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MANA ARTS


“Now approaching Tidegate Central,” said a staticky voice from the intercom.

Akari pulled her gaze from the window and hurried toward the doors. Tidegate was just an hour from her foster home, but an hour was a long time on a crowded train. Especially when your stomach threatened to mutiny from two missed meals.

Dozens of other passengers filled the narrow space. Most were high-school students like her, with bronze and silver badges hanging over their uniforms. She even spotted a cluster of Golds lounging on the padded benches, taking up twice as much space as they needed.

The Golds wore the same school uniform as everyone else, but theirs fit them just a little bit better. She’d once heard a Gold say “off the rack” in the same tone you might say “the bottom of the dumpster.” That was really all you needed to know about them.

A few seconds more passed as the train slowed to a halt.

“Stand clear,” said the voice from the speakers. “Doors opening.”

Another pause, and the mana-powered doors slid apart on their steel tracks. Bursts of autumn wind struck Akari’s face as she stepped onto the platform. She grabbed the hem of her hoodie and pulled up the zipper, covering the bronze badge that hung from her neck. Badges were required in most public places, but not where she was going.

Where she was going, all this badge and rank bullshit wouldn’t matter.

She clung to the railing as she shuffled down the concrete staircase toward the street below. Most people were headed back to the suburbs at this hour, so she had to move against the crowd. For a short Bronze like her, that was about as fun as a mana Missile to the face.

Akari looked both ways when she finally reached the sidewalk. A line of cars sat bumper-to-bumper all the way to the stoplight, and the fumes of burning mana crystals stung her nostrils. The scent was a bit hard to describe. Sharp and metallic, but also sweet, like a strike of lightning in a summer storm.

Tidegate was the second-largest city in the Archipelago, home to tens of thousands of people. The buildings stood well over ten stories tall, and she pulled out a crudely drawn map to orient herself.

To her right, a plane of bright blue mana dominated the horizon, taller than any building.

The city’s namesake.

Then again, it was more of a wall than a gate. So why did they call it Tidegate? Did they think “gate” sounded cooler or something? Regardless, the mana wall sat on the city’s eastern coast to protect it from the Inner Sea with its storms and tides. That meant she’d have to go the opposite way.

The buildings got shorter as she walked, and fancy condos became rundown apartments. Great. Hopefully, things wouldn’t get too shady. She’d looked at a map online, but a map was just a bunch of colored lines, and it could only tell you so much about a place.

Would this be like something out of a dystopian movie? Some dark street filled with brawls, hookers, and soulshine dealers? Akari had never liked those movies. She didn’t want to see some depressing world where everything sucked and nothing mattered. It was even worse when the stories centered on some ragtag band of kids who overthrew the government with the power of love and friendship.

No . . . she liked the old-school mana arts movies. The ones where the heroes changed the world through hard training, and the power that came with it. That was the type of hero she wanted to be. That was the reason she’d come to Tidegate today.

Akari found her destination squished between an old Cadrian restaurant and a cheap elixir store. She climbed a short stone staircase and pushed open the door. A bell rang above her head, and a Shokenese man stepped out from the back room. He wore a simple black T-shirt with tight-fitting sleeves. It was the sort of thing a bouncer might wear, and his massive biceps completed the look.

“You lost, kid?” His tone was insultingly earnest, as if she really were a kid who’d taken a wrong turn.

“No.” Akari stood straighter as she approached the wooden counter. She cleared her throat and tried to sound confident. “I’m here to pick up my order.”

The man raised a dark eyebrow. Shit. Had she messed up the passphrase? Gotten a word wrong? She’d rehearsed this thing over two dozen times. It should be right. Then again, what if she’d had the wrong phrase to begin with? Her palms started to sweat, but she resisted the urge to wipe them on her skirt.

“What color was your order?” the man finally asked.

Akari let out a breath of relief. “Blue and yellow.”

He shrugged, then gestured a thumb over his shoulder. “Take a right, then head down the stairs.”

“Thanks.” Akari hurried past the counter before he noticed her shaking knees. She opened the first door on her right and crept down the creaking staircase. At first, everything was dead silent. But when she reached the bottom step, a dozen explosions hit her eardrums like a train.

She spun around and gaped at the staircase. A sound-suppression Construct? She couldn’t see anything, but some mana Constructs were invisible. Especially aspects like sound and air.

The antechamber was a well-lit room with a polished wooden floor and a cushioned bench on either side. The sliding door hung open a few inches, so Akari shuffled into the dojo beyond.

Here, half a dozen mana artists trained in the vast space. Two women sparred on her left, attacking each other with blasts of fiery mana. Unlike the sound Construct on the stairs, these techniques were visible to the naked eye. They soared back and forth like blazing meteors, and they painted the walls with bright shades of orange.

The men on her right shot their Missiles at a row of training dummies. Their attacks were white and silver, and the collisions sounded almost metallic as they struck their marks.

Akari’s heart raced at the sights and sounds. She’d never seen people train up close and personal like this. Her school had a mana arts program, but they only accepted Silvers and Golds. Even then, the classes happened in a private part of the school, far from watchful eyes.

No one approached Akari, so she kept scanning her surroundings. The room had floor-to-ceiling mirrors against two walls. Probably so the fighters could check their forms. Either that, or this room used to be a dance studio at some point. Maybe both. Graffiti covered the other two walls, but the colors were faint in the dim lighting.

The two women on her left kept sparring. One had the pale skin of an Espirian, with her blond hair tied back in two braids that bounced against her bare shoulders. The other woman was part Shokenese, like Akari, and her black hair was pulled back in a tight knot.

“Who are you?” a gruff voice asked from behind her.

Akari spun to face a brown-haired Espirian man. He was only a few inches taller than her, and he wore a pair of dark-framed glasses that matched her own. Still, despite his non-threatening appearance, this man was older than anyone else by at least a decade. He must be Magnus, the guy who ran this place.

“I’m here to pick up my order,” she said.

Magnus waved a dismissive hand. “You already got through the front door. Just tell me what you want.”

