor is about to be a hostile state, I’m sending you to the next best thing: neutral ground. How much do you know about Lethis?”


It was Mia who spoke first, “Enough to know it may be neutral but it isn’t ‘ground.’”


“Very funny,” Leskelian remarked, “but you’re right. Technically Lethis isn’t ground; it’s sea.”


The comment jogged Declan’s memory; he’d read about the place in Tales of the Towers. Officially the Tower there was considered neutral territory because it was smack dab in the middle of the Asharrian Sea. Nobody’s borders reached into the water itself. 


The more the adept thought about it, the better an option it seemed. Towers were perfect hiding places due to their natural protection against scrying magic, and Declan did desperately want to continue his training. Lethis was just accessible enough to be a reasonable goal while still being isolated enough that the mages there wouldn’t be in contact with the Teralian Magi. There was one problem.


“How are we going to get there?” Daniel inquired.


“Once you’re out of the city you’ll take the road along the Eastern bank of Lake Porfin. Getting into the Red Hills is your first priority. Once you’re there you can keep out of sight as you make your way to the Asharrian. There’s a fishing village at the mouth of the Patir; use this to charter a boat.” The grand magus handed over a purse. “When you get to Lethis, look for Andrea Kaine. She’ll help you out.”


It was Declan’s turn to ask a question, “What about you?”


“I’ll be ok,” Leskelian assured. “They’ll give me a slap on the wrist and probably make me teach again. I can’t continue my research anyway with you two gone. I won’t leave if that’s what you’re asking. Vestriam is my home.”


The adept nodded, confident the researcher knew what he was doing. He was about to ask about Eric when the journeyman called from his position peaking out the main door, “They’re here!”


“What?” The confusion in Daniel’s voice was evident. Leskelian really did a poor job of explaining the details of his plan. “Who’s they?”


“Antony you son-of-a-bitch, come on out!” The booming voice from outside did two things. First, it killed any sense of secrecy the grand magus had been fostering. Second, it reminded Declan of a certain giant he’d traveled with before. His suspicions were confirmed when the man himself, clad in his ever-present gleaming plate armor, stepped into the chamber.


“Guthrie, my friend, thank you dearly for the assistance,” Leskelian greeted the steel mage. Turning back to the group of confused students, the researcher explained: “Guthrie here is your ticket out of the city. He runs a local caravan so nobody will look twice when he rides out of town with a full wagon.”


“I’m happy to have you all,” the man announced before turning to Declan. “You still owe me that bout. My daughter keeps saying I shouldn’t but there’s no way I’d miss such an opportunity!”


The adept was midway through asking, “Your daugh-“ when Robin stepped into view.


“Hi guys!” The girl was energetic as ever, contrary everyone else’s varied states of sleep deprivation. Declan wasn’t the only one to stare open-mouthed at father and daughter. Sure, their faces were vaguely similar, and they were both steel mages, but Declan couldn’t fathom how the seven-foot-tall Guthrie had managed to father the petite Robin. 


The adept didn’t even stop to wonder why this of all things was hard to believe, especially with Edward standing right next to him. 


“Best get moving, everyone. Time marches inexorably forward!” As out-of-place as it may have been, Leskelian’s prompting was just what the group needed to begin filing out of the Tower. On his way out, Declan stopped to hug the old man.


“Thank you. For everything. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”


“Probably leaving Krispins to go join the army,” the researcher snorted. “Thank you. This was a two-way arrangement after all. Even if they don’t see it now, you were and still are a huge boon to the research community. Good luck out there.”


The grand magus stayed behind as the party stepped out into the snow. Declan startled when it crunched under his boot. It had been mid summer when he’d arrived at Tower Vestriam; for some reason he’d expected it would be the same when he left. 


The adept shook his head at the foolishness. He knew the date after all, and he was well aware it snowed in Vestriam. Strange what being isolated up in a Tower can do to one’s perception of the world. Looking up, Declan watched his fellow escapees climb into the wagon with a single exception. Once he’d deposited his bag, Eric turned back. The adept stepped up to the man who’d been his closest companion for his stay at the Tower and asked the terrible question.


“What’s wrong?”


It took an enormous force of will for Eric to lift his eyes from the snowy ground and meet Declan’s concerned gaze. “I’m taking Kendra’s offer. I’m so close to magus; I just need to publish what we’ve done and—“


“It’s ok,” Declan’s heart pounded. “I know how important it is to you, to your family.”


“I’ll find you,” Eric reassured, “once I promote I’ll transfer to Lethis; just—“


Declan cut him off by doing the most impulsive, stupid, and wonderful thing he’d ever done: he kissed the man. It took less than a second for the journeyman to overcome his surprise and share in the kiss. It communicated more than words ever could. It told a tale of trust, of longing, and of risks taken too late but nonetheless in time. It was a bastion of warmth in the snowy courtyard, of love in the dead of winter and clouds of war. When at last the adept pulled away, Eric spoke but two words: “be safe.”


“I’ll see you in Lethis.” It was not a hope, but a certainty to the mage. It took an enormous force of will for Declan to tear his eyes away from Eric’s concerned gaze. Trudging through the snow, the adept made his way to the covered wagon to join his traveling companions. As Guthrie tossed the reins and the horses took their first steps away from Tower Vestriam, Declan stuck his head into the falling snow to watch the journeyman disappear into dark entryway. 



* * *


And so he fled the Tower high,

Escaping from the coup,

To travel North in dead of night,

What trouble he would brew.

-The Saga of The Nothing Mage










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










DECLAN SHIVERED IN his rough cloak. As essential as the old thing had been for his journey so far, it was made for warmer climates. The wooden wagon ambled through the dark streets of Vestriam. 


As much as the layer of snow upon the cobblestone helped smooth the journey, the escapees were still regularly jostled by random rocks or potholes. Declan lost track of the twists and turns of the city, his exhausted mind occupied with other matters. 


Eric was the most immediate. The adept couldn’t tell where the adrenaline of their escape ended and his emotions began. He didn’t know if his pounding heart and impulsive action were the result of genuine feelings or the high stress environment. He didn’t know if Eric felt similarly or had just been taken up by the moment. There were a lot of things he did not know. 


He was, however, cognizant enough to recognize none of these questions would be answered tonight; there were more pressing mysteries to be solved. Chief among them was the bandaged figure curled into a fetal position to his left. Edward whimpered. 


What happened to him? Declan wondered. The adept could almost excuse Edward’s presence on the landing—he’d run into the violet mage randomly on the stairs before. The last time, however, he’d been his usually muttering self. As confusing as the ramblings were they, too were excusable. 


The mage had heard tales of injured soldiers coming home broken like that; divines knew what he’d done to Edward counted as trauma. Nothing though, explained that night’s behavior. Whatever had overtaken the boy was gone; only the scared victim remained. Declan was considering nudging the mage awake to ask a few questions when the wagon came to a halt.


“Alright everyone, come on out!” Guthrie’s volume was jarring. Declan stepped out of the wagon to find not the bank of the Porfin, but a gloomy warehouse. Crates of goods stacked to reach the high ceiling, their labels unreadable in the sparse light. 


Before the adept could ask, the caravan master explained, “we’re going to hole up here for the night. Try and get some sleep. There’s going to be a brief window just after sunrise between when the Eastern gate opens and any word from the Tower has a chance to reach it. That’s our goal.” 


Robin dug through a nearby crate to pull out a few bundles of cloth. The man continued, “Best get out of those robes; we’ll have an easier time if you look like farmers who’ve hitched a ride.” Obediently Declan accepted his bundle and stepped behind a stack of crates to change. 


When he returned to view in the woolen trousers, white linen shirt, and ill-fitting jerkin, the adept noticed Robin fruitlessly trying to coax Edward out of the wagon. “Let ‘im be,” Guthrie ordered in the softest voice Declan’d ever heard out of the giant. “He at least looks more like a cripple than a runaway mage.” So much for softness. 


Guthrie took up the duty of watch while the former students slept. Or at least tried to sleep. Despite both his old cloak and a newer winter coat he’d scavenged from among the bundles of clothes, the stone floor was cold. Even were it not for the suboptimal sleeping conditions, Declan was the antithesis of relaxed. And so he waited. 


The night was long and fearful. Several times the adept jolted upright at the sounds of passerby before Guthrie confirmed they were not Tower mages come to take him away. He could see Daniel flinching at the noises too; sleep was a blessing few among them would receive. 


It was still dark when Guthrie roused the group. The steel behemoth guided the young mages back into the wagon—except for Edward, who’d never left—and retook his position at the reins. As they ambled through the streets of Vestriam, Declan could spot the beginnings of sunrise passing through the gaps in the wooden walls. 


When the carriage came to a stop, a muffled discussion wafted into the enclosed space. It wasn’t long before the sound of coin changing hands followed, and the wagon continued its journey. Declan exhaled. He hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath. The bumpy ride evened out as the road transitioned from the rough cobble to packed, frozen dirt. Mia even went back to sleep. 


The hours passed in uneventful silence; Declan spent the time in meditation. Even if he couldn’t practice his spellwork, the adept refused to let the unexpected trip block all his progress. Finally, the wagon came to a halt, and the escapees stepped outside. Declan squinted as he surveyed their surroundings, eyes too accustomed to the dark interior of the wagon. 


The Red Hills were anything but. A blanket of alabaster coated the landscape, glistening in the midday sun. Behind them the Tower dominated the horizon, the city of Vestriam a red smudge at its base. 


Again, Guthrie spoke while Robin rooted through a crate of supplies. “We’re not stopping for long; just wanted a chance to eat something.” The smaller of the two steel mages handed out wrapped bundles of bread and cheese; from the sounds emanating from the wagon, even Edward partook. 


Unfortunately, Guthrie kept to his word, and the mages soon had to return to the dimness and stale air of the carriage. And so they traveled. Declan could tell from the sudden jolt when they left the road, continuing on into the untamed parts of the Hills. 


The hours passed as the wagon rolled inexorably forward. The mages sat in silence. Edward maintained his frightened demeanor, never once turning or looking directly at Declan. Mia read from one her books—a feat that impressed Declan to no end given the sparse light. 


Daniel looked to be making another attempt at sleep, a task the adept emulated to limited success. Declan sat on the wooden bed of the wagon, leaning back against a crate of supplies. The mage would tell you he didn’t sleep, yet it felt like only an hour before the sunlight darkened and the carriage rolled to a halt. Again the mages filed out of the wagon. Robin even managed to successfully coax Edward to his feet. 


Their need for stealth barred the group from having a fire, not that there was any wood nearby to burn. Luckily, Guthrie was prepared. “This oughta keep us plenty warm,” the man exclaimed as he pulled a two-foot diameter stone from the back of the cart. 


Setting it down onto the snow, the giant placed his hand on it before a sequence of bright red lines appeared on the device’s surface. Within moments the whole area was a toasty oasis in the desert of snow. “Divines, I love this thing,” the man exclaimed. “Got it for a steal too! Merchant was almost excited to get rid of it.”


Probably cause you’re the only one who can lift the thing, Declan mused. Sure there were plenty of spells for moving heavy objects, but it was so much easier to just enchant a smaller stone. 


Robin once again distributed the meal, which for the evening included dried meats. Declan couldn’t tell from which animal they came, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. As the party supped, Guthrie broke some unpleasant news: “This’ll be as far as I take you.” 


The adept’s shoulders slumped. As unpleasant as the wagon had been, it was infinitely better than walking. Beyond that, Guthrie’d brought all of the supplies, and he at least seemed to know where they were going. 


The steel mage answered Declan’s questions before they were even asked. “If I’m gone too long after you all go missing people get suspicious. As much as I’d give up to keep you safe, my men can’t afford to lose their jobs if I get shut down. Don’t worry though; Robin has agreed to guide you the rest of the way to Belstead. She knows these hills well. Antony’s already paid me for the clothes and supplies, so you’re welcome to whatever you can carry. 


“One last thing,” the man turned to address Declan, “before I leave tomorrow morning, I want that bout. Actually,” back to the group at whole, “I’ll take all comers. Never know when you’ll learn the trick that saves your life one day.” The man sat and the group supped. 


When the meal was complete, the steel mage stepped away to go rummage through the wagon. As he did, Declan turned to Robin. “It’s wild to me that Guthrie’s your father,” he commented. 


“Yeah, we’re pretty different,” the petite mage replied, shifting somewhat away from him. “I didn’t know you knew him until a few days ago.”


“I rode in his caravan from Krispins.”


“Yeah, he told me. Said the grand magus set you up.”


“Oh huh, that’s right. Didn’t you say they used to work together?”


Robin nodded. “Back in the Wolf Wars. Da fought under the grand magus for over a year. He has an incredible amount of respect for the man.” They both turned to watch as the steel mage stepped away from the wagon. The target of his search turned out to be a lute, which the giant immediately set to tuning. 


“He plays?” Declan inquired, “how come I never heard him on the trip to Vestriam?”


“He’s still learning,” came the reply. “He doesn’t like to play in front of his men. He’d never admit it, but I think he’s embarrassed.”


A lilting country tune drifted across the camp. The song stuttered every once in a while whenever Guthrie played the wrong note, but it was pleasant nonetheless. It reminded Declan of the musician that had played at The Climber’s Reprieve on the night of his birthday. So much joy had come from such a simple thing. 


He must’ve been staring as he thought back to the eve of festivities, because once Guthrie finished his third song he addressed the adept, “Do you want to try?”


Declan froze. He’d received a very limited music education at Croveus Manor, none of which included the lute. It was a peasant’s instrument after all. His apprehension was visible, for the giant followed up, “Come here; I’ll teach you.” Hesitantly the adept stood, making his way over to stand beside the sitting mass of armor. 


Guthrie handed him the lute. The instrument was bigger than it looked, especially compared to how it’d seemed in the steel mage’s hands. With care, the gregarious giant instructed Declan. First he learned the proper way to hold the instrument, followed by fingerings for the most basic chords. It wasn’t twenty minutes before the adept’s fingers were sore from the strain, and yet they continued. 


By the time the lesson had finished, Declan could shakily strum out a simplified version of The Hills are High. 


As he handed the instrument back to its owner, the adept half-joked, “I take it this isn’t a part of the whole ‘take whatever you can carry’ offer?”


Guthrie laughed. “No, but I’ll tell you what: it’s yours if you can take me down tomorrow morning. I expect a good fight.” Declan hesitantly nodded. He hoped the man would at least take it easy on him. He may have been on a few hunts, but compared to the giant’s battle experience Declan was as green as they came. 


The two bid their goodnights, and while Guthrie lay down next to the firestone to sleep, the adept snuck away from the wagon with his notebook. Venturing behind the nearest hill, the young mage wrapped himself in his two cloaks before getting to work. It was well into the night by the time he could cast the spell without triggering Eric’s bell, and an hour further before he felt confident enough to do so in the heat of battle. 


He only hoped no one noticed the flashes of yellow light on the snowy horizon. 



* * *


Declan was the last member of their band to wake. The consecutive nights of limited sleep were taking a toll on the young mage. He hoped they’d been worth it. The adept rubbed his eyes and set to helping pack up the camp—a quick task given their relatively light travel. In the process, assorted supplies were distributed amongst the four packs. 


Declan’s was assigned a portion of the food as well as a blanket, some rope, and a spare knife. Edward received nothing, the party unanimously deciding the infirm mage shouldn’t be trusted to carry important supplies. Once the packs were, well, packed, the practice bouts began. Robin was first, eager to show off what she’d learned at the Tower to her father. 


The mages drew a 30-foot circle in the snow, into which both mages stepped. Daniel called the bout to begin, and immediately Robin’s hands glowed silver. Everything from the earrings the girl wore to the belt buckle at her waist took flight, reforming into blunted pellets. Declan was sure in a real fight they would be razor sharp. 


At once the metal pieces shot through the air to meet the charging goliath. Guthrie was completely unfazed. 


The man was quick in his thick armor, and as he surged forward his chest plate took on a glow of its own, a piece ripping away to meet the girl’s attack. At the last moment, Robin gestured, and Guthrie’s metal shield deformed to allow one of the pellets through. The man was quick. 


Without hesitation, the giant’s pauldrons reshaped to extend over his face, blocking the attack. Seconds later, the huge man had crossed the circle, his bracer extended into a dull blade at his daughter’s throat.


“I yield!” The girl declared. Guthrie’s armor retook its normal shape as the man extended a hand. Robin shook it.


“Excellent bout! They did teach you a thing or two up there!”


“Not enough it seems,” the girl pouted. 


“Oh, don’t fret. I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have.” The giant clapped his daughter on the back. Declan was astounded the petite mage didn’t go flying at the gesture. 


Daniel turned down the steel mage’s offer of a duel, and Mia declared she wasn’t one for needless violence, so it was Declan’s turn next. 


The adept was nervous as he stepped into the ring; given the man’s speed he’d only get one shot at this. The chance to witness the previous bout was a great boon, both because he’d learned about the mage’s fighting style and because his gentle treatment of Robin helped calm the adept’s worries. Even so, Declan’s heart pounded as Daniel counted down the start of the fight.


The formula was clear in Declan’s mind by the time his friend had reached ‘two.’ It was a simple spell, just shifting his mana to a favorable—and safe—element and unleashing a concentrated beam. 


When the redhead’s count hit zero, Declan fired. 


Immediately an arc of yellow lightning burst from the adept’s outstretched hand to meet the giant’s armor. The thing about grey magic, was that the only effective way to stop it was with metal of one’s own. 


The adept knew well he had no chance against the man in a battle of steel, but his armor had an important weakness: lightning. Declan’s spell connected, and within milliseconds it had conducted through the armor to strike the man within. Shaking violently, the giant fell. For a moment Declan’s heart froze, restarting when the armored colossus slowly stood and let out a great laugh.


“Well done, well done! I should’ve known you’d have something up your sleeve.” Trodding over, Declan shook the man’s hand. “Thank you for the bout. I do believe I owe you one lute.” The adept beamed as Guthrie stepped past him towards the wagon. 


Declan was oblivious to the shocked looks from his compatriots, all his attention spent on the caravan-master as he returned with the prize. The adept graciously accepted the instrument, profusely thanking the steel mage as he strapped it to his back. 


Bouts complete, the group began their farewells. Once hands had been shaken, hugs given, and goodbyes bid, the five mages parted ways with the cheerful giant. As Robin took the lead, Mia turned to ask the question on everyone’s mind:


“Since when are you a lightning mage?”


Declan didn’t miss a beat before voicing his reply: “Since last night.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










ALEXIS ABERNATH AND Kat Sendria were inseparable from the day they were born. Indlestead was a small village. The two girls were the only children of their age, but they made do playing with each other. 


When they were five, Kat gave Alexis one of the bunnies from the nest she’d found. 


When they were eleven, Alexis taught Kat how to braid her hair in her favorite style. When they were seventeen, the two girls left Indlestead together to study at Tower Stretika. 


The road to Reondar was long, but the Pinnacles stood tall, a beacon guiding the way to fame and glory. Or so the girls thought. The military Tower was expert at shattering illusions, a service Privates Alexis and Kat would promptly receive. 


Conditions were tough and the work was hard. There were no staff at Tower Stretika, only the hard work of the recruits who studied there. Through long days of scrubbing floors, washing dishes, and studying magic, the girls supported each other. 


“Forever forward,” they would say. In passing or in conversation, the phrase was a reminder of why they came and who they wanted to be. There would be no giving up. Graduation was their light at the end of the tunnel; a few years holed up in some garrison killing monsters once in a blue moon, and they would be free. Until finally, the day came. The Privates reached journeyman on the same day, and they were shipped off east together.


Bartle’s Hill was a dreary garrison. It had no Tower; it had no town. All supplies were shipped up the road from Vestriam. The girls made the most of it, always looking forever forward. 


Alexis saved Kat’s life once in an encounter with a wandering traellien. Kat was the maid of honor at Alexis’s wedding to one Corporal Sam Heddings. They didn’t have much at the little garrison; the winters were cold and the summers hot, but they were happy in the relative safety and the company they kept. Then came the orders.


It was Sam’s idea to run, so of course Alexis went with him. It didn’t take much convincing for Kat to follow. In all more than half the garrison at Bartle’s Hill abandoned their posts; they hadn’t signed up for a war. And so they ran. Away from their pasts, away from their duties, and into an uncertain future. But still they were together. Forever forward.



* * *


Declan’s feet hurt. As in shape as the adept may have been from the extensive stair-climbing, he was not accustomed to being on his feet all day. Two days had passed since Guthrie’s departure, and they’d passed slowly. 


Robin led the group generally north, but it was slow going. The party stayed low, always traveling around the hills instead of simply climbing them. Declan wished he’d have a chance to actually scale one; according to Robin you could see for miles from the peaks. All he could see was snow. It amazed the adept that the petite steel mage had any idea where they were, but onward she led. 


Night fell early upon the snowy hills, leaving the group huddled around a pit of melted stone courtesy of Mia’s plasma. None of them could’ve carried Guthrie’s heat stone. Much to his campmates’ unspoken chagrin, Declan practiced his lute in the evenings. It was slow going with no real instruction, but still he plodded forward. 


“So what’s your plan? After we get to Lethis, I mean,” the adept inquired of Mia as they walked. The mage was too focused on plotting his steps through the snow in front of him to see the girl’s consternated expression, but it came across in her voice.


“I…I don’t know. I want to get my family out of Pylt, but it’s too far to reach before the campaign starts. Even if I can get there after the invasion, it’s not like I can make that much of a difference.”


“Will they be targeted? Daniel said they’re librarians, right?”


“My parents, uncle, and older sister are all employed at the Great Library, yes,” Mia answered. “They would never be called to defend the city. However, should the Head Librarian deem it necessary, they can and will be expected to give their lives to defend the Library. If that happens…”


“It won’t,” Declan snapped to reassure the girl. “There’s no way the Kingdom would risk as valuable a resource as the Library. It’s probably the only reason they’d go to Pylt in the first place.”


“I know, it’s just…” she trailed off.


“I get it. I’ve been there. Even if you’re doing everything right and you’re sure things will work out there’s always that nagging doubt. I learned from Christof that the hardest person to convince will always be yourself. Meditation helps, but it doesn’t fix things. You can only do what you can do.”


“I know, I know. It just feels like I can’t do anything.”


“You can though,” Declan pressed. “You can keep yourself safe so they don’t need to worry about you.”


“Yeah, you’re right,” she admitted. They walked in silence for a few minutes before the girl chimed in again, “how did you cast a lightning spell?” 


Declan almost snorted at the girl’s abrupt change of topic. Leave it to Mia to just suddenly start asking questions; of course she would be the first to finally ask about the lightning. Deciding he was well past keeping such things hidden, Declan explained. 


“So I’m sure you’ve heard by now that my mana is super-high frequency, right?” The girl nodded. “Well because of that, given the same quantity, my mana will have a much much lower amplitude than yours. Leskelian has some calculus on the exact conversion rates and such, but compared to yours or anyone else’s, my mana is basically a straight line. It was Eric’s idea to rewrite spell forms to bend that ‘line’ into the shape of other types of mana. The other night I spent hours modifying a basic lightning blast into the right shape for the conversion.”


The adept was forced to trail off as Mia fell behind. Turning around, he saw she’d stopped walking entirely, staring at him with wide eyes. “That’s insane! Do you have any idea—of course you do. Still! That’s basically unlimited shift; you could be the first confirmed sage in history! No wonder the archmage himself was training you.”


“He was actually helping with… something else,” the adept sheepishly replied. As willing as he was to share his abilities with his friends, he didn’t want to worry them further by talking about his Aura. So he changed the subject: “c’mon, we should catch up to the others.” The ploy somewhat worked. They tromped more so than ran through the six inches of snow, but once they’d rejoined the rest of their party, Mia kept asking questions. 


“Can I see your spell forms? Would you consider submitting them to the Library? This is revolutionary. Do you think a regular mage could learn this technique? Maybe that’s the secret to making sage.”


“Oh, um… maybe? It could be possible if someone learned to channel really minuscule quantities of mana, which gets harder the stronger you get. As far as the spells go, I c—“


Declan was interrupted when the hillside before them exploded. Or rather, a patch of the snow coating it exploded to reveal three mages who’d been hiding under it. Five more bursts of snow came in rapid succession. 


“Don’t try anything,” commanded a voice from behind them. “We’ve got you surrounded.” 


The man wasn’t lying. As he looked around, Declan counted eighteen ambushers in all, each standing in a pile of snow in front of a cave mouth. Robin didn’t say anything about caves. Given their situation, the thought was not a pressing one. “Now just lay down your packs and you can be on your way,” the voice continued. 


Declan turned to the speaker. He was a younger man, no older than thirty. His auburn hair and pale eyes spoke of a peasant heritage, but his ragged military uniform spoke of something else. Come to think of it, all of the ambushers wore uniforms in some state of disrepair. Deserters then, Declan shivered. They’d be trained in combat. 


The group could not afford to be robbed. Beyond the loss of valuables such as Eric’s bell or the notebook with all his modified spell forms, without Leskelian’s coin they’d have no way to buy passage to Lethis. The gaunt and tired frames of the former soldiers warned of the futility, but Declan still slipped on his battle face and tried to make a deal.


“My good sir,” he slipped into noble-ese, “we are but innocent travelers through your domain. I would be happy to negotiate a… tax for the privilege of our passing, but I’m afraid we cannot part with our supplies.” Declan stared the man down. 


Seconds passed in palpable silence as the leader met the adept’s gaze. Declan analyzed the man and his compatriots—at least those in front of him. The bandit leader was flanked by two women, each with a hand extended ready to cast. 


He noted how they shook. They’re nervous! We must be some of their first victims. Maybe that was a good thing. It still gave the adept pause—jumpy bandits were more likely to turn a theft into a killing. 


“I think we’ll take it all,” the man gave his response. “You can find work back in Vestriam if you’re so desperate. By your voice it sounds like you’ve got powerful friends.”


Shit, Declan thought behind his icy mask. “My lord, I beg of you,” the adept began, extending his hands placatingly. The gesture was not well received. 


“He’s casting!” Came the shout. Most of the bandits were slow to react, but the two women at the leader’s side leapt into action. The first immediately raised a wall of snow between Declan and her group. The second leapt the snowbank and charged. 


The adept could see the wild and scared look in the woman’s eyes as her hands came alight with flame. The mage didn’t even think. Day after day of hunts in Tower Vestriam had honed his instincts, and the attacker’s given element launched him into action. He fired a Dart. 


The woman was dead by the time anyone knew what was happening. Seconds passed. The scattered bandits stared at their fallen compatriot. Moments later, the snowy shield fell and a screech filled the air. “KAT!” The other woman extended a hand at Declan, sending a bolt of ice which he deflected with a gust of wind. 


“Alexis, stop!” The leader urged, grabbing the ice mage from behind and restraining her hands. 


Bandits and victims alike stared on as the woman cried. “They killed her, Sam.” Tears streamed down her wretched face. “They killed her, they killed her, they KILLED HER!” Alexis howled. 


Declan’s heart was frozen by the wails, but now was not the time to feel. Now was the time to act. The adept turned to address the scattered groups of deserters, and he lied. As truthful as the words may be, to Declan they were the blackest of lies. 


They had to be. 


“Does anyone else want to try? I’ll take all comers! I’ll even promise a quick death,” the mage threatened. “Well? Does anyone want to join their fallen comrade?” Declan’s heart pounded, but he kept a firm grip on his battle face. He could show no weakness here. 


One by one, the frightened bandits lowered their hands. A few even kneeled. The adept had to hide his surprise at the success of his ploy. He couldn’t reveal his relief at both keeping his party safe and avoiding more blood on his hands. Instead he turned back to the deserters’ leader, praying his intimidation worked on the man who mattered most. 


Sam still held the crying Alexis in his arms, restraining and comforting the woman as he met Declan’s gaze. Almost too softly to hear, the man spoke: “What are you?”


“They call me the nothing mage,” the adept announced in the most intimidating voice he could muster. “You have made a grave mistake attacking me and mine, but I am the forgiving type.”


“W—what do you want?”


“I am no common thief,” Declan spat the word. “I demand but a cave in which to weather the coming night and passage through these lands. Be warned,” he gestured to the corpse, “she was lucky. There are for more gruesome ends I can grant should you betray my generosity.”