“Oh.” She drew in a deep breath. “I want to learn mana arts.”

He chuckled. “How old are you?”

“Old enough to pay you in silver right now.”

“Uh-huh. But are you old enough to drop the bullshit and answer a straight question?”

Akari winced. “Sixteen.”

He squinted at her as if staring directly into her soul. Akari resisted the urge to look away, shuffle her feet, or fidget.

“Sorry,” he said. “Can’t help you.”

“What? Why not?”

“You’re a Bronze.”

Damnit. How did he know? How did people always just . . . know? Her badge was hidden beneath her hoodie, and nothing else should have given her rank away. Then again, it could be a simple deduction on his part. A Silver wouldn’t bother hiding her badge, and a Gold wouldn’t come here in the first place.

Oh well, no point in denying it now. Even if she claimed to be a Silver, he could demand proof. That would only make things worse.

“Didn’t know you cared about those rules,” Akari retorted.

Magnus furrowed his brow as he stepped back into the waiting room. “How did you hear about me, anyway?”

Akari followed him out. “One of your students goes to my high school.”

“And this kid told you about me?”

“He told someone else in a school email. I read it when I hacked his account.” She’d already prepared for this question and decided the truth was easiest. “Hacked” was a strong word, though. Technically, he’d never changed his default password, just like ninety percent of her clueless peers. All she needed was his date of birth, then she was in.

Magnus’s scowl deepened, and he pulled out a pocket-sized notebook. “And what’s this kid’s name?”

“Tristen Stowell.” She had no problem throwing a stuck-up Silver under the bus. Especially one who’d been harassing her since elementary school.

Magnus jotted the name down, then pocketed his notebook again. “It’s not about the rules,” he finally said. “Bronze bodies can’t take this kind of heat. A Missile from a Silver could kill you.”

Speaking of bullshit. Everyone said Bronze bodies were weaker than Silvers and Golds, but they failed to point out a real biological difference. She’d been hit by a Silver’s Missile before, and it wasn’t much worse than a punch to the face.

Still, his internal logic made sense, and her slender frame wouldn’t help her cause.

“Okay,” Akari said. “How about you just teach me the basics? I’ll watch and learn, but no sparring. I’ll practice alone, and—”

He shook his head. “Sorry, kid. Not worth it to me.”

“Why not?”

“You know why not.”

She did know, and despite Magnus’s blunt tone, he was too nice to say it. Having a scrawny Bronze in the dojo wasn’t good for business. But if she didn’t learn mana arts here, she might never get another chance.

Akari’s gaze shifted back to the dojo where the other students trained. The Espirian woman had moved out of sight, while her friend had joined the two guys. They took turns forming shields around their bodies, and their Missiles sounded like gunshots as they broke in midair.

Talek. She wanted this more than anything in the world. Her life might even depend on it someday.

“Fine.” Akari slumped her shoulders. “How about I pay you full price for one private lesson?” She held up a finger. “Just one.” Eight silvernotes were supposed to pay for several weeks, but she didn’t have a choice. Maybe if Magnus taught her how to sense her mana, she could learn the rest on her own.

“Nope. I’m not giving private lessons to a minor.”

“I wasn’t lying about my age!” She was lying, of course, but she’d be sixteen in a few months.

Akari’s outburst caught the attention of a larger man in a sleeveless gray shirt. Sweat glistened on his bald head, and a web of tattoos covered his massive arms.

“Everything good here, boss?” Despite the man’s muscular frame, his voice was anything but deep.

“Yeah,” Magnus replied. “This young lady was just leaving.”

The larger man loomed in the doorway with raised eyebrows.

Akari clenched her fists as she turned to go. She’d spent the past month preparing for this moment, and now it was all over. Her rank shouldn’t have mattered here, but it did. Not because of the laws, but because these idiots actually believed the state’s anti-Bronze propaganda.

Worst of all, she wouldn’t get a chance to prove them wrong.

“One more question,” Akari said, “then I promise I’ll go.”

Magnus crossed his arms and waited. It wasn’t a promise to answer, but it also wasn’t a dismissal.

“Is there anyone on this island who might train me?”

“Probably,” he said. “But you’d need a lot more cash to convince them. We’re talking goldnotes here. Even if you had that kind of money, I wouldn’t waste it on fighting lessons.”

Akari ground her teeth and looked away. His advice was probably good. Even a few goldnotes could buy a car, or a year’s worth of rent in a cheap apartment. Still, Magnus was wrong about one thing: mana arts were so much more than “fighting lessons.”

Once Akari turned sixteen, she’d be a legal adult. She’d be kicked out of her foster home, forced to live on the street. When that happened, no amount of money would keep her safe.

But with mana arts, she could actually move up in this world. She could get a decent job, attend a university, or join the military.

Maybe they’d even be forced to call her a Silver instead of a Bronze.

Oh well, no sense in dreaming about that now.
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Rain fell from the sky, and Akari quickened her pace toward the train station. This street had been crowded during rush hour, but now the sidewalks were almost empty.

She barely made it two blocks before someone shouted from a nearby alley. It sounded like a young woman in distress.

Akari kept walking as if she hadn’t heard. She didn’t know much about Tidegate, but she knew this wasn’t her business. Getting involved was a good way to get herself killed.

“Help!” the same voice shouted again. “Someone!”

Memories assaulted her, suppressing her fear with a primal rage. Akari might not be a mana artist, but she could still make a difference for someone else. Besides, did the heroes in movies wait around until they had their power? Hell no. They took action, and the rewards came later.

She stepped toward the alley, tilted her backpack to the side, and pulled out the S17 Missile rod from the front pocket. The weapon was about as long as her forearm, with a simple handle and trigger on one side. A mana battery sat between the shaft and the iron sights, with enough power for two shots.

A Bronze couldn’t buy a weapon without a permit, but Akari had gotten this one from a rich Silver when she’d fixed his grades.

A few more steps brought her to the alley’s mouth, and she raised her weapon. This might be the stupidest thing she’d ever done, but she didn’t care. Magnus’s rejection had left her blood boiling, and her muscles yearned for a fight.