“A—as you wish, lord nothing mage,” Sam stuttered before barking orders. “Albert, clear out the northern cave. You’ll bunk with Johnson tonight.” Declan had to give the frightened deserter credit; through all of this he hadn’t stopped comforting the mourning Alexis. Nevertheless, the adept kept his eyes on the leader while the men behind him executed his request. Robin whispered in his ear. 


“You’re going to trust them? Are you crazy? We can’t sleep here, they’re bandits; they’ll slit our throats!”


“They aren’t evil, Robin,” the adept quietly answered. “They’re desperate. They’re desperate and scared. As long as they’re more scared of me than they are of starvation we’ll be fine. I’ll keep watch. If they do attack us, a cave is much more defensible than this open space. I’d rather they come at us then than while we’re traveling.” 


The girl quietly accepted Declan’s logic. She may not agree with his decisions, but they had little choice now. The adept surprised the group again when the cave was ready by turning his back on the group of bandits and confidently striding into the hill. His party quickly followed. 


The cave was not as deep as Declan would’ve liked. The red stone glimmered in the snow-reflected sunlight, and around the one corner there was only wall. At least there was a corner; it was nice to have somewhere out of sight for his party-members to sleep. 


The nothing mage sat on the cold ground, leaning against the wall opposite the entrance. He could watch the deserters from here. They didn’t do much of interest, simply speaking to each other in hushed tones before each returning to their various caves. Declan could make out the glimmer of fear in their eyes as they dragged away Kat’s body. 


Through it all he kept his battle face; there would be time for guilt later. For now he watched. The crimson bloodstone contrasted heavily with the ivory blanket that covered it. The adept could only imagine what the Hills must look like in the summer, sunlight sparkling on the brilliant stone. 


The group supped in nervous silence. As he wolfed down the meager serving of bread and cheese, Declan never once lowered his gaze from the cave’s entrance. There would be no lute practice tonight. Instead he held the orchid in his mind as he kept his vigil. He ignored Robin’s scared looks and Mia’s questioning gaze. He cast aside Edward’s quiet muttering, and he refused to think about Kat charging with her hands ablaze. The singe on his chest had long faded. 


And so the night passed. Scared as his friends may be, Declan’s traveling companions couldn’t help but appreciate sleeping under the shelter of the cave. The adept himself got no sleep. He kept his vigil, staring out into the darkness, and he fought. He fought down his fear and his guilt. He fought to uphold his lie, and above all, he fought to remember that it was a lie.



* * *


Beware, oh friend, the Nothing Mage,

The man himself a blight,

With magic cursed and spells unseen,

That none can stand and fight.

—The Saga of The Nothing Mage










CHAPTER THIRTY










THE FIRST GLIMMERS of sunrise were just peeking in through the mouth of the cave when Declan roused his companions. He noticed Robin flinched when he woke her, and resolved to speak with her later. In short order, even Edward was on his feet, still rambling under his breath. They did not stop for breakfast. 


The nothing mage led his party out of the cave and into the small valley outside. There was no sign of the deserters. Their caves had once again been closed up by packed snow—a feature Declan could spot now he knew what to look for. The fact none of them had made a move in the night gave the mage confidence in their escape this morning. Unsure where there might be eyes, Declan maintained his facade as the group walked.


It wasn’t until the bright winter sun was deep into its daily journey that the adept dropped his battle face. Immediately the mage was flooded with every emotion he’d so expertly hidden. He vomited. Not that it did him much good given his empty stomach. 


He’d killed a woman. 


He’d killed a woman, and it had been easy. 


He retched. Alexis’s tortured wails echoed through his head. He closed his eyes and Sam’s terrified stare greeted him. He clutched Eric’s bell, the cool metal granting what comfort it could. It was Daniel’s voice that brought him back to reality.


“You saved us there,” the redhead stated. “There’s no way we would’ve made it to Lethis without our supplies.”


Declan dragged himself upright. “She didn’t have to die. I could’ve—“


“You couldn’t,” Daniel cut him off. “Three seconds. That’s the time you had. She was charging at you with intent to kill, and you had every right to stop her. You had three seconds to stop not just her but every other bandit in that valley. And by the divines you did it. I couldn’t’ve. Neither could Mia’s plasma, Robin’s steel, and certainly not whatever Edward does. Hells, we were as paralyzed as the bandits were. 


“In three seconds, you managed to do the exact right thing to get us out of there. Any other approach, any hesitation and the rest of them would’ve charged. It is a divines fucked miracle that we got out of there with so little bloodshed. So thank you for saving us.”


The redhead extended his hand, and Declan stepped forward to shake it. The words helped. They didn’t banish the horrid memories, but made it easier to ignore them. To keep walking. And keep walking they did. When the time came for Robin to distribute lunch from the assorted packs between which the food was scattered, Declan turned the offer down. He wasn’t hungry. 


The adept did his best to keep positive. He replayed Daniel’s argument in his head, wielding it as a sword against the demon guilt. He leaned on the comforting weight of Eric’s bell against his chest, and he rested in the shelter of the pristine orchid. It worked to an extent. 


He’d never forget the image of Kat’s body lying cold in the snow, but with every step he took away from the wretched caves, the more distant the memories grew. By mid-afternoon, Declan had mustered up enough confidence to finally ask of Robin the question that had been plaguing him.


“Are we ok?” He inquired, the two having fallen back at his gesture to talk in private. Robin still kept several feet from the adept, but they were close enough to converse at a comfortable volume. 


“I—um—what do you mean?” 


“I don’t want you to be scared of me,” he stated simply. As the girl replied, not once did she meet Declan’s gaze.


“It’s not that I’m scared I just—I don’t know. After the Tribunal there were all these rumors. ‘Declan made a deal with a demon,’ ‘Declan’s magic is cursed,’ ‘Declan’s unstoppable,’ ‘Declan curses people to a painful death,’ and I knew, I knew, that they were bullshit. Because I knew you. To me you were always that scared novice staring frozen at Dewie across the cafeteria. 


“Then I heard what happened to Dewie and Edward, and I knew why he threw that icicle at you. Hells, in a way it was justified. But you didn’t stop being you. At your birthday party you were just another student, laughing and dancing and drinking like the rest of us. I…didn’t tell anybody where I went that night. I didn’t want people to think I was fraternizing with the evil ‘Nothing Mage.’ And then… life just kind of went on. I was too busy to really see you much, and I know you were busy too, then the grand magus sent me a note to give to my dad. 


“I was terrified when dad said he wanted to fight you. I tried to stop him. Whatever I told him about Dewie or the Tribunal or the rumors, he just kept saying ‘then it’ll be a good bout!’ But then the bout happened and he was fine. You didn’t curse him or just shoot right through his steel. You did something so much better and so much worse: you pulled an entirely new element out of nowhere. 


“Declan, do you have any idea how terrifying that is? As scary as the stories were, at least I had an idea what you could do. Now I have no idea what you’re capable of. But you were still Declan. You were still that apprentice I danced with on his birthday. Then yesterday you weren’t. 


“And I know everything Daniel said was right. I know you did everything perfectly back there, but you didn’t see the look on your face. The novice from the cafeteria was gone. There was no fear, no anger, no remorse, no humanity in your eyes. Just stone. I’m sorry. You are my friend, Declan. In my mind I know you would never hurt any of us. It’s just taking the rest of me a while to remember that too.”


The two walked in silence as Declan processed the girl’s speech. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I shouldn’t have let your dad rope me into the bout. I wasn’t thinking about how that might affect you. You’ve basically seen everything I can do at this point. My Darts are invisible and go through things and I can inefficiently shift to other frequencies. That’s really it. I—um—understand. I scare me too sometimes.”


The steel mage let out a brief laugh. “C’mon, we’re gonna lose the others.” The two raced to catch up with the rest of their party. Declan was a little put off by Robin’s abrupt end to the conversation, but he figured now was not the time to press her. The adept processed as they walked.


The first thought of note was that he hadn’t known his battle face affected people like that. Maybe that was the point. His ‘father’ had always said the greatest battles were not fought in the field but in the courts and offices of the ruling class. Keeping one’s emotions on a tight leash was important in such places. 


In an actual field of battle things like rage could even be beneficial. He supposed the outward calm he projected would be unnerving in of itself in such high-stakes environments. Declan’s musings were interrupted when he stayed too close to Edward and picked up a few words of the man’s muttering. “…Collar him… with blood…”


Curiosity piqued, the adept pulled even closer, leaning in to hear the mumbled words. As in the Tower, the violet mage was repeating a single verse.




“Twas thrice they tried to collar him,


To use, to take, to kill,


With law, with blood, with tales untold,


No man could match his will.”




What in hells is he on about, Declan wondered. At least the last verse about leaving the Tower had made sense. The adept couldn’t recall a single time somebody had tried to ‘collar’ him, unless he counted the Tribunal. But those were shackles, not a collar. And the magi on the Tribunal hadn’t tried to use him for anything, except maybe as evidence against Leskelian. 


Even if it counted, that was only once. He might not even be talking about me, the mage considered. Just because Edward had mentioned ‘the nothing mage,’ in his first verse weeks ago didn’t mean the rest were about him. For all Declan knew he’d missed hundreds of verses between the three he’d managed to actually hear. Even then, it was still entirely possible the traumatized mage was just rambling. 


“What does that mean?”


Edward coughed, stumbled a little, and continued repeating the verse. Well, it was worth a try; Declan wasn’t particularly disappointed. He wasn’t exactly expecting today of all days to be the one Edward would actually speak to him. 


To be honest, the fact the violet mage let him so close was a huge step forward. Although that may have been because the man was in his own world at the moment. Edward coughed again. The adept hoped the man wasn’t falling ill; there was little they could do to stop a cold from spreading throughout the group. Almost subconsciously, Declan fell behind the other mage. Best not risk it. 


The party was clearing away a patch of snow to make camp when they heard the first growl. Declan dropped his pack and lute and jumped to attention. A second growl joined in. Frantically the mages scanned their surroundings. A third growl. A fourth. Still they saw nothing. A flash of steel. A canine yelp. Robin called out, “hill wolves! Look for the eyes!”


Declan forced his breathing to calm. The adept didn’t want to resort to his battle face again, especially after his conversation with Robin. It’s just another hunt, he thought as he searched for the aforementioned eyes in the snow. 


He found a pair not twenty feet from him. Just as the adept raised his hand to fire, Daniel beat him to it. Declan would be hard-pressed to describe exactly what it was the redhead launched at the beast, but it was effective. Instead of the normal soft hum of mana, or the lack thereof in Declan’s case, Daniel’s attack filled the air with jarring static. The Dart shimmered as it flew. It was every color and yet none, invisible yet opaque. Beautiful yet alien. No wonder Leskelian was studying him. Declan didn’t have much time to marvel at the spell; he had Darts of his own to throw. 


Robin and Daniel were the best at spotting the beasts. The adept’s eyes passed right over the white shapes until either one of his friends cut them down or the beast was almost on top of him. For her part Mia stood guard over Edward; the violet mage coughed furiously as the girl shot plasma at the charging wolves. 


Declan scanned the snow. He was just marveling at Robin and Daniel’s aptitude at finding the monsters when a snarl rang out behind him. The adept didn’t even get a chance to turn before the wolf collided with his back, knocking him face first into the snow. 


He cried out. The seconds passed like so many hours as claws dug into Declan’s back. 


The adept felt nothing; the icy chill of the snow against his face somehow more prevalent in his mind than the pain. The beast itself snarled again, instinctively wanting to defend its meal before digging in. 


Declan fought to roll over, to raise his hand at the animal, but every shift simply dug the claws deeper into his back. Again he tried to cry out, but the face full snow muffled his yell. Another yelp. The full weight of the beast collapsed onto the adept, thankfully distributing the force away from the claws. 


It took the mage another moment to wrestle the corpse off of him and return to his feet. A sticky warmth ran down his back. He looked down to find his attacker’s face half melted, and whispered a quiet thanks to Mia’s plasma. Another snarl shook him from his thought; this one he met with a Dart. 


It wasn’t long before the growls stopped. Daniel remained on high alert, eyes combing the darkening hills for further wolves. Robin immediately sat down. “We can relax now,” she explained, “once hill wolves are gone, they’re gone.” The redhead continued his watch. “Is everyone ok?”


“Declan got clawed!” Mia called out as she approached the adept. It took the girl’s comment for the pain to finally sink in. Declan winced and his stomach churned. The mage was grateful he’d missed out on today’s meals so far. Robin rifled through the packs for bandages while the Pyltian helped him out of his cloak and bloodstained shirt. The cold was biting, but it numbed the wounds. Mia sucked air through her teeth. 


“That bad?” Declan inquired. 


“Two sets, four punctures each. You’re lucky it just landed on you and didn’t try to tear or bite.” Mia explained, “We can bandage you up, but you’ll probably need a healer at some point. I guess the good news is it’s just your back; you can still walk for now and you won’t lose a limb over this.”


As the girl spoke, Robin made her way over with a roll of linen bandages, which she promptly helped Mia wrap around the adept’s injuries. Unable to do much more, Declan watched Daniel give up his watch to gather the corpses into a pile near the camp. 


The activity bewildered the mage until the redhead pulled out a knife and set to work skinning the beasts. He notably abstained from cutting into their mana, presumably waiting until everyone could partake. Declan’s theory proved true when the bandage job was finally complete and he could re-don his shirt, jerkin, and pair of cloaks. 


The wet and now cold blood on the white linen clung to his back in the worst way, eliciting a shiver from the adept. His discomfort was forgotten when Daniel’s knife plunged into the first corpse. 


Dull brown mana seeped from the hole before evaporating into the air. The mages inhaled. Immediately Declan’s mood improved. As the influx of mana refilled his store, expanded his capacity, and revitalized his exhausted body, the adept thought to distract himself with conversation.


“You said those were hill wolves?” 


“Yep!” Robin’s normally cheery self seemed out of place, but could be easily explained as the aftereffects of the mana absorption. “They’re really not that bad once you get used to spotting them. Weird to see them this far west though…”


“I didn’t think it got much further east than this,” Daniel chimed in, slicing in to the next wolf.


“I mean—ahhh,” the girl cut off as she inhaled the mana. As a steel mage, the wolves made good targets for her. “They’re descendants of the great wolves in the wildlands; most of the packs stick to the more eastern parts of the Red Hills. This group probably smelled us coming a mile away.”


“How do they hunt the rest of the year? As well as it works in snow, white doesn’t seem like the best color for hiding in the Red Hills.” Mia’s interest seemed to extend beyond casual conversation, but Robin answered nonetheless.


“That’s what’s cool about them: they shed. Most of the year they don’t actually look like this. Hells, it’s probably harder to spot them in the midst of summer with their red coats against the bloodstone. Really the best time for hunting hill wolves is for about two weeks late fall. Just before the first snow they get all patchy and they leave a trail of fur wherever they go. Don’t make for great pelts then though.”


There was something comfortable in the girl’s attitude, as if the attack really was just another hunt. Perhaps to her it was. Despite the events of the prior day, despite the wolves, the group was in high spirits. 


They’d been attacked by man and beast and come out safe on the other side. The large helping of wolf mana didn’t hurt. For an hour they sat, sharing stories and jokes around a pit of melted rock while they made their way through the two-dozen corpses. The mood was broken by the sound of a thick cough and a wet thump. All four mages jumped to their feet and raced over to the prone form.


“Did the wolves get him?” Worry colored Robin’s voice.


“No! I was on him the whole time,” came Mia’s answer. The girls gingerly turned the violet mage over, revealing his body to be untouched by claw or tooth. Declan’s questioning look was turned away when Edward coughed once again. The adept’s heart froze as his gaze fell to see the unmistakable sheen of blood upon the snow.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










HEART POUNDING, DECLAN darted into the alley. Something troubled him about the place, but he couldn’t determine what. 


Bricks of bloodstone towered over him to both sides as he stepped further into the alleyway. A crate near the back wall gave the frightened mage a glimmer of hope, and he trudged through the soft snow to take refuge behind it. It wasn’t until he turned around and saw the trail himself that he recognized his mistake. 


“This way! Follow the tracks!” Dewie’s angry voice wafted into the quiet alley. Declan panicked. Dashing to the back wall, the runaway tried fruitlessly to scale the red stone. His attempts were halted by Edward’s demeaning sneer. 


“A coward and an idiot, right guys?” A smattering of derisive laughs followed the comment, but were silenced when Charlie turned the corner. Where Edward looked to his friends for acceptance and Dewie’s face contorted in cruel indignity, Charlie simply grinned. The mage’s hands burst into flame. He stepped forward. 


Declan forced his eyes shut; he knew what was coming. His tension mounted as he could do nought but listen to the approaching footfalls on the white snow. A hand grabbed his shirt, startling his eyes open.


Charlie was gone. In place of the young bully stood a scared woman. Kat. Declan stared into her emerald eyes as her flames singed his chest. Beyond fear, they held an aura of resolve. Determination to protect those she cared about. As she pulled back her other hand to prepare to strike, Declan knew what was coming. 


And he fought it. As he stood, back to the wall and a fire at his front, the mage committed his everything to stopping the coming tide. Little good it did. Unbidden and unwanted, the deadly mana burst from the adept. Declan knew she was dead the moment her body hit the snow. He didn’t run. He didn’t posture. Instead he looked at what he had wrought. He met the terrified stares of the boys at the alley’s mouth. He absorbed their looks, their fear, and he said nothing. 


He felt nothing.



* * *


Declan jerked awake. His aching back protested the motion while he slowed his pounding heart. Once he’d caught up to his runaway breath, the mage looked around to discover the sun already well into the sky. For whichever of the slew of valid reasons, his group mates had decided to let him sleep. He was grateful. Forcing himself to his feet, the mage gathered his belongings and trudged over to where the others were fussing over Edward’s prone form.


“Any update?” Declan inquired.


“Well, he’s still breathing,” Robin began, pausing for a moment as the violet mage fell into a fit of coughing, “but he won’t stop doing that. Fortunately, we aren’t too far from Belstead. We can find him a healer there. And you for that matter,” she remembered his injuries.


Declan put aside his worries about the unlikely presence of a trained healer in what Leskelian had called a ‘small fishing village.’ He had no use for worrying. Instead he voiced a more pressing concern: “Can he walk?”


“We’re about to find out,” the steel mage answered. “C’mon, let’s get him up.” 


Declan bent down to lend his support, but was promptly shooed away. “Not you,” Robin reprimanded, “you’re injured too, remember? And besides, he still doesn’t like you.”


The adept failed to see how Edward’s complete inattention towards him qualified as dislike any more than his similar reactions to anyone else, but divines knew Edward had plenty of reasons to hate him. 


The violet mage was absent his normal muttering as Daniel and Mia helped him stand. When they took a step, so did he. Without letting the three collapse back onto the ground, Declan and Robin gathered up the rest of the packs, slipped what they could on to the supporters’ shoulders, and the group was again on its way.


Declan did hope they were close to Belstead. If nothing else, because his lute rubbed painfully against the holes in his back as they walked. Fortunately for the adept, the pace was slow. 


Shortly into the day’s journeying, Mia ducked out from under Edwards arm, Daniel taking up the full load of supporting the sick mage. The party was relieved to find Edward able to walk with only a single assistant, a task which rotated between the three uninjured mages as the day wore on. 


When it came time to eat, Declan took the initiative to pass out the dried rations. Robin was otherwise occupied supporting Edward. When the adept got to the violet mage, he refused to take the proffered food, turning away from Declan’s outstretched hand. 


The steel mage took a second serving though, which she managed to feed the frail mage as the party walked. Is that what she sees? Declan wondered. He could hardly blame the man, but it still stung to see the evidence of his dislike. They spoke little as they traveled, the only conversation a limited exchange between the two former test subjects.


“Where’d you learn to skin a wolf?” Declan inquired, gesturing to the bundle of pelts Daniel had tied around his waist. 


“I grew up in a tavern, remember? Hunters would bring in all sorts of beasts and we’d have to figure out how to cook ‘em. I’ve had wolf, rabbit, snakes of varying sizes, every type of bird you can imagine, etrich, gontra, canire…”


“Canire?” Declan’s mind went back to that day in Gindor when he’d killed the chimeroid. “Aren’t they poisonous?”


“Not if you cut out the venom glands,” Daniel explained. “They’re only really dangerous if they sting you.”


“Huh. If only I’d known that on my way to Krispins…”


“Well you didn’t miss much of a meal,” the redhead remarked, “believe me, canire steak is about as chewy as it gets.”


Declan snorted. The idea of Daniel chewing away at the beast that’d so terrified him all those months ago amused the adept. 


That night, the mage practiced his lute for the first time in days. It did not sound good. Declan was fortunate enough that his party mates kept their opinions to themselves, but he was well aware they were not fans. He didn’t let it deter him. If anything it hardened his resolve to master the instrument; he wanted so dearly to be the same source of joy the lutist at the Reprieve had been. 


The next three days were more a slog than a journey. At dawn they woke, broke fast, helped Edward to his feet, and trudged onward. At sunset they cleared a patch of snow, Mia kept a pool of bloodstone hot enough to warm the group, and Declan played his lute before bed. 


As the days passed, the throbbing pain at the adepts back began to fade. It was replaced with a constant soreness and unthinkable itching. Carrying the lute made matters worse, but Declan wouldn’t leave it behind for the world. On the fourth day since the wolf attacks, the sun was just returning to the horizon when Belstead came into view.


Declan didn’t know when Leskelian had last visited, but Belstead was no ‘small fishing village.’ As the mages turned the bend around the last of the hills, they were greeted by the site of the Patir river flowing directly through what could only be described as a small city. 


Belstead had no walls, but the sheer size and quantity of the various clay and stone buildings more than made up for that fact. The group stumbled onto the snow-covered road. Lacking walls, the coastal city also had no gate, but that didn’t stop two guards from being posted on the road between the two outermost houses. Robin hailed them as they approached. 


“Hail the town! My friend is in need of a healer, where might we find one?” Direct and to the point. The girl seemed to have taken a page out of Mia’s book. 


The first guard, a tall, muscular woman whose armor sat a few sizes too small, spoke up. “Need some information first, then I’ll take ya to ol’ Randy myself. State yer occupation and purpose for visiting Belstead.” 


“We’re mages,” Robin answered, a bit too truthfully for Declan’s comfort, “looking to book passage to compete in the Lethian Tournament.” 


“You ain’t deserters, are ya? Had a few come through here fleeing for Lethis. Corporal’s got us interrogating visitors over it.”


“No ma’am,” the steel mage politely answered, “we’re simply students hoping to prove our worth on the floating stage.”


“And him?” The guard gestured to Edward, who’d spent this time mumbling in Daniel’s ear.


“He fell ill on the way, ma’am,” the redhead piped in. “We think he’s gotten delirious.”


“Alright, alright, let’s get him to a healer,” the woman took off, gesturing the party to follow. “Sorry ‘bout all the questions; like I said the Corporals got ‘is panties in a bunch about catching deserters.”


Declan took in the sights as they traveled through the strange city. The road was packed dirt under the layer of snow, and the Patir flowed directly by the clay houses with no stone or walls to defend against erosion. Perhaps the most shocking sight was the presence of bloodstone. 


Opulent red manors stood side by side with ramshackle clay huts with no rhyme or reason. Richly dressed merchants walked the streets with ragged fishermen. The guardswoman must’ve been used to new visitors, as she started explaining before anyone could ask. 


“Ever since the Hastrands upped the import tax in Fontanya, there’s been money to be made here in Belstead. Brought in a lot of merchant folk. Knocked down a lot of houses to build those mansions of theirs, but I say the city’s been better for it. Just don’t go around praising the traders in the pubs by the dock. Great way to lose a few teeth. Aaaand here we are.” 


The guard halted in front of a bloodstone manor. Apparently the merchants weren’t the only new arrivals in Belstead. After bidding the guard their thanks, the mages stepped up to knock on the wooden door. A faint “come in” echoed from the building, so in they went. 


The scent of incense in the room was stifling. Between a cluster of chairs, several sticks of the stuff burned in a small clay dish. Beyond that, the room held only a wooden desk and a door behind which ‘ol Randy’ presumably lurked. 


“Hello!” Robin greeted, “we’re looking for Randy?”


They heard his grumbling before they saw him. “Gah, I told that bumbling giantess my name is Randall. How difficult is it?” The thin wooden door popped open. “Hello, I’m healer Randall; what seems to be the problem?” Declan was impressed at the man’s ability to shift from his rant to the sickly sweet greeting. 


“Hi. My friend here is injured, and my other friend has fallen severely ill. Could you help us?” Robin was killing it with the directness today. 


“Yes, yes, of course, right this way.” The middle-aged healer ushered the party into the back room, which held another desk, a large cabinet filled with all manner of herbs, and a set of beds. Following his cue, Declan sat on one of the beds while Daniel helped Edward up onto another. Randall continued on to the cupboard, grabbed yet another stick of incense, and set it alight with a Spark. As the healer walked back through the room, he waved the burning bundle of herbs under the adept’s nose. Within seconds the world was black.



* * *


When Declan came to he noticed two things. The first was that he was lying on his stomach. The second was that he was naked. The adept’s first instinct was to leap to his feet to confront the old healer and search for his friends, but given his current state of undress he opted instead to remain on his stomach and survey the room first. 


It was dark. Through a nearby window, Declan spotted a glimmer of moonlight. Night then. Awkwardly swiveling his head, he spotted a sleeping form bent over in a padded chair. The adept’s pounding heart calmed when he recognized Daniel. He’s ok. Nothing sinister going on then at least. Probably. 


The bed to his left contained the sleeping Edward, and the one beyond that held yet another sleeping form. Mia, the mage recognized. Immediate worries assuaged, Declan allowed himself to relax. The man wanted to stay awake, to keep watch and confirm everything was alright, but even the Nothing Mage couldn’t stop the inexorable onset of sleep.


When Declan awoke the second time it was to the shattering of glass. “Shit,” came Randall’s expletive. Declan blinked the sleep from his eyes and turned to sit up, reaching to cover himself with a pillow. Patiently, he waited for the healer to sweep up and dispose of the shattered glass with a few casts of Push before he cleared his throat. “Ah,” the healer jumped. “Oh, good morning. I trust you’re feeling better?”


As irritated as he was with the odd healer, the man was right. He did feel better. The pain in Declan’s back had been replaced with a sense of tightness. He did, however, still need answers from the man. “Yes, thank you,” he said begrudgingly. “Why did you knock me out?”


“Your wounds were infected; I could smell them from across the room. As manly as you may think you are, believe me you did not want to be conscious while I cut away the infection.”


Declan blanched. He hadn’t smelled anything. “You could’ve at least warned me first,” he muttered at the man. 


“I’ve had too many patients think they’re too tough for a little dreamweed smoke. I’d rather have you grumpy in the morning than writhing around while I work.”


As loath as he was to admit it, the man was right. Not that he thought he was tough enough to forego the anesthetic, but he could understand the healer’s reasoning. Casting his disgruntlement aside, curiosity took its place. “And Edward?”


“That ‘is name? Gotta say I’ve never seen anything like it,” the healer sat, heating a cup of tea over a small flame. “I cut out three growths from ‘is lungs alone. Two more in his chest, plus shaving down a few ribs that were growing fucking spikes. It’s horrific. Fixable, but horrific. Problem is I can’t figure what’s causing it. Odds are all the growths will be back in a few weeks.” 


Declan stared at the sleeping Edward. He’d heard from Leskelian that the victims had needed regular procedures to stay alive. It baffled him how both he and the grand magus had managed to forget the fact and allow Edward to travel with them. He guessed other things were on his mind that night. 


Hearing the details of the man’s condition drenched Declan in waves of guilt, from which he hid in the shadow of the orchid. Randall however, had more news to share.


“What frightens me is the lad’s brain. There’s a growth there too, but I’d more than likely kill ‘im if I tried messin’ with it. It’s not… normal. I’ve seen a few brain tumors in my time, none of them are like that. Divines, I don’t have the words for it. ‘Alive’ isn’t quite right. The growth is still a working part of his brain, but its mana is all screwy. Something like half ‘is whole store is circulating through that growth. Crazy stuff. What I’d give to—“


The healer was cut off when Edward stirred, eventually sitting up. “Good morning, son. Feeling better?” Edward was silent. For the first time, Declan got a good look at his victim. 