Shadows covered the scene ahead, but she caught a flicker of movement near the dumpster. Akari stepped lightly as she approached, keeping her finger on the trigger. Better to shoot first and talk later.

A few heartbeats passed, then the young woman emerged from behind the dumpster. Her blond hair reflected the dim street light, and she wore tight-fitting combat clothes.

Akari kept her weapon raised. “Who was screaming?”

Before the woman could answer, two more figures stepped into the alley’s mouth behind Akari.

Talek. This was a trap. Who even fell for a stupid trap like this? Akari was more reckless than most, but how would they know that?

“Hand over the money,” the woman said. Her tone was calm, almost reasonable.

Akari forced out a laugh. “You think I’d be dumb enough to carry notes around here?”

“Yep, I think you would.”

“Well, sorry to ruin your plan.” Akari lined up her shot with the Missile rod.

“Don’t.” The woman’s voice came out lower this time, more menacing. She held up her hands, but it looked more like a threat than a show of surrender. “We’ll settle for eight silvernotes right now. You can keep your weapon, and anything else you’ve got.”

Akari squinted through the rain and finally recognized her attacker’s face. This was one of the women from Magnus’s dojo. Damnit. She should have seen this coming. Magnus didn’t seem so bad, but his dojo would attract its share of shady students.

She whirled back and forth as she chose her target. Blondie was alone, so she seemed like the obvious choice. Then again, she’d seen the woman make a shield Construct back in the dojo.

Akari turned to the two men instead. Unlike Blondie, they wore jeans and dark leather jackets, so they clearly hadn’t come from Magnus’s place. They might not even be mana artists at all.

“Or what?” Akari’s voice came out calm despite her pounding heart. Even her hands were shaking less than they had back in the dojo. Funny how that worked.

One of the men held out a hand, and an orange Missile sprang to life between his fingers. He held it in place for several heartbeats, and Akari stared at the hypnotic sight. It was like gazing into a fractal with its endless patterns swirling around a glowing white nucleus. All the while, the edges crackled and danced like flames, and the light revealed the man’s pale Espirian features.

“Fine.” Akari took a few steps toward Blondie and reached into the front pocket of her hoodie. Once they stood a few paces apart, she narrowed her eyes and glanced past the woman. “Who’s your friend?”

Blondie fell for the ruse and looked over her shoulder. Akari didn’t waste the distraction; she aimed her Missile rod straight at the woman’s feet and pulled the trigger. Most amateur fighters knew how to defend their heads and torsos, but they never thought about their feet.

The weapon vibrated in Akari’s hand as a Missile of pure mana pulsed out from the business end. Pale blue light filled the alley as the attack whistled through the air.

Blondie spun back to face her, releasing her own mana on instinct.

Akari darted to the side, catching herself on the alley’s brick wall. Blondie collapsed on the ground, and Akari rushed past her.

Two more techniques sliced through the air as the men attacked. One singed Akari’s ear as she ran. The second hit the back of her thigh, and the impact sent her staggering into the dumpster.

Akari spun around as she fell, pulling the trigger on her rod. The Missile hit the fire artist square in the chest, and he stumbled into Blondie. Akari didn’t fare much better as she slammed into the concrete. Warm blood trickled down her forehead from where she’d hit the dumpster, and a few drops clouded the lenses of her glasses.

Still, she scrambled to her feet, running out of the alley and into the road. Several cars honked and swerved, but no one got close enough to hit her. Her breaths came out hard and ragged by the time she reached the other side. There, she cut through a parking lot and squeezed under a wooden fence.

The fence groaned behind her as her attackers vaulted over it.

For Talek’s sake. Why didn’t they give up?

Akari raced up a set of stone staircases toward the train platform, passing more Silvers in business suits as they left their office jobs. She crested the stairs and spotted a pair of security officers farther down—a pale Espirian man, and a dark-skinned Cadrian woman. They wore matching blue uniforms, and they each carried a firearm and Missile rod on their belts.

Speaking of Missile rods, Akari was still clutching her own.

One of the officers met Akari’s gaze, and she backtracked down the stairs. She’d rather take her chances with the thugs at this point. They might rough her up, but they wouldn’t kill her.

“Hey!” the female officer shouted in her direction.

“Stop!” the man bellowed as he broke into a run. “Police!”

Akari stopped on the landing and hurled her Missile rod over the railing.

Blondie appeared at the bottom of the first staircase, while the two security officers loomed on the platform above.

Surrounded once again.

“Stop that girl!” Blondie shouted from below.

Akari’s breath hitched as she faced the two security officers. If she were braver, she would have played the part of the victim. With the right words, she might have even convinced them. But more memories assaulted her when she saw those blue uniforms—dozens of quick flashes—too painful to face head-on.

The pair raised their hands in eerie unison, and Missiles of pale blue ice shot out from their palms. This technique moved slower than ordinary mana. Slower, and even more hypnotic. The first Missile coiled around Akari’s wrists, wrapping them together like a snake strangling its prey. The second bound her ankles, and the third hit her core.

Icy numbness spread through her body. Akari lost her balance and fell face-first on the stone landing. She twisted to the side at the last second, just missing a broken nose.

The security officers stepped down the staircase, and the woman put a hand to Akari’s head, pressing her cheek to the floor.

“This girl stole my wallet,” Blondie said through several ragged breaths. “I had eight silvernotes in there.”

“You jumped me!” Akari shot back. “You and your friends.” The two guys had cleverly kept their distance, but they must be hiding nearby.

“I jumped you?” Blondie shot back. “Then how come you’ve got my money?”

The male officer ignored them both as he unzipped Akari’s backpack and dumped its contents on the ground. Her school blouse fell out first, followed by a notebook and several textbooks. He emptied the smaller pockets one by one, but there wasn’t much in there. Just lip balm, some pencils, bandages, and her glasses case.

“Search her,” the man told his partner.

Akari flinched as the woman patted down her pockets, but she screwed her eyes shut and endured it. They wouldn’t find anything in there, anyway.

But the woman just kept on searching. First, she yanked off Akari’s shoes. Then she unzipped the front of her hoodie.

“Fine,” Akari said through gritted teeth. “I have some silvernotes, but I didn’t steal them.”

“Where are they?” the woman asked.

“Let me loose, and I’ll get them.”

After a short pause, the male officer waved his hand, and the ice mana loosened around Akari’s wrists. She raised a shaking hand and pulled the wad of silvernotes from the front of her shirt.

The woman snatched it and began counting. “Eight silvernotes.”

“I didn’t steal them.” Akari gestured toward Blondie with her chin. “She heard me haggling with someone. That’s how she knew.”

“Enough,” the male officer snapped. He took the wad of notes from his partner and glanced down at Akari. “Where’d a Bronze come by this money?”

Akari bit her lip and looked away. She could have said her parents gave it to her, but they might ask for names and phone numbers. Her foster parents didn’t know about her hacking, and things would get even worse if they found out. She could have told them she’d earned the money, but she was only fifteen—too young for a job.

No doubt she would come up with a dozen convincing lies later. But for now, she was still shaking like a leaf, and her mouth struggled to form the words.

The officer glanced at Blondie and sniffed, probably inhaling the scent of mana from her hands. His gaze drifted to Akari’s bleeding forehead, then he surveyed the street below.

For a moment, Akari dared to hope for justice. Attacking someone with mana was a serious crime. Even if Akari had stolen from her—which she couldn’t prove—it didn’t justify lethal force on a public street.

“Yeah,” the officer said. “I think you’re both full of shit.” And with that, he pocketed Akari’s silvernotes. “Now get going. Unless either of you wants a real investigation.” A short silence followed, and he nodded. “Didn’t think so.”

And just like that, it was over. They released their ice mana from around Akari’s body, leaving her with pins and needles in her limbs. Blondie made her way down the staircase without a word, and the two officers stepped back up toward the train platform.

Akari lay there for several long moments, struggling to feel her legs again. She was down eight silvernotes—several months’ worth of work. Not to mention her Missile rod, which Blondie’s friends had probably snatched up by now.

If she’d been born as a Silver or Gold, then things would have been different. Silvers and Golds didn’t get mugged in alleyways. They weren’t restrained without cause, and no one questioned where they got their money.

More importantly, they had mana arts, and all the power that came with it.
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ELEGAN HIGH


Kalden Trengsen lounged on a bench outside the high school. It was a crisp Hexember morning, and the trees had just begun dropping their leaves, cluttering the sidewalks with patches of orange and red.

“That’s her,” Darren Warder announced. The heavyset Silver sat further down the curved bench on Kalden’s right. Like Kalden, he wore the usual school uniform of gray trousers and a white button-up shirt. He’d even rolled his sleeves up in the same way Kalden did—a double fold, with the cuffs tucked neatly behind the elbows.

Kalden followed the blond boy’s gaze toward the crowd. The morning train had just pulled in, and several dozen students filtered out into the quad.

“Could you be more specific?” Kalden said. “There’s like fifty girls over there.”

“She’s Shokenese,” Darren said. “Short black hair, black glasses.”

“She’s half-Shokenese,” Maelyn Sanako said from the other side of the bench. “Her father was Espirian. Also, her hair isn’t black. Just very dark brown.”

Kalden grinned at the competition between his two informants. They were always trying to outdo each other with things like this.

It was Darren’s job to understand current events—not just around the school, but around the entire Archipelago. What were people doing? What was the most recent gossip?

Meanwhile, Maelyn specialized in the people themselves. Who were they? What did they want? Most importantly, how could they help Kalden achieve his own goals?

Naturally, their work overlapped, hence the competition.

Kalden lowered his sunglasses as the girl stepped into the shadow of their three-story high school. “What was her name again?”

“Akari Zeller,” both his informants replied in unison.

Kalden gave a slow nod. Like the other girls in the crowd, Miss Zeller wore a knee-length gray skirt with black leggings underneath. Or were those tights? He never knew the difference. She also wore a white blouse beneath a ragged gray hoodie, and several bandages covered one side of her forehead.

The girl seemed to glare at everyone who passed her. That sort of attitude was dangerous for a Bronze. He wouldn’t be surprised if she’d attracted her share of bullies or fights.

Kalden turned to Maelyn. “What else can you tell me about her?”

Maelyn sat up straighter, adjusting her silver-framed glasses. She was Shokenese like Kalden, and her straight black hair fell halfway down her back. “Miss Zeller is a fourth-year student, born on Tresember, 45th, 854. Her mom was killed in an accident two years ago, and she’s lived in foster care ever since. Dad’s alive, but out of the picture.”

She took a deep breath and continued. “Her best subject is Computer Science. Her worst is Social Studies. Average grades overall. Known to sleep in class. She’s been in her share of fistfights, too. I counted five just this year.”

“Impressive.” Darren stroked the blond stubble on his chin. “But how does she take her coffee?”

“Black,” Maelyn replied without missing a beat. “And her all-time favorite drink is the Storm’s Eye from Jumpstart. Minus the chocolate. She’s allergic.”

“Tragic,” Kalden murmured. Then he gestured back to Darren. “What makes you think she’ll take the job?”

“I missed the start of this talk,” Maelyn said. “What job?”

Darren didn’t answer her. “My sources say she went to Magnus’s dojo last night, but he turned her down.”

“She was trying to learn mana arts?” Kalden raised an eyebrow. “Curious. Can a Bronze even do that?”

“Not unless you count legends and ancient history,” Maelyn said.

Kalden nodded. “So, Miss Zeller went to this underground dojo last night. I assume it didn’t go well?”

“The owner let her off nice and easy,” Darren said, “but one of his students followed her when she left. There was a fight, and she lost the money she brought. All eight silvernotes.”

So, not only was she eager to learn mana arts, but she’d be more desperate than ever.

Maelyn spent a full second clearing her throat. “Still lost over here. What do we need from this girl?”

“I need access to the dark web,” Kalden told her. “And I need a skilled hacker to help me get there.”

“I don’t know what the dark web is,” she admitted.