Across his chest were a series of long, thin scars, no doubt the result of several months of repeat surgeries. From navel to shoulder the mage’s skin had the telltale luster of a burn victim. The scars and burns crawled up Edward’s neck, as if they were reaching up to suffocate the boy. 


The hair atop his head was thin and patchy. Where once there was a bandage across his forehead, there was now another series of scars where the Vestriam mages had cut into his skull. He was a pitiful and hideous creature, and he was Declan’s. Without a word, Edward stepped from the bed and began to dress. 


“Looks like he’s feeling better.” Randall commented. “I wish I could keep ‘im around for a bit for a touch of research, but looks like he’s got other ideas.”


Declan took that as his cue to also stand. “Thank you, good healer, for your services. How much do we owe?”


“Fifteen each for basic surgery and healing. Silver. Normal charge twenty-five for intensive procedures, but I feel sorry enough for the lad not to extort ya. I’d pay ten silver just to know what happened to ‘im.”


Declan finished dressing and dug the requisite silver from his pack. The healer was probably overcharging them, but given the state Edward had been in, Declan was ready to let it slide. Thanking the man again, Declan followed Edward into the entrance room to find the other three members of their party. “Morning everyone,” he greeted them, “let’s go find a ship.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










THE BELSTEAD HARBOR was a curious place. Small dingy fishing boats lined the snowy beach just next to a pristine wooden dock supporting enormous merchant vessels. At the mouth of the Patir, rough looking men were hard at work constructing a second dock, presumably for riverboats. 


Yet further down was another half-constructed dock, this one extending far into the water. The purpose for all the construction was clear. Just from his limited vantage on the city road, Declan could spot a veritable fleet of ships moored just off the coast. Belstead was popular indeed.


The party of mages followed the snowy dirt road down to the mouth of the finished dock. A visibly bored man sat behind a desk with a ledger, eyes glazed over as he stared into the distance. He jumped at Robin’s greeting.


“Hi!” she said with a smile, “Are you the harbormaster? We’re looking for passage to Lethis.” 


“Oh! Yes, let me see.” The man flipped through his ledger. “Lethis, Lethis, Lethis, hmmm. It’s not a popular destination at the moment. More money in last minute shipments from Eskria before the war breaks out. Let’s see… Captain Anne is sailing The Windsprint to Fontanya and then to Lethis for the tournament. Might be a bit on the pricy side since luxury passage is one of her things, but it’ll certainly be a pleasant trip.” He shut the ledger. “That’s all I’ve got on the books.”


“How much are we talking? I really don’t want to stop in Fontanya but if it’s our only option…”


“The Windsprint’s yearly passenger trips to Lethis usually sell for approximately two gold per traveller. Considering you would also be booking passage to Fontanya I would estimate the cost at… twelve, thirteen gold? Assuming it’s just the five of you, of course.”


Declan’s heart sank. As much as he didn’t want to risk stopping in Fontanya, a luxury passage did sound nice. Unfortunately, Leskelian’s purse only had five gold in it, nowhere near the ludicrous amount The Windsprint was charging. 


“I’m afraid that won’t do,” Robin answered. “Are you sure that’s the only vessel for Lethis?”


“That’s the only vessel I’ve got on the books.” The harbormaster gave the party a meaningful stare. With a grumble, the steel mage reached into her pack and gave the man a handful of copper. “Excellent. Now, I happen to know that the crew of The Waving Bone are holed up at Al’s for the next few days. Officially they’re sailing west in three days, but I’ve heard they’re actually taking some delicate cargo up to the floating city.”


“Al’s?” At Robin’s question, the harbormaster simply pointed. Five heads turned as one to find an old clay building with a sign that simply read “Al’s.” “I… see. Thanks for the help!” 


Robin flashed the man a smile before leading the group away. If he hadn’t just been told otherwise, Declan might’ve pegged the building as abandoned. Cracks ran up and down the dry clay, and there was even a gaping hole where the wall curved in to become the roof. Whatever color the wooden sign once held had long since faded, leaving only the carved name still visible. 


Daniel was the first to push through the off-kilter driftwood door. The first thing Declan noticed when he followed was that Al’s was indeed a tavern. The second was that the small windows along the front wall did a rather poor job of keeping the building lit. 


Given the early hour, the near deserted state of the common room was probably a good thing, but it didn’t make the party’s task any easier. A muscular man in an apron was wiping down the bar.


“Hi!” Daniel greeted the man, “we’re looking for the captain of The Waving Bone. We heard he’s staying here?”


“Mornin’,” the man grunted, not looking up from his work, “aye, whole crew’s here. I’d not recommend wakin’ ‘em though. Real grouchy bunch. Can I get ye a drink while ye wait?”


The group unanimously decided against the idea of ale before 10th bell, but Declan was all too happy to fork over a pair of silver for five servings of eggs and sausage. The party ate in relative silence. Nobody came. 


Declan pulled out his lute for a touch of practice. Still nobody. 


It was nearly noon before the first figure stumbled down the worn steps. The sailor wore a loose blouse constrained by a resplendently embroidered—if wrinkled—red vest; her short-cut brown hair contrasted the feminine curves displayed by the woman’s leather pants. Her head in her hand, the sailor called to barkeep. 


“Hey Al, could I get a pitcher of water? Head hurts too much to even cast.”


“Figured it would,” the man replied, lifting an already filled pitcher, “ye had quite the evenin’. Oh cap’n, these folks are lookin’ to talk to ye.”


The sailor seemed surprised to realize there were more people in the tavern. Looking at the mages, she muttered “one second,” before grabbing the pitcher and lifting it directly to her lips. The party watched in awe as the sailor downed the entire pitcher’s worth of water, handed the vessel back to Al, and stepped across the room to sit at their table. “So what can I help you with?”


Declan was the first to overcome his shock. “Fair morning, good Captain. We’re looking to book passage to Lethis.”


“Not going to Lethis. The Waving Bone sails west for Fontanya in three days.” 


“That’s interesting,” Robin took over, “‘cause I heard you were bringing some cargo up north. We just want a ride. Three gold for the five of us, no questions asked.”


“Mmmm, that won’t work. See, I’m a question-asking kinda girl. Don’t like surprises when I’m out in the middle of the Asharrian. I’ll take you all north for five gold, keep ya fed and safe on the trip—hidden even if that’s what ya need—but I need to know everything. Who you are, where you started and most of all what you’re running from.” The captain counted out the questions on her well-jeweled fingers. 


The demands silenced Robin for a moment. The steel mage thought for a time while the captain yelled back at Al for a plate of sausage. Eventually, she spoke, “we’re students. adepts. Our masters at the Tower wouldn’t let us come north to compete in the Lethian Tournament so we ran off. You don’t need to worry, they haven’t come looking for us so far and I’m not sure they ever will.”


“Try again,” the sailor dismissed the answer. She gestured at Edward, “There’s no way that one is competing in anything anytime soon. ‘Cept maybe a beauty contest.” She laughed, “You, you, and you don’t look like the competitive lot either. So tell me, what are you really running from?” 


She looked at Mia, “You I get, Miss Pylt. Rest of you not so much. I don’t have anything against deserters; got a few in my crew already, but if you are, I need to know.”


“We’re not deserters,” Declan spoke up. He knew he wasn’t the best speaker; he had little hope of fooling the sharp captain, but half-truths had served him well in the past and he was happy to try them here. 


“You’re right about Mia. She needs to get out of Teralia before things get bad. The rest of us were test subjects.” He looked piteously at Edward, “that’s why he’s… like that. The researchers at Vestriam decided they got everything they wanted and were going to dispose of us, so we ran. With all the chaos in the Kingdom right now, Lethis seemed the safest place to go.”


“Hmmm,” the woman considered. “He does look like he’s been through some horrific shit. Rest of you less so. What were they researching?” Daniel took the initiative and sent a weak burst of mana into the packed-dirt floor, filling the air with static and his weird prismatic not-light. “That was pretty crazy.” 


The captain paused for another moment, both to think and to dig into the plate of sausages Al had just delivered. “Alright,” she spoke through a full mouth, “let’s say I believe you. Five gold for passage to Lethis. I don’t have empty cabins, so you’ll need to bunk in the hold. We leave in three days. Good?” 


She extended a hand, which Declan reached out to shake. “Good. I’m Captain Astellia, welcome to The Waving Bone. Hey, Al! A round of ales, on me!” 


The party silently decided it best to be polite and accept the generous offer, even if it was still only midday. Declan was only halfway through his beverage by the time the captain had downed both her own ale and Edward’s. Abruptly the woman stood. “Hells, do I need to piss,” she said before stumbling through the tavern door and out of sight.


Daniel was the first to speak, “Well at least we found a ship. She seems to know what she’s doing, and I don’t think she’d be the type to betray us.” 


“Not like we have much of a choice,” Declan responded. “No way we could afford that other ship, and it looks like nobody else is going to Lethis any time soon.”


“I like her,” Robin stated, finishing her ale. The comment reminded Declan of a question that’d been bothering him since their arrival in Belstead.


“Why are you coming?” He asked the steel mage, “we all need to get out of the country, but you’d be perfectly safe staying here. Your family is here.”


“Like I said,” Robin smiled, “I want to test myself at the tournament.”


Like father, like daughter, Declan mused, taking a swig from his own mug. A silent moment passed as the muscular bartender came around to collect the empty mugs, prompting Declan to ask yet another question. “It’s Al, right?”


“Sorta,” the man cryptically replied. 


“Sorta?”


“The old Al died near a decade ago. I bought ‘is place on the cheap but some of the old regulars got pissy when I tried to change the name. Everybody calls me ‘Al’ now and I’ve given up correctin’ em. Real name’s Jack if ye prefer. All the same to me.”


Declan raised his eyebrows, but decided not to press the issue. “Do you have any vacancies? It would seem we need a place to stay for the next three days.”


“Aye. Fer all ‘er spending on ale, the cap’n’s not big on luxury. Got twenty men crammed into four rooms. I can get ye two rooms near the back fer a silver a night. Sound good?”


“We’ll take it,” Declan answered without much thought. Once he’d handed over the silver and Jack had walked back behind the bar, Mia spoke in a hushed tone.


“Is this the best idea? There must be better inns in Belstead, or at least safer ones.”


“C’mon, Jack seems nice enough,” Daniel defended the muscular innkeeper. “Besides, it’s probably better to stay close to the captain in case something happens.” 


The conversation was interrupted when Jack returned with a pair of keys and directed the group up to their new rooms. Declan and Daniel got their own room while Edward bunked with the girls, the violet mage less than willing to stay close to the nothing mage. 


Once they’d deposited most of their belongings and Locked their doors, Daniel made his way back downstairs while Declan stayed behind to practice his lute. 


And so passed the next few days. Declan whiled away the hours playing his lute until his fingers hurt, transitioning then to borrowing assorted books from the veritable library Mia was carrying around. He got pretty good at the instrument, at least by his reckoning. 


When the adept did venture downstairs, he often found Daniel enthusiastically discussing history with the plasma mage. Robin ventured about town the most—an activity she was free to do as the only non-fugitive among them. The cheery steel mage spent her time fraternizing with the assorted sailors, either in drink, conversation, or dice. 


For his part, Edward took after Declan and stayed holed up in his room, the sickly victim not one for conversation. It wasn’t until their final night at Al’s tavern that Daniel and Robin managed to convince the adept to join them for one last drink in the busy common room.


“—and then I said, ‘that’s not a tentacle; you’re eating strinta penis!’” The group burst into a round of laughter, none more so than Daniel at his own joke. He, Mia, and Declan sat huddled around a small table near the back wall, drinks in hand. 


The tavern was loud. It appeared the whole crew of The Waving Bone had shown up for a final night of drinking before once again setting sail. Beyond the usual carousing, a space near the center of the room had been cleared out where a large crowd of sailors and other patrons stood in a circle around a pair of shirtless men in a fistfight. Money changed hands and watchers cheered or booed as the fights carried on. 


The mages continued their drinking, joking, and storytelling over the din of the sailors, frequently pausing for the bursts of cheers emanating from the fights. Daniel entertained with stories from the colorful variety of people he’d met growing up in a tavern. 


Mia fascinated them with histories of ancient kingdoms and distant lands, and Declan regaled them with tales of his youth, spanning from the grandiosity of the New Year’s parade in Reondar to the simplicity of the time Edward had pushed Charlie into the river. As the stories eventually slowed down, a question came to Declan’s mind.


“So what’s the tournament all about? I remember my father speaking highly of it’s winners, but that’s about it.”


“Oh,” Mia chimed in, “that seems like a question for Robin. Where did she go anyway?”


The mages surveyed the room. “I could’ve sworn I just saw her—shit,” Daniel swore.


Shit indeed, Declan thought in reply. Through a gap in the bodies, the adept could just see Robin standing in the middle of the fighting ring, as bare-chested as any of the men. What shocked the mages, however, was not that the jovial steel-mage had joined the fights; they all knew how gung-ho she was about proving herself. 


What really caught the party’s attention was that against the 6-foot muscular sailor, the girl was winning. It was a good thing too, given the looks she was getting from some of the men—and women—in the room.


The petite mage ducked and dodged under her opponent’s fists, getting in close to land a flurry of blows to his core before dashing back out. Each of her passes elicited a chorus of cheers from the crowd and further frustration from the other fighter. 


Declan could just imagine the girl growing up getting into similar fights with the men of Guthrie’s caravan, pushing herself until she could take down opponents twice her size. It all seemed rather pointless to the mage, given the relative uselessness of hand-to-hand combat when one had magic as an alternative. Declan’s mind was changed, however, when Robin suddenly took to the air, tackling her opponent to the ground. 


Right, he remembered. That’s how she’d saved him from Dewie. 


The crowd went silent as Robin sat on her felled opponent’s chest, elbow to his throat. Seconds passed. The man reached out and slammed the floor with his open palm, signaling his concession. The tavern erupted. 