This brought a wide grin to Darren’s lips. Until now, the conversation had seemed shifted in Maelyn’s favor.

Kalden glanced down at his watch. Two minutes until the first bell.

“Give her the quick version,” he told Darren.

“Right.” Darren sat up straighter. “The state doesn’t like it when their secrets get out. Especially when it comes to mana arts. They monitor and censor most online activity, but not the dark web. See, everything’s anonymous there. And if they can’t track the source, they can’t shut it down. The Espirian government developed the tech during the Vaslana War—mostly for their soldiers, so they could call home.”

Maelyn blinked. “So you’re digging for secrets online, and you think Zeller can help?”

“She’s good,” Darren said. “I paid her to hack the school’s database and change my grades this year. Just as a test, of course. She explained her process, and it’s legit.” He leaned forward on the bench. “But here’s the good part. Zeller doesn’t have a computer at home. She does all this at school, in broad daylight.”

“Okay,” Maelyn said. “So why the obsession with mana arts? Why not take those skills and do something productive? A Bronze can still get a decent job.”

Darren shook his head. “She’s got her sights set higher than that.”

Maelyn rolled her eyes. “So she’s delusional.”

He shrugged his wide shoulders. “Some hackers whisper about this thing called advancement.”

“Advancement?” Kalden asked. “As in . . . using mana arts to jump from Bronze to Silver?”

“Bronze to Silver . . . Silver to Gold.” Darren shrugged again. “They even talk about ranks beyond Gold.”

“But that’s been proven false,” Maelyn said. “We can increase our soul’s mana, but we’re stuck at the rank we’re born with.”

“I know that. I’m just explaining her internal logic, and how she’s no stranger to hard work. If any Bronze can become a mana artist, it’s probably Akari Zeller.”

“Wow.” Maelyn snorted. “Why don’t you just ask her out already? You already know her favorite drink, thanks to me.”

Darren flushed and looked away. Kalden couldn’t blame him though. The girl was cute, and who didn’t like a badass hacker? Not that he would ever look at a Bronze that way, much less say so out loud.

After a moment, the blond boy cleared his throat and turned back to Kalden. “You want me to set up a meeting?”

“Maybe . . .” Kalden began. Discretion was important for these inter-rank meetings. The whole school would talk if anyone saw them together, and that would go badly for both of them.

Before he could finish his sentence, he spotted Alec, one of Elegan High’s security guards, walking across the quad.

“On second thought”—Kalden stood and shouldered his bag—“I’ll take care of this. See you two later.”

The first bell rang as he fell into step beside the Silver security guard. The lanky man had unkept brown hair that always fell halfway down his forehead. He walked with a slumped posture, and his gray uniform always seemed one size too big.

“Alec.” Kalden patted him on the shoulder as they walked. “How’s my favorite guard this morning?”

“Oh, hey Mr. Trengsen.” Alec gave him a shy smile before looking away. Timidity was an odd trait for a guard, especially a combat artist who was twice Kalden’s age. Then again, Elegan High was a suburban school without much crime.

Kalden cleared his throat. “I hear Zach wanted tickets to the surgeball game this Talekday. That’s his birthday, right?”

Alec blinked in surprise. Clearly, he hadn’t expected Kalden to know his son’s name, much less his birthday. Fair enough. In all honesty, Kalden hadn’t known either fact until this morning’s meeting with Darren and Maelyn.

“Yeah, well . . .” Alec shrugged and averted his eyes again. “Ironhaven’s playing Shoken Port, and the tickets sold out right away. Even if they hadn’t . . .”

Kalden cleared his throat. “What if I told you my sister got four extra tickets—front row seats—that she needs to get rid of?”

Alec raised an eyebrow. “I’d wonder how big of a favor you wanted.”

“A small one, all things considered. Tell me, do you know a student named Akari Zeller?”
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Akari struggled to stay awake for her first few classes that day. Last night’s train ride had been long and miserable, to say the least. She’d spent the first half in the coach’s restroom trying to make two bandages fit over a finger-length wound. She would have stayed in there if some old Silver lady hadn’t pounded on the door.

After that, she’d curled up in the back, watching the miles of farmland roll by, and regretting her life choices.

She was still pissed at Magnus, but he’d actually done her a favor last night. His own students ranked among the biggest dangers in Tidegate, and he’d probably known that in hindsight. That might even be the real reason he’d sent her away.

The bell rang, and Akari uncurled herself from her chair, joining the tide of students as they flowed toward the door. From there, she inched through the crowded hallway toward her Espirian Literature class on the second floor.

Her route took her past rows of navy-blue lockers, tall glass windows, and clusters of students. These were mostly Bronze and Silver. Not only were Golds the rarest of the three ranks, but not all Golds attended public school in the first place. Sometimes, their parents hired private tutors instead. Either that, or they took classes at the local university.

“Miss Zeller?” Someone called her name, and a hand tapped her shoulder.

Her heart almost broke through her ribcage as she spun around. The security guard yanked his hand back as if he’d pressed it to a hot stove.

“Don’t touch me,” Akari snapped at him. Her tone drew the attention of several other students, but no one actually stopped.

“Oh. Um—sorry.” The guard scratched his head and looked away. Akari couldn’t remember his name. She just thought of him as the socially awkward one.

“I need your help with something,” he said. “If you’d follow me, please?”

“Help? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll see when we get there.” And with that, he turned and strode down the crowded hallway.

Talek. Why her? But credit where credit was due: this guy was the most polite of all Elegan High’s security guards.

Akari squeezed her backpack straps and followed him up the stairs. They passed through two more crowded hallways, then an empty one on the third floor. Finally, they stopped outside a supply closet.

As if this wasn’t weird enough, he raised his hand and knocked on the door.

Talek help her, she was alone with a madman.

“Miss Zeller is here to see you,” he called out.

“Perfect,” a male voice replied. “Send her in.”

Akari’s blood froze as the guard opened the closet door and gestured her inside. At this point, her instincts were screaming at her to run. Then again, she was no stranger to secret meetings. Not after her little hacking side hustle. And curiosity got the better of her.

Her shoes echoed against the tile floor as she stepped into the doorway. The closet was about the size of her bedroom at the Cliftons’ house. Steel supply shelves lined every wall, stacked to the ceiling with cardboard boxes.

There, in the middle of the room, beneath the golden light, sat Kalden Trengsen with a gold badge around his neck.

Well, shit. This week just kept getting better.

Kalden spun in his leather office chair to face her. “Good morning, Miss Zeller.”

“Mr. Trengsen.” Her own voice dripped with sarcasm as she spoke his name. Then she glanced around at the shelves. “What happened? Were all the good throne rooms taken?”

“Ah, yes.” He raised a disposable mug to his lips and blew on the steaming brown liquid. “The heir to Clan Fulton was already holding court in the men’s room, and Alton Tusk had the spot below the bleachers.”

Akari blinked at the retort. Mocking Golds was usually a good way to piss them off. And they were so easy to mock. Especially when they strutted around the school acting like little kings and queens.

In Kalden’s case, he sat back on that chair as if it were a throne, with one ankle resting on his knee. His jet-black hair had a good three inches of volume on top, and he’d parted it on the left without a single strand out of place. His badge and shoes looked like they’d been polished that very morning, and a leather messenger bag leaned on a box next to his car keys and sunglasses.

Did he know he was still a high-school student?

“What do you want?” Akari asked. She’d already seen Kalden’s grades in the school database, and he definitely didn’t need her help. Not only were his grades perfect, but he was Elegan High’s top student.

“I just want to talk.”

“And you needed your evil minion to summon me here? We both have the same lunch hour.”

“You know we can’t meet publicly.”

Her eyes fell to the gold badge on his chest, and she made a rude gesture. “I’ve got class in like two minutes.”

“Not anymore,” Kalden said. “Mrs. Rhodes and I had a talk, and you’re excused.”

Akari raised an eyebrow.

“Coffee?” Kalden gestured to another disposable Jumpstart cup beside his own. “It’s a Storm’s Eye. My treat.”

“Can’t,” she said. “I’m allergic—”

“To chocolate,” he finished for her. “Don’t worry, I got you one without.”

He knew about her allergies? Okay, that was just creepy.

Still, Akari stepped forward and accepted the cup. Talek knew she could use the caffeine today, and there was no sense in letting a six-note drink go to waste. She’d wait to drink it until her next class, though. If this was going to make her pass out, she’d rather that happened in public.

It also couldn’t hurt to write “Kalden Trengsen did it” on her arm. Just in case.

“Have a seat.” He gestured to a plush leather office chair like the ones in the headteacher’s office. How had he gotten those in here? Despite everything, that was the biggest mystery yet.

“Make me,” Akari said.

“Suit yourself,” he replied with a shrug. “But if you’re acting childish to get a reaction out of me, you’re wasting your time.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Besides, I think we’d both prefer to talk business.”

“Which is?”

“Mana arts, of course.”

That got her attention. He must have seen it on her face, because his smile widened.

But Kalden wasn’t a mana artist. He was studying Alchemy. At least, that’s what his student file had said. Alchemists only had a theoretical knowledge of mana at best. They could harvest it from plants and animals, but only for pills and elixirs.

“You visited Magnus’s place last night in Tidegate,” Kalden said, “but he turned you down.”

“Talek’s tits and teeth,” she muttered. “You really have spies everywhere.”

Kalden raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t Talek a man?”

She rolled her eyes. “You must be fun at parties.”

“I want the same thing you do,” Kalden said. “And I think we can help each other.”

She frowned. “You wanna be a mana artist?”

He nodded. “A combat artist, specifically.”

“But you’re a Gold,” she said. “You can literally snap your fingers and make it happen.”

“You think it’s that simple, do you?”

“For you? Hell yes. Just waltz in the Mana Wing and sign up for a class. The teachers will roll out a red carpet for you.”

“I would need a permission slip from my mother,” he said. “And my mother wants me to be an alchemist.”

“It’s your life. What’s she care?”

Kalden seemed to weigh his words for a moment. “When you’re as rich as Clan Trengsen, you can hire ten combat artists for the price of one alchemist.”

So it was all about money? Typical. Still, she hadn’t considered that someone like Kalden Trengsen would have restrictions, even small ones like this. But it made sense in hindsight. As powerful as Golds were, they couldn’t hold a candle to their parents.

“You already know about Magnus’s dojo,” Akari said. “Why not go there and have him train you?”

“You think a Gold can walk into a place like that?”

“Get a private lesson, then. Better yet, buy the whole dojo and make him one of your evil minions.”

He shook his head. “Again, it’s not that simple. My mother gets a statement in the mail. She sees every purchase and withdrawal I make from my bank account. Could I sneak a few lessons? Probably, but I’d still get caught, and we both know a few lessons wouldn’t make a difference.”

These all sounded like petty excuses to her. The idea of a Gold not being allowed to learn mana arts? It was like a bad joke.

“Trust me,” Kalden said, “I’ve given this a great deal of thought. I’ve also consulted my informants. Or my ‘evil minions’ as you so elegantly put it. There’s only one way to learn mana arts without a teacher.”

“The dark web,” Akari realized. And then it clicked. This was why a Gold had lowered himself to her level.

He needed her.

She’d considered going to the dark web before. Doing it from a school computer wouldn’t be easy, though. You needed all sorts of special software. Not just a specific browser, but a virtual private network to encrypt your movements. Ideally, you also wanted your operating system up-to-date, which her school didn’t bother doing. Then you needed to emulate another operating system on top of that to ensure no personal information got out.

None of this was impossible at school, but it would take longer than a one-hour session in the computer lab. What’s more, there was no guarantee she’d find anything. She’d heard rumors about secret mana arts communities, but rumors were just that.

“Here’s my offer.” Kalden leaned forward in his chair. “I have a computer in my house with internet access. I can get you whatever software you need, and time isn’t an issue. If it takes a few sessions, then it takes a few sessions.”

A computer free from watchful eyes? The idea sent her heart pounding in her chest.