Bets were collected, congratulations given, and the next fighters lined up. For her part, Robin reclaimed her shirt from the sailor who’d been holding it and walked over to rejoin her companions. A moment later, the captain herself appeared with three beers in each hand. 


“Now that’s what I call a fight,” the woman said, sliding a mug to each of the table’s members, keeping two for herself. Alcohol distributed, Captain Astellia dug into her pocket to pull out a tidy pile of silver—fifteen by Declan’s reckoning—and handed it over to Robin. 


“Here’s your half of the bet for a fight well fought. My girl, you are a thing of beauty. I’m glad to have you aboard The Waving Bone.” Declan thought there might be something in the way the Captain was looking at his friend, but he determined whatever was going on to be decidedly not his business.


In time the evening wound down and mages and sailors alike traveled upstairs to bed. At least, those who hadn’t already passed out in the common room did. The room spun as Declan lay in the lumpy straw bed, pondering the coming day. He’d never been on a ship before. At least, he thought as sleep eventually claimed him, Robin’s doing a good job of making friends with the crew. 










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










DECLAN IGNORED THE muted knocking in favor of rolling over and going back to sleep. Failing that, he moved on to channeling a Douse directly into his parched mouth, splashing his face with water in the process. With a groan he sat up. Daniel, who was some combination of the more responsible and less hungover of the two, actually arose to unlock the door. Robin burst in.


“Good morning!” The steel mage’s cheeriness grated against Declan’s hangover. “Time to go, we have a ship to catch!”


“It’s still dark out,” Declan complained.


“Now’s when we have the dock. Unless you want to swim to the ship you need to get up.”


Declan considered it. On the one hand, the Asharrian would be frigid this time of year, and he was not a strong swimmer. On the other hand, twenty more minutes of sleep. It was a difficult choice, but Declan did eventually stand and begin to sluggishly gather his belongings. 


Captain Astellia was awaiting them downstairs. Other than the woman herself, the common room was completely vacant of sailors. “Morning,” she greeted the mages, “let’s go. Time and tide and whatever.” The captain promptly turned and strode onto the dark beach. As they walked, she explained, “Can’t wait for the new dock to be finished. We’re lucky to get the slot we did, but there’ll be a fine if we aren’t out by sunrise. Divines, I hate mornings.” 


Belstead was quiet. The early glow of pre-sunrise had yet to grace the burgeoning city. It was a short walk to the dock; from the tavern door Declan could see the caravel to which Astellia was leading them. 


The Waving Bone was a fine ship. Three masts pierced the dark morning sky, each supporting a white canvas sail. Up on the main Declan could just make out a single flag: an ivory femur on a deep red background. The bone itself was shaped into a wave as per the name of the ship, an effect exaggerated by the way the flag billowed in the biting winter winds.


The captain stopped at the top of the gangplank, hand outstretched. Understanding, Declan dug out Leskelian’s coin purse and handed it over. “Welcome aboard,” she announced. The deck swayed uncomfortably beneath Declan’s feet. 


The adept was a bit surprised to notice Mia seemed the only one unaffected by the movement, at least until he remembered she’d sailed down from Pylt to begin with. The ship bustled with sailors, familiar faces from the night’s festivities now hard and focused on their work. Declan was impressed they were all still standing. 


“Best get below deck until we’re underway,” the captain instructed, “wouldn’t want to get in the way.” She led the group to a doorway before a dark set of stairs, “There’re some hammocks set up for you down there if you want to get back to sleep.” With that she turned and took to directing the exhausted sailors.


Mia was the first to disappear into the bowels of the ship. When Declan followed, he noticed two things. The first was the mana lights that illuminated the space. It would seem The Waving Bone was more successful than her captain’s choice of lodgings implied. The second was that there were multiple levels beneath the deck. 


A single flight of stairs down Declan was greeted with a hallway spanning the length of the ship, lined with doors to what were presumably the assorted cabins. He let out a sigh for the ‘luxury passage’ they had forgone for the Bone and continued down the wooden steps. 


The hold was surprisingly empty, or at least the visible parts were. Twenty feet in a mass of canvas hung from a beam, obscuring most of the cargo from vision. What area there was had been set up into a living space for the passengers. 


While the walls were lined with assorted crates and barrels, but there was a good hundred square feet of empty space, and true to the captain’s word five hammocks had been hung between the rows of wooden pillars. Picking a bunk, Declan deposited his pack and lute and climbed into the hammock. In minutes the adept fell into a restless sleep.



* * *


Declan’s head felt much better when he awoke. His stomach less so. Hangover sickness and seasickness were a losing combination in his mind. After a moment’s struggle to get out of the hammock, Declan surveyed the room. If the change in pitch wasn’t enough to tell the voyage had officially begun, Robin and Daniel’s absence from the hold was. Wrapping himself in his cloaks, he took to the wooden steps.


The winter sun was as blinding as the wind was sharp. After several moments of blinking, squinting, and other eyelid maneuvers to adjust his vision, Declan surveyed the deck. A few sailors were still at work making minor adjustments to the positions of the sails, but most had either gone belowdeck or were relaxing and watching the horizon. 


He spotted Daniel at the starboard rail, watching the sea below. Robin was likewise on deck, perched up by the helm with the captain. One look at the girl confirmed Declan’s theory about Astellia and the female crew-members’ unanimous choice of haircut: the steel mage’s long brown hair constantly buffeted her in the wind.


Opting to leave the women to their conversation, Declan stepped up to join Daniel. The redhead retched. “You alright?” Declan patted his companion’s back.


“I’ll be ok,” Daniel insisted. “Mia said you get used to it in a few days, just gotta make it ’til then.” The comment was some relief to Declan, whose own stomach was not in the best shape. “It really is beautiful, isn’t it?”


“Yeah,” Declan answered, “yeah it is. You should see it at night. When it’s not cloudy, the starlight reflects off the water in the most incredible way.”


“You’ve been on the Asharrian before?”


“Not on it,” he replied. “My father took me to Fontanya once. You can see for miles from some of the buildings there.”


“Vestriam’s about as far from home as I’ve ever been,” Daniel explained, “until now at least.” He retched again. For a time the two mages stood in silence, watching the blue waves of the Asharrian. 


To the North, Declan could just make out the thin outline of something piercing the heavens. Tower Lethis. At least navigation will be easy, he mused. His quiet contemplation was interrupted when a bell echoed from belowdeck. Turning to investigate, his confusion must’ve been apparent because the captain announced, “lunch time!”


Daniel stayed behind, his lack of hunger apparent. For his part, Declan also held little excitement at the prospect of food, but the adept made the executive decision that seasickness aside, a full stomach would better recover from his fading hangover. 


Following the trail of sailors, Declan was happy to discover the door at the end of the long hallway did not lead to the captain’s quarters as he’d assumed, but instead to a small galley. After waiting in the quick line to receive a bowl of what he thought was stew, the mage found an empty seat at Robin’s table and joined his friend.


“You seem to be taking to the sailor’s life well,” he commented.


With her customary grin, Robin replied, “It’s not that different from dad’s caravan really. It’s different people and a rocking boat instead of a bumpy road but it’s the same lifestyle. Traveling around attracts the same types of people. They’re a rough lot, but once you get to know them they’re loyal friends. Not to mention how amazing Amanda’s been…”


“Amanda?”


“Err—um—Captain Astellia,” the girl blushed.


Amanda, huh? Declan smirked but didn’t comment. Instead, he diverted his attention to the bowl of food in front of him, forcing himself to dig in. As ugly as the brown sludge was, the meal wasn’t half bad. 


The adept almost regretted how his unhappy stomach got in the way of his full enjoyment of the dish. Even so, he finished his serving, and Robin even got up for seconds. She returned with the captain in tow. 


“I see you’re a fan of Wes’s cooking,” the woman commented. “Don’t worry, it gets worse. Always starts good when the ingredients are fresh. It’ll be dry meat and stale bread by the time we get to Lethis. Enjoy this while you can.”


Declan considered getting his own set of seconds before his churning stomach persuaded him otherwise. Instead, he asked a question, “how long is the trip? I’m pretty sure I could see the Tower on the horizon.”


“It’d be just over a week in a straight line. For us it’ll be two. Can’t approach Lethis from the south, the Tempest extends too far into the sea for that. In a few days you’ll see us turn to skirt around it, come in from the west.” Declan nodded, understanding the need to avoid the endless storm. The captain continued, “I saw that lute of yours; any chance you’ll play it for us?”


“I—I’m just starting out. I’m really not that good at—”


The woman laughed and slapped his back, “That’s what ale is for! Get ‘em drunk enough and these louts won’t tell the difference between you and the royal bard himself. Your choice of course, but the crew would appreciate a spot of music now and then.”


“I’ll consider it…“ Declan was cut off when the floor beneath him began to shake. This was no rolling in the gentle waves of the Asharrian, but a deep rumbling the likes of which the adept had never felt. To his comfort, though the galley fell silent, the sailors didn’t seem worried. Calmly, the captain barked an order.


“Ells, you handle it. You know the drill.” A woman stood and strode from the room, leaving the assorted sailors to continue their conversations. 


Several minutes later, the rumbling ceased. While the captain launched into an elaborate tale about her high-jinks in the foreign city of Eskria, Declan couldn’t help but wonder at the source of the rumbling and what may be behind the canvas curtain.



* * *


That night Declan sat alone on the deck with his lute. As annoying as it was to constantly recast Lesser Heat to fend off the frigid air, he preferred the relative isolation of the empty deck. The sharp winds helped cut the sounds of his practice before they could reach the sailor at the helm. 


As he played, the adept’s mind wandered back to his old life at Croveus Manor. How excited he’d been to study at the Pinnacles. Even now he wondered if Lord Croveus would be proud of him and how far he’d come. 


He tried to dismiss the thought. Why should he care about the opinion of the not-father who’d cast him out? Still, he smiled at the idea. As he fiddled with the lute, he found himself picking out an old tune from his past. It took several minutes of wracking his brain to conjure the memory. 


Declan followed behind his father as they walked along the dirt road. The boy so desperately wanted to run through the puddles at the path’s edge, but the general had forbidden him do so. It wouldn’t do to ruin his new breeches. So instead he walked, mind in the clouds as he envisioned great mages fighting legendary battles with fearsome beasts. 


Imagining things got boring after a while. There were only so many times a grand encounter could play out before it lost its excitement, and it was a long trip to Reondar. He supposed he could ride in the carriage with his mother, but she would just wile away the hours lecturing him on the history of the royal family or some other equally boring topic. No, he’d rather walk. 


The boy was just wallowing in the boredom of it all when something new pulled at his attention. A man was humming. It was a wistful tune, nothing like the proper court songs he’d grown up around. It wasn’t long before the boy managed to track down the source of the melody. He was old for a soldier, easily pushing into his sixties. “What’s that?” The inquisitive lordling asked.


“It’s just an old army ballad,” the man replied, “something to brighten the long nights in camp.”


“Can I hear it?”


Declan smiled. He couldn’t even remember the guard’s name, but the song had stuck with him. After a few failed attempts at picking out the melody, the adept found a pattern that worked and raised his soft tenor to honor the old tune.




“Oh come, my friends, together now,


Upon this eve of ours,


Enough of work, of march and toil


Enough of practice spars,




It’s time t’ remember while we’re here,


We brothers, sisters, thrive,


So fill your cup and bottoms up,


Tonight we are alive.




Come tooth, come nail, come blood and death,


Let come whatever may.


We’ve made our peace and said our words,


There’s no more prayers to pray,




So sing with me and pour a drink,


To those who aren’t here,


To those who’ll see you soon again,


We raise a mug of beer.




We cannot know, when morrow comes,


Which ones of us may die,


But that won’t stop us being here,


Tonight we are alive.”




“That’s beautiful.” Declan jumped at the voice. Captain Astellia stood alone on the cold deck, a mug in each hand and her blouse billowing in the wind. “You’re really better than you give yourself credit for. Could use some practice, sure, but you’ll get there.”


“Oh, um, thank you, ma’am,” Declan stuttered. 


Without waiting for an invitation, the woman took a seat a few feet away, leaning against the nearest mast. She handed Declan a drink. “Your father was a soldier?”


“He, um…yeah, yeah he was.” It wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t the whole truth either.


“Lance Corporal Alistair Astellia. He died in the Wolf Wars. I was eleven.”


“Oh. I’m so sorry.”


She shrugged, “It’s what soldiers do. They die.”


“That doesn’t make it ok,” he argued. “I just—things like the Wolf Wars or the Naga Incursion…it’s terrible that we have to keep fighting like this.”


The woman swallowed a gulp of her brew, “Yep, it’s a pretty shit world we live in.”


“And if the beasts and the necromancers aren’t enough…”


“Yep, pretty shit,” the captain continued. “Beasts are beasts, naga are naga, and politicians are politicians. Just the way of the world. Not you nor I nor the divines them-fuckin-selves can do a thing about it. It’s just the shitty world we live in. You should give a listen to that song of yours; it’s got the right idea.” She held out her hand, raising her half empty mug to the air, “Hells with tomorrow, tonight we live!”


Declan matched her toast, “Tonight we live!”


Abruptly the captain stood. “C’mon, I want to show you something,” she instructed before turning back to the stairway down. Declan scurried after her, only to be told to “Wait right here,” when they got to the first level. Captain Astellia strode down the hall, ducked her head into the galley, and returned with Robin in tow. “May as well show you both at once,” the woman commented as she continued down to the hold. 


The mages’ sleeping area was quiet. Mia and Daniel were off somewhere, and Edward lay unmoving in the hammock they’d left him in that morning. A touch dramatically, the captain crossed the room, grasped the canvas barrier, and swept it aside to reveal…nothing. 


The space beyond was too dark to see. Following Astellia’s hurried ushering, Declan then Robin ducked through the opening in the canvas. Not a moment later, the captain passed through as well, channeling a soft white Light. 


Declan stared, mouth agape. Robin audibly gasped. Down the forty feet of hold, the walls were stacked with cages. 


Creatures of all shapes and sizes were kept captive, each lying asleep in its cage. Sedated, Declan realized. Cage by cage he surveyed the beasts, recognizing few of them. He thought he saw a hellcat only to get a whiff of the fumes coming off its back—whatever it was it wasn’t smoke. 


The truly shocking sight, however, was down at the end of the dark hold. In a single cage which spanned the full height and width of the hold slept a huge reptilian form. The captain’s white light glistened on the crimson scales as the mages took in the beast before them. 


Almost comically quietly given her words, the woman announced, “I’d like to present to you round one of the Lethian Tournament!”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










“WHAT?!” DECLAN WHISPERED. 


“You heard me,” the captain answered. “Round one of the Lethian Tournament! I really don’t see why this is a surprise. They do monsters for the first round every year…”


Declan cursed himself internally. He’d known that, he’d just never thought about where the beasts came from. It’s not like there were many land animals in the middle of the Asharrian. 


Robin inquired, “Then this is why we’re ‘officially’ sailing to Fontanya?” 


“Yep,” the captain chimed, “Teralian law expressly forbids transporting magical creatures across international borders. Not that it stops the ruling class from watching the tournament every year. Really it’s the safest smuggling route all year: nobody wants to risk pissing off all the rich fucks who watch the tournament.” 


She stepped forward, resting a hand on the bars of the giant cage. “This’ll be a fun year,” she commented. “Some hunters managed to wrangle this beauty out in the eastern wildlands. Most of the competitors will have never even seen a drake, let alone fought one.”


“So the rumbling this afternoon…”


“Yeah, that was her. Does that when she gets restless. That’s why—“ the captain pulled up the lid on a nearby barrel, revealing a stash of dried meat, “we keep this stuff around. Got enough dreamweed in it to floor you eighty times over.”


Declan—perhaps rudely—asked his next question: “Why are you showing us this? Why now?”


“You mean besides the fact that it’s fuckin’ awesome?” Declan was beginning to pick up a hint of a slur in the captain’s words. “I knew you’d come looking back here sooner or later. Honestly I was surprised at lunch when you didn’t come up yelling at me for sticking you down with the dangerous animals. Anyway, I brought you down here cause I knew you two were gonna compete. The adept bracket won’t have to deal with the drake of course,” she pointed to a grouping of cages, “but your beasts are over there.”


Robin cast a light of her own and ran more than walked in the indicated direction. Before taking his own turn to inspect the beasts, Declan addressed the captain. “I really don’t intend to compete.” 


“Whatever you say,” she dismissed his objection. “You’ve got the look about you. Like she does,” Astellia gestured to a Robin who was enthusiastically surveying the caged animals. “You’re not one to back down from a challenge.” With that she strode off, patting Robin on the shoulder as she passed. 


As the captain’s light disappeared behind the hanging canvas, Declan stepped into Robin’s. Whether or not he joined the tournament, the adept was interested in the captured beasts. 


The task was made difficult by the simple fact that none of the cages were labeled. The iron bars cast hard shadows on the sleeping creatures, further obscuring their features. “Do you know any of these?” 


“I think,” Robin replied, “this one’s a sand worm, but I’m not certain.” Declan had to crouch to peer into the cage she indicated. It held a brown serpentine creature, over a foot in diameter. The beast certainly looked like a worm with its bulbous head and cylindrical body, but the only worms he’d fought were the frost worms at Tower Vestriam, and they’d been nearly twice the size. 


“Doesn’t look too threatening,” he commented. 


“Nothing looks scary while it’s sleeping,” came the reply. Declan refrained from just pointing at the drake behind them. “But I see your point. A novice could probably take some of these out.”


“Well she did say it’s only round one. Maybe you’ll be judged on how quickly or impressively you fight it? Or maybe it’s meant to be easy to get the crowd excited for the actual bouts.”


“Could be,” Robin replied. “Either way I’m not getting much by just staring at them.” She turned to leave. 


“We should bring Mia back here,” Declan said, electing to follow the steel mage rather than cast his own light. “She could probably recognize a few of these.” The pair passed through the canvas, revealing the bespectacled Pyltian to be asleep in her hammock. “Tomorrow then,” Declan whispered, making his way to his own hammock hanging above a snoring Daniel. 


Sleep didn’t come easy, and when he finally nodded off, Declan dreamt of slumbering beasts, ready to kill them all at the slightest disturbance. 



* * *


Mia, as it turned out, was less useful than the copy of Sir Mathos’s Field Guide, that Declan had brought. Though a great many of the captive animals remained unidentified, the mages were able to read about reskids, irontusk boars, three different types of thunderclaws, and yes, sand worms. None of the creatures from the adept section gave the party any pause; they’d all fought stronger. 


Mia went through and catalogued the animals to the best of her ability, but even she stayed away from the massive drake. 


In all, Declan didn’t pay the cargo too much attention. There was a reason he hadn’t read much of the Field Guide thus far—beast craft never stirred much interest in the adept. Beyond that, the book wasn’t exactly trustworthy. Divines, it even included an entry on the Fae as if they actually existed.


He did, however, jump to attention whenever the telltale rumbling of the restless drake shook the deck. He had faith the captain and crew knew what they were doing, but that didn’t make the beast’s presence less unsettling. 


A few things happened in the following days. Most impactful for Daniel and Declan was that the boys found their sea legs. Declan could now fully enjoy Wes’s cooking while it lasted, and Daniel no longer spent his hours leaning over the wooden rail. 


Robin managed to talk the others into a few training bouts on deck, even enlisting some of the crew with magical backgrounds as opponents. Declan for the most part sat these sessions out. It wasn’t worth the risk of hurting someone or exposing his ability too much. The adept still got a fair bit of enjoyment from watching the steel and plasma fly across the deck and meet with ice, air, or wood. 


In the evenings they ate and drank and enjoyed each other’s company; some nights, even Edward made his way to the galley. Declan still hadn’t played his lute for the crew as a whole, but he worked towards it. Either up on the underpopulated deck in the dark hours or down in the hold, he kept at his practice. The sedated beasts made for a polite audience. 


It was one such day of practice alone in the ship’s hold when Declan heard a deep horn followed by shouts from above. Stowing the precious instrument, he went above board to investigate.


The deck was chaos. Crew members ran this way and that, shouting commands or updates at each other. After jumping out of the entryway to dodge a frantic sailor, Declan spotted his companions along with Captain Astellia and a pair of sailors leaning over the starboard rail. He rushed over to join them. “What’s going on?”


“We’re under attack!” Mia burst, “look!” She pointed, and Declan could just make out the swirling shapes beneath the waves. 


“Sea scamps,” the captain explained. “I’ve never seen this many. They don’t usually attack anything bigger than a fishing boat. I’ve heard stories of their shamans organizing raids on towns, but nothing like this.” A small, slimy blue hand peaked from the water clutching an ebony horn. It was joined by an alien yet uncomfortably human face sporting a set of gills along each cheek and double-slitted eyes. 


The creature opened its maw, revealing a set of pointed teeth, before meeting the horn to let out another deep wail. “Never seen that before either,” the captain commented. “Scamps aren’t usually a threat to ships this big, but we should get ready for a battle just in case.”


The mages watched on as more and more of the dark shapes appeared, swirling around menacingly but not actually doing anything. Minutes passed as the forms amassed. Robin grew a bit impatient, “are they going to attack? What should we—“ the steel mage was interrupted when as one the shifting forms charged at the hull of the ship. 


The deck shook. Once he’d regained his footing, Declan peered back over the rail. The scamps were climbing. Hundreds of claws dug into the wooden hull as a veritable horde of the things made their upward advance. 


Mia was the first to act, a bolt of plasma melting the skull of the nearest attacker. The others quickly joined in, and soon Robin’s steel and Daniel’s prismatic mana also went to work killing the beasts. From the captain, huge gusts of wind sliced open hands or swept dozens of the scamps back into the water. But still they came.


In but a moment, Declan came to two conclusions. The first was that he should avoid using his mana directly if possible—both to keep from scaring the crew and to avoid hurting anyone in the chaos of battle. The second was that lightning seemed like a strong alternative for the sea creatures. In short order Declan’s yellow blasts joined the barrage. 


The assault seemed unending; for every scamp the mages killed another took its place. But they held. The defenders conserved what mana they could, hoping to outlast their opponents’ numbers, and it seemed to be working. Declan was just beginning to feel a glimmer of confidence when the cry rang out, “PORT SIDE BREACH!”


Shit, he cursed internally. Turning around, he spotted the source of the cry: one of the five mages defending the port side had been overcome and now lay bleeding on the deck. 


Declan took the moment to survey the battlefield. The ten or so crew-members with magical skill were spread around the perimeter of the deck, each fending off a tide of sea scamps. The non magically inclined held swords or pikes, which they swept over the side to direct the horde into the defending mages. It seemed like an effective strategy, at least until the first mage had fallen. Standing over the man’s body, Declan got his first good look at their enemy. 


The sea creature was humanoid. Deep blue scales coated its three-foot frame, and its large round eyes gave the scamp an almost cute, mischievous look. At least, they would have but for the bloodstained claws on its webbed hands and the row of pointed teeth it revealed with a wide grin. Declan hit the monster with a bolt of lightning before it could dive in to feast on its victim. 


Two women with spears took the fallen mage’s position, doing their best to control the tide of scamps, but they were no mages. One by one, the blue creatures made their way around the mundane defenders and onto the deck. The true battle had begun. 


Declan cursed his lack of area attacks; there were too many scamps to be killing them one at a time. Unfortunately, the adept didn’t have time to modify and learn an elemental attack spell, and his mana by it’s very nature needed to be highly concentrated to kill anything quickly. So lightning it was. 


Declan didn’t even notice he’d slipped on his battle face; his heart beat confidently as he focused entirely on the task at hand. 


The fight raged on. Cries of pain echoed from over the sides as scamp after scamp was cut down. Declan and Daniel stayed back, picking off the stragglers that made it to the deck before they could attack someone from behind. The strategy worked. Sure, the mages’ mana stores were slowly depleting, and the oncoming horde wasn’t thinning, but they held the line. 


Until the assault stopped. From his vantage at the center of the deck, Declan couldn’t see the water below, but he heard the collective splash as the scamps on the hull collectively leapt back into the water. He called out, “What’s going on?” 


“I think we scared them off!” Robin cheered back.


“Maybe,” came the captain’s answer. “I’ve never seen this many sea scamps in one place. Gather the bodies on deck,” she commanded the sailors. “Let’s re-up while we can.”


With the utmost efficiency, the crew obeyed her command, collecting the twenty-odd scamps Declan and Daniel had shot down on the deck. The mages gathered around and cut into the bodies to release the captive mana. “Lightning, huh?” The captain commented. “And here I thought you’d have something interesting like your friend here, avoiding the practice bouts and all that.” The adept didn’t reply, focusing instead on the task at hand. 


Declan’s mana was more than replenished by the time the horn sounded again. The mages had just jumped to attention when the ship suddenly jerked to the side. “Hull Breach!” a sailor cried, prompting a pair of the crew’s mages to dash below decks. The ship shook again, nearly throwing Declan from his feet. 


In the following seconds, two things happened. First, a crash of water sounded out behind the adept, spraying seawater onto the deck. Second, a familiar rumbling sounded from below. 


“Shit,” the captain swore, drawing Declan’s attention to the source of her ire. Nearly thirty feet off the starboard rail, a scaly head peeked from the water. The behemoth’s head alone stood over twenty feet above the waves, its black scales glimmering in the winter sun. 


It was almost draconic in shape, but with a wide and flat snout more akin to a bill. The beast was further separated from a dragon when an inky tentacle rose from the water to strike at the ship, jolting it again and breaking another hole in the wooden hull. The creature’s hide was lined with curved black spikes, which Declan recognized as the origin of the ‘horn’ the scamps had been sounding. The two sea scamps atop the monster’s head confirmed the connection. 


Must be the shamans Astellia mentioned, Declan realized, noting the carved bone staves they clung to. 


Mia was again the first to act, launching a blast of plasma at the beast’s massive eye. It never struck. As the attack flew through the air, one of the shamans waved its staff and a gust of wind deflected the bolt. 


The defense began in earnest. Blasts of air, steel, plasma, and whatever Daniel wielded flew through the sky, all deflected by the shaman’s spells. Declan noted with interest that only one of the scamps was devoted to defense, the other simply clutched its staff and stared forward in unbroken focus. 


The adept fired his first dart, but his aim was thrown off by another bout of the deck-shaking rumble. Clutching the rail to steady himself, Declan fired again. This time his aim was true. The defending shaman couldn’t stop the undetectable projectile, and before it knew what had happened, its companion was dead. 


For the first time since its appearance, the beast let out a roar. 


It was a beautiful sound, smooth and haunting and alien enough to give Declan chills. The monstrosity’s head bucked, sending the second shaman flying, and disappeared beneath the waves. The mages froze, half expecting another devastating attack. None came. 


It would seem the behemoth had simply left. Declan breathed. They’d done it. They’d defended the ship. The adept was about ready to relax when the shout rang from below. The hull! As one, the mages rushed belowdecks. 


The hull was pierced in two places, both in the hold. Declan was relieved to find only an inch of water lining the floor, a fiercely concentrating sailor holding back the worst of the flood. The true threat wasn’t sinking; it was the flow of sea scamps through the two holes. The small creatures dashed around the caged monsters, leaping at the defending mages. 


Daniel and Robin went on the offensive, while Declan and Mia focused on defending the water mage. The blue creatures were harder to target in the cramped space, the cages provided them ample cover. Fortunately, there was a plant mage among the crew. The flow of scamps slowed and eventually ceased as the wooden hull stretched to tighten and close the breaches. 


Now the mages could relax. 


There was no more sea monster, no more shouts for aid, and no more holes in the hull. Declan dropped his battle face, and the leftover adrenaline immediately started his heart pounding. He forced himself to breathe. 


Joining Robin and the captain, Declan climbed the wooden steps back onto the deck. The three scanned the water, finding no sign of the scamps. The adept was just about to express his relief when the ship again shook with the familiar rumble. 


There was a crash. The deck shook again, more violently. A high pitched roar rang out as the planks beneath their feet bucked, flooring the mages. There was another crash and a gust of wind before the ship stilled. Shaken, Declan rose to his feet to find a fifteen-foot hole in the back of the deck. In the sky, a glimmering red shape faded into the distance. The captain was the first to speak.


“Well shit."