“So what do you say?” Kalden asked. “Do you want to learn mana arts together?”
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She rejected Kalden’s offer, of course.

Well, technically, she told him she’d think about it, but how could this possibly end well? She’d learned her lesson last night in Tidegate; her desperation was a weakness that could get her killed.

Kalden had seen that flaw too, the sneaky bastard. And like a typical Gold, he’d swarmed in to exploit it.

Silvers were dangerous, but they were nothing compared to the Kalden Trengsens of the world. His mother was some kind of district court judge. Before that, she used to be an Arkala State Martial—one of the most dangerous mana artists on the island. His family could make her disappear with a single word.

Not that Akari was scared of them or anything. Golds terrorized her every day in school, and she always fought back. But it was one thing to fight a dragon in self-defense. That didn’t mean you ventured into its lair looking for trouble.

Was the offer tempting? Sure, it all sounded like sugar and peaches in theory. But if she wanted to explore the dark web, then Elegan High had perfectly good computers in the lab. It wasn’t ideal, but it was still safer than getting involved with Clan Trengsen.

So no, she didn’t need the middleman. She’d do it herself.

Akari spent the rest of her “free” period in the library. Lunch followed, then Biology with Mrs. Hansen.

“Most species have the potential to learn mana arts,” the curly-haired woman told the class. “But it only happens when harsh conditions force them to evolve.” Her chalk glided across the blackboard, drawing flowing lines as she spoke. “For example, when predators kill off a large percentage of the species in a short time, the survivors become the new baseline. Think of these survivors like the Gold Martials—the best of the best. This is how ordinary animals become mana beasts.”

Akari had never seen a live mana beast before, but she planned to visit the Contested Area as soon as she became a mana artist. She’d heard rumors of a hunters’ guild in White Vale, where artists earned bounties for defending the city. They didn’t even need that much hunting experience. The creatures just ran out and attacked White Vale’s outer walls.

In other words, those hunters literally got paid to fight and train all day. Talk about a fun job.

But it was more than that. The harder they trained, the stronger they got. And the more money they earned, the better weapons and tools they could afford. Mana arts was truly a different world—a world that called to her every day and night. It felt like being homesick for a life she’d never actually lived.

The class continued, but she couldn’t help but watch the clock above the blackboard. The Computer Science teacher had his prep hour at one o’clock, and Akari had given herself an independent study that same hour.

An independent study that just happened to be in a locked computer lab.

The bell finally rang, and she went straight for the girls’ bathroom across the hall.

The room was dimly lit compared to the bright classrooms. Florescent lights flickered above the white tile floors, and earth-toned bricks lined the walls in a flagstone pattern. One long wall divided the stalls from the sinks, and a security camera hung nestled in one corner on the sink side.

Akari had barely taken two steps inside before the door creaked open behind her. Her gaze darted to the long mirror on her right, and a flash of golden hair caught her eye.

Emberlyn Frostblade.

The other girl sat a few rows behind her in Biology class, and she must’ve followed Akari out.

Or maybe it was a coincidence. Just keep walking, she told herself. Pretend you don’t see her.

“Zeller,” Emberlyn’s voice snapped.

Or not.

Akari turned around and bit back the first few words that came to mind. It had been a long few days, and she didn’t need another fight.

Emberlyn was taller than Akari by almost a full head. Her golden hair fell in long waves down to her chest, framing the matching badge that hung there. She wore the same gray and white school uniform as everyone else, but layers of makeup covered every inch of her exposed skin.

The girl swaggered into the room, flanked by two Silver minions. One was another blond Espirian like her. The other was a tall Cadrian girl with a darker complexion.

“What were you doing with my fiancé?” Emberlyn demanded.

“Sorry.” Akari let out a long breath. “I don’t listen to school gossip. Who are we talking about?”

Her violet eyes narrowed to slits. “You really are slow. Even for a Bronze.”

“Good. Then go talk to someone more your speed.”

“You think you can talk to Golds that way and get away with it?” The girl tried to sound intimidating, but failed. “You really don’t get how this works, do you? If I wanted to, I could have someone push you down the stairs and make it look like an accident.”

“Might wanna threaten me with smaller words,” Akari said. “I’m a Bronze, remember?”

Emberlyn’s brow furrowed and she spoke as if addressing a small child. “What were you doing with Kalden Trengsen today?”

“We were making out,” Akari deadpanned. “Nothing like a romantic supply closet to set the mood.”

Emberlyn raised a hand to slap her, but she was too slow. Akari raised her left forearm and blocked the attack. Adrenaline propelled Akari’s other arm forward, and she threw a punch below the girl’s left collarbone.

When Akari was nine, a neighbor boy had taught her how to throw a proper punch. His words came back to her as she swung. “Don’t punch your target, punch through him. One foot in front of the other like this. Exhale.”

Talek bless that boy. The punch knocked Emberlyn back, and she landed in a splat on the tile floor. Everyone said Golds were stronger, but this moment proved them wrong. The reign of Golds was an idea that existed in people’s minds. All you had to do was stand up to them, and they fell like anyone else.

Emberlyn’s minions stared at Akari with open mouths. A full second must have passed before they scrambled to help Emberlyn up.

No sooner had the girl regained her footing than she fell into a combat stance.

Akari stood on the balls of her feet and prepared to dodge. That was rule number one of combat: always keep moving.

But instead of punching her back, Emberlyn stretched out her palm, forming a Missile of pale blue ice mana.

Right in front of the camera.

Emberlyn’s Missiles were identical to the ones Akari had faced the previous night. Most law officers aspected their mana with ice, and Emberlyn’s father was a famous Martial.

The orbs stretched into glowing ribbons as they leapt toward her. The first one secured Akari’s wrists together, and the second one bound her arms to her waist. A chill spread through her body as if she’d stepped into a blizzard.

Instead of knocking her over, Emberlyn raised her hand, and Akari’s body lifted several inches off the ground. The world blurred as they moved out of the camera’s range. Chains tightened around her lungs as she struggled for breath.

It’s fine, Akari told herself. The cameras already saw her.