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










THE TOTAL CASUALTIES of the battle amounted to: four sailors, six unnamed caged creatures, a quarter inch of hull-thickness where the plant mage had been forced to take material to patch the holes, one captive drake, and one lute. 


Declan knew, of course, that the loss of human life exceeded all else, but he’d grown attached to the instrument. He couldn’t stop himself from feeling a pang of grief as he held the water soaked lute, the thing warped and stretched by the floodwater in which it’d sat. No matter how he tuned it, he could elicit nought but a tangled mess of ill-combined tones. With a sigh, he carried the lute back upstairs. Maybe the plant mage could fix it once she woke up. 


The last vestiges of sunlight cast a brilliant red inferno upon the waves, a funeral pyre of sorts for the four bodies that lay shrouded upon the deck. He spotted Captain Astellia, seated on the bow with her legs hanging over the side. He joined her. “Pretty shit world, huh?”


“Pretty shit,” she agreed, taking a swig from an iron flask. Declan could smell the strength of the stuff from where he sat. “Sorry ‘bout your lute,” she gestured to the ruined instrument, “Lea might be able to do something if you ask her.”


Declan filed the name of the plant mage away, “I’m letting her sleep for now.”


“Cheers to that,” the captain toasted, taking another drink. The two sat tacitly staring into the beauty of the sunset. The drake’s exit hole was behind them, deemed unworth the cost of fixing. The second hole in the floor of the galley had been repaired—food more important to the sailors than a giant gap in the deck. 


It was Astellia again who broke the silence. “It’s kinda bullshit,” she said, “that it happens to us. Eight. There have been eight recorded monster attacks on ships this size in the last half century. And we get hit with a fucking incursion force. Probably the largest monster attack anywhere in the last decade. Whatever gods are out there are dicks.” She took a swig. 


“Are they really that uncommon?” Declan asked, remembering his journey so far. “This is the fourth encounter I’ve had in less than a year.”


Declan almost jumped at the woman’s sharp laugh. “Ha! You should’ve told me you’re a beast magnet; I would’ve charged you more. Seriously, four attacks in a year? Were you summering in the fucking wildlands?” 


“Not exactly…”


“Alright, be the mysterious traveler. At least I know your element now Mr. Lightning Mage,” she laughed. “Seriously, I’m glad to have you. Your efficiency seems a bit off, and you really need to work on your Chain Lightning, but I don’t know if we’d’ve made it through that without you and your friends. Plus whatever knocked that shaman off his pet leviathan. Really, thank you.”


Declan held out a hand, into which the captain kindly deposited her flask. He took a swig. It took the mage a great deal of willpower to swallow the vile liquid, eliciting a laugh from the captain when he nearly coughed it up. Returning the flask, Declan decided that for all her hospitality and all she’d been through, the captain deserved the truth. “Actually,” he said, “that was me.”


“What was you?”


“That killed the shaman. I’m not really a lightning mage.”


“Well then what are you? That certainly looked like lighting magic you were throwing around today.” 


“Um…yeah,” Declan stopped to think. “It’s probably better if I show you. Don’t freak out, ok?”


“Boy, with what I’ve seen today I—“ she froze when tendrils of wood sprouted from the deck, tightly wrapping around her legs to hold her in place. “—What the shit?”


Declan released the Living Grasp and the deck returned to normal. “I—um… my mana is weird,” he explained. “In its pure form it’s super high frequency, enough so that it’s basically a straight line compared to yours. With a lot of work and focus I can bend it into elemental spells, but it’s inefficient and complicated.”


“And you went with lightning for the scamps. Good choice.” Declan was surprised by the captain’s easy acceptance of his ability. Mia had flipped out when she’d discovered. It’s probably just been a long day. See enough crazy stuff and it stops fazing you, Declan reasoned. Astellia continued her questioning, “So why not use your normal mana? Works fine for the rest of us, and we don’t lose a bunch of efficiency trying to do impossible shit.”


“It’s… well it’s dangerous. They were studying it at Tower Vestriam; it goes through things and even really small amounts can cause terrible disease. I mean… it’s really great for hunting monsters because I can shoot right through thick hide or bones or whatever, but in a battle? It’s too easy to miss or leak something. Too dangerous.”


“Battles are dangerous. You risk yours and everyone else’s lives by not fighting your hardest. At least you did what you had to to stop the shaman. Next time, go all out from the get-go.”


Declan reached into his shirt, pulling out Eric’s bell. “The researchers put the safe dose at about half a Pel. Anything above that and you get incurably sick. Anything above five and you’re dead in a few days. It’s not an issue of friendly fire. If I try anything above Tier 1 and I get interrupted, or distracted, or just make a mistake, people die. This bell? It’s tuned to the safe dose. If it rings, people get sick. If it gets loud, people die. I can’t afford to take risks, I can’t afford to ‘go all out.’ I can pick an element and do some simple things with it, but outside of a training hall anything more is too dangerous.”


“Divines,” she swore, “I really should’ve charged you extra.” The woman laughed. “You made a difference today. That’s what matters. Anything else is just grief and regret being the complainers they are. Fuck ‘em. We made it through the monster attack of the decade and we’re still afloat. Let’s drink to that.” 


Again she raised her flask in toast, taking a sip before offering it to Declan. He waved the vile concoction away. A moment later the woman stood, “I gotta piss,” she crudely explained before walking belowdeck. Declan stayed back. 


Ahead of them, Tower Lethis pushed into the darkening sky. The floating city itself was still too distant to be visible, but the massive structure served as a beacon and a reminder of their destination. As he watched the brilliant crimson hues of sunset fade from the clear winter sky, Declan wondered. 


He wondered what could’ve brought the scamps to them in such numbers. He wondered how the battle might’ve gone if he’d used Darts from the beginning, or had prepared a multi-target elemental spell. He wondered what the floating city would be like, and what great feats he might witness in the famous tournament. And in the midst of all this wondering, the adept smiled. 


He smiled in the realization that in the months he’d owned Eric’s beautiful bell, through bandits and beasts and naval battles, he’d never once heard it ring.



* * *


They held the funeral at dawn. Captain Astellia was a silhouette against the warm morning sun as she addressed the sailors. “This day we honor four of our own who fought and died in service of us all. Elya, Lester, Arnold, Tuya, we will never forget…”


Declan felt a pang of guilt to realize he hadn’t known any of their names. He committed them to memory. They didn’t join the other two names forever burned into Declan’s past—he was well aware the sailor’s deaths were not his fault—but he held onto them nonetheless. 


The passengers stood at a distance while Astellia addressed her crew, speaking of their valiance in battle and courage in death. Declan didn’t think death was a courageous thing, but who was he to question words that might bring comfort in times of grief? 


For each of the fallen, one of the crew came forward to speak. They spoke of Elya’s love of dancing, of Lester’s unmatched skill at cards. The stoic cook told a tale of Tuya’s endless hunt for Rethian wine, and a woman sobbed through her story of Arnold’s gentle heart and unselfish love. 


Declan watched it all. He watched as one by one the crew members said their goodbyes, and he watched as the bodies were thrown into the welcoming arms of the Asharrian. A sailor’s life begets a sailor’s death. 


In time the words were said, the feelings felt, and the tears cried, and the crew went back to work, stepping around the still-gaping hole in the deck. For all its strength, grief would not for a moment stop The Waving Bone. 


Declan was one of the first to leave the deck—he’d had enough of mourning and talking, it was time for some peace. The adept cursed to himself as he stepped down the wooden stairs to hear a familiar rambling. There would be no quiet to be had here. Still he walked, entering the hold and climbing into his hammock, doing his best to ignore Edward’s muttering. The man got louder.




“The cattle bleeds, the fires light,


The time is growing nigh,


Prepare, prepare, for coming war,


The breaking of the sky.”




Well that’s a new one, Declan thought. He considered the verse for a brief moment before deciding he was too drained to jump down that particular rabbit hole. Shutting his eyes, he tuned the raving man out. 


“The cattle bleeds, the fires light—“


Damnit. Declan grudgingly rose, adopting a strategy he knew from the outset would not work. “Edward, what does that mean?”


“Prepare, prepare, for—“


“Right, right, you’re in your own world right now. I just wish you’d speak some actual sense.”


“The cattle bleeds, the fi—“


“Yes, yes, for divines sake I get it,” Declan knew he had no right to be yelling at the man, but it felt good. There used to be a time when the world made sense. When he knew who he was and where he belonged and what he was going to be. Now it was all a mess. He didn’t know why he had the magic he did. He didn’t know what awaited him in Lethis, or after Lethis, or anywhere. He didn’t know if he’d ever be safe. 


Ever since Magus Penten had said those cursed words all he’d known was senseless cruelty, senseless monster attacks, senseless fear, and senseless death. And the pinnacle of it all, the towering madness that stood at the epicenter of all the chaos and uncertainty of Declan’s life, stood before him, spouting the same senseless words. 


“—prepare, for coming war,


The breaki—“


“Shut up!” Declan snapped. “I need to think.”


“The cattle bleeds—“


“I said stop! I’ve had enough of your cryptic poems. Speak sense or not at all.” Declan’s blood rushed. His breathing accelerated. At his center, in that tiny little ball where he’d stored all his fear at the unknown, his anger at those who’d mistreated him, his indignity at the injustice of life, and his guilt at the evil he had done, a flame sparked to life. 


Declan burned. 


He’d amassed a year’s worth of fuel, plenty to feed the growing inferno. “This is all your fault!” He was yelling now. “If you and Charlie hadn’t been such dicks we’d all still be home right now instead of almost dying in the middle of the fucking Asharrian! Or I’d still be at Vestriam instead of being forced to run like a gods-damned animal.”


Edward shook as he continued his verse, “Prepare, prepare, for co—“


“What does that mean?!” Declan surged forward, grabbing Edward’s shirt and pressing him to a pillar. “The nothing mage this, the Next Ones that, the fucking sky breaking? Enough fucking riddles, explain it! One way or another you’re going to tell me what in hells you’re on about. I swear to the fucking divines if you don’t start talking I’m go—“ 


ting


Declan froze. 


Within a second the fire in his blood turned to ice and he slammed the orchid into his mind. He leapt back, releasing the madman and stepping away until he felt the cool wood against his back. He clutched Eric’s bell. It had only rang once, but that gentle chime echoed through his head a thousandfold. 


“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.” He forced himself to breathe. At least, he grimly thought, Edward’s already afflicted. The idea brought him little comfort. Seconds or hours passed in silence in the dim hold; Declan knew not which. He needed to breathe, he needed to think, and he needed the comforting hand that wasn’t there.



* * *


The final days of their voyage passed in relative peace. The passengers crowded the bow as the edge of the Tempest came into view, the eternal storm darkening the eastward sky. No threats, anomalies, or other items or interest escaped from the squall, so the mages swiftly lost interest. Unfortunately, the lute was beyond rescue—the wood mage insufficiently versed in instrument construction to attain the proper shape. 


Declan spent his days in the hold reading borrowed texts from Mia’s veritable library or on the deck watching the sapphire waves pass beneath them. The adept appreciated the period of quiet. It had been a tumultuous series of days; the opportunity to laze about was a rare one. 


He was in the galley, losing to Daniel in a game of crowns, when he heard the cry: “city ahead!” Declan shared a look with his opponent before dropping the cards and dashing to the wooden stairs. Robin and Mia beat the boys to the deck. Tower Lethis stood on the horizon where it had always been, marginally wider now than when they’d first left. The difference now was at its base. 


The floating city was more of a brown smudge at the base of the massive structure, but that didn’t stop Declan from squinting to further analyze their destination. It didn’t do him much good. Daniel and Mia quickly grew bored with the slowly growing shape in the distance, and sat on the wood to chat amongst themselves. But Declan stayed at the rail, and Robin with him. 


For hours the two stood watch, sharing theories and ideas of what the city, the arena, and the Tower might be like. And so it was that with excitement in his heart and companions at his side that Declan stood upon the bow of The Waving Bone, watching his future on the distant horizon. 










EPILOGUE




FOUR MAGES SAT atop a rumbling carriage, their robes the only apprentice red among the thirty adepts which dotted the roofs of the caravan wagons like so many sailors voyaging across the verdant sea that was the Icandian Plains. It was a tiring journey.


“I still say it’s some divines-fucked bullshit.” Sarah’s language had long past exhausted its ability to turn heads, but her volume certainly did the trick.


Andrew rolled his eyes, “We’ve been over this. We signed a contract, magic for military service. What’d you expect was going to happen?”


“Not a fucking war! Or at the bloody least I’d think they’d let us hit adept first.”


Jess snorted, “As if you couldn’t overpower every one of that lot.”


“Doesn’t mean it’s fair. They got—”


“For divines’ sake, Sarah, we know. It’s unfair as five hells that they got more training than we did, but complaining isn’t gonna change anything. Besides, they wouldn’t have sent us off if we weren’t close enough to adept anyway.”


“Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”


Brian sat up, “Aren’t you at least a little bit excited? We’re mages, riding off to battle in distant lands! This is the kind of stuff they write songs about.”


“We’re foot soldiers going to boot camp. Nobody writes songs about the spell fodder.”


“Speak for yourself,” Andrew chuckled.


“Yeah,” Jess added, “I don’t know about you all, but I plan on being famous.”


The round of laughter that followed was some comfort to the young mages, but it alone couldn’t stop the conversation from fading into unsure silence. The wagons rolled on. 


As Sarah looked back at Tower Krispins fading into the distance, as Brian reclined dreaming of adventures to come, and as the twins stared ever forward at the road ahead, hope battled for dominance with fear and uncertainty. Peaceful as was the swaying grass below, it could never last. 


Sarah knew she wasn’t ready. None of them were. But the early spring sun wasn’t the only thing looming on the distant horizon. The army wouldn’t wait for them to be ready. Neither would war.


So it was that four mages sat atop a rumbling carriage, their crimson robes and hesitant smiles the clearest sign that ever was of their nature. They were unprepared, undertrained, and inexperienced, but Teralia had made the call, and like it or not, they were bound to answer. 










THE END
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The saga continues with Untolled, available now!




If you have the time, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. The algorithm determines what books it shows people based on the total number of reviews, so every review is a massive help. 
Thank you for reading!
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