Using mana arts against another student wasn’t just illegal, it would get you expelled from the school’s mana arts program. Even a Gold couldn’t weasel her way out of that.

Emberlyn stepped closer until their faces were almost touching. The girl’s too-sweet perfume stung Akari’s nostrils, mingling with the bitter scent of her mana. “What did Kalden want from you, you little Bronze whore?”

Akari actually laughed despite the cold. Was this girl for real? She sounded like a villain from a kids’ cartoon.

“You think I’m joking?” Emberlyn said. “You think I can’t make your life a living hell?”

“It already is,” Akari said through gritted teeth.

Emberlyn dropped her hand and released the ice-mana bonds. Akari barely landed on her feet. Her knees buckled beneath her, and she stretched out her hands to break her fall.

The three girls disappeared out the door, leaving Akari gasping for breath on her shaking knees. Her hands shook too, but that had nothing to do with the mana’s effects. While her skin felt as cold as a frozen pond, her blood boiled like a hot spring threatening to break free.

Akari forced herself to her feet. Clearly, Emberlyn and her minions had planned this moment in advance. They’d probably put a sign on the door, along with another minion or two to stand guard.

But what about the camera?

Akari stumbled over to the corner of the bathroom, standing on her tiptoes to get a closer look. Everything looked fine. No covered lens or cut wires. In that case, they’d probably taken a page from Kalden’s book and bribed a guard to look the other way. The video might have even gotten “lost” from the school’s computers.

Well, the joke was on them. Akari would find that video and make sure everyone saw it. The headteacher, the school board, the superintendent—everyone who mattered.

She moved back to the private section of the bathroom, locked herself in a stall, and removed her badge, blouse, and skirt. This left her in a simple T-shirt and leggings—much more appropriate for where she was going.

After tucking away her uniform in her backpack, she paused to make sure the bathroom was still empty. No sound but the flickering fluorescent lights and the rush of air through the vents.

Satisfied, she took a deep breath and climbed on top of the toilet seat, taking special care to balance on the edges. She was usually surefooted, but her knees were still shaking from those ice techniques. Better to be safe.

She took another step onto the steel flush valve, reached up, and slid the ceiling tile aside. After that, she tossed her backpack into the opening and hoisted herself up. It wasn’t exactly graceful, and she probably looked like a desperate cat clinging to a roof.

The space above the ceiling tiles was only a few feet high. Big enough to move on her hands and knees, but not enough to stand. Akari kept to the wooden support beams as she crawled, dodging vents and light fixtures along the way. The tiles themselves were made of some cheap mineral fiber that would snap like a twig if she put too much weight on them.

Fortunately, the computer lab was just across the hallway, so she didn’t have to travel far. The teacher always returned to his office during his prep hour, leaving the room locked up with the lights off.

As always, Akari shifted aside a tile and stuck her head in the room, keeping one hand on her glasses so they didn’t fall into the dark abyss. Yes, that had happened before. And no, finding them in the darkness wasn’t fun.

Once she confirmed the room was safe, she dropped on top of an empty table and replaced the tile behind her.

Time to deal out some justice.

Akari brushed the dust off her T-shirt and redressed while her usual computer booted up in the back corner. She plopped down in the padded armchair, and her hands flew across the keyboard, opening the various programs she would need. Her web browser, a text editor with code highlighting, and her terminal program.

She also pulled out the hacking notebook from her backpack. The cover had gotten wet last night, but the information was still intact, including her list of Elegan High’s vendors and the web tech they used.

Akari leafed through the pages, stopping when she found the security firm her school contracted to manage their cameras.

North Elegan Security, they called themselves. That name was about as original as Emberlyn’s insults.

They had a simple marketing website, but she went straight to Elegan High’s subdomain. Here, the school staff could log in and view an off-site backup of the day’s footage. The page had nothing but a simple form with username and password fields.

Safe enough in theory. But according to her notes, this database technology hadn’t been updated in two years. And if that was true, they probably hadn’t safeguarded against database injections.

Her fingers made a satisfying sound as they pounded the plastic keys. Her heart raced as she remembered that smug look on Emberlyn’s face. That look would shatter like an egg once this video got out. She would lose everything, and she would deserve it.

Akari started by entering a single quotation mark into the username field. If they’d escaped their strings, the server would interpret the character as a username and deny her entry. If they hadn’t . . .

Akari pressed enter to submit the form, and three words appeared on her screen.

Internal Server Error.

A smile formed on her lips.

From there, it took some trial and error as she entered various queries, sending direct commands to the database itself. Hacking was a lot like lock picking. First, you had to understand the lock. Once you knew how it was made, you knew which tools you needed to open it.

After about five minutes of this, Akari had the form feeding her back a full list of usernames and passwords. The passwords were all encoded, which was one point in this company’s favor. This meant that instead of seeing the actual passwords, she saw long strings of seemingly random characters.

Fortunately, this was an ancient system with some well-known exploits, including one that reverse engineered the hashing algorithm. Akari pulled up a Jade script on her local terminal and began copying over the passwords one at a time. Her heart fluttered as her last attempt bore fruit, and the string of random characters became “Grandhall2891.” The first word was the headteacher’s clan name. The number at the end was probably his wedding anniversary, his kid’s birthday, or something like that.

Either way, Akari had everything she needed. She returned to the same login form as before, entered the information, and she was in.

All she had to do now was track down today’s video, and . . .

Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside, and her blood froze. The door flew open a second later, flooding the room with a burst of fluorescent light from the hallway. Two figures stepped inside. Emberlyn Frostblade and Headteacher Grandhall.

“See?” Emberlyn said. “I told you she was in here!”
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Akari sat alone in the headteacher’s office, crossing her arms as the air vent blasted her from above.

A hoodie would be nice right about now. Or two. Seriously, who ran the air conditioning in Hexember? It was like Grandhall wanted her to freeze.

Dark wooden shelves lined the wall to her left, filled with all sorts of pretentious-looking books. A pair of abstract paintings hung on one side of the curtained window, and the headteacher’s university degrees hung on the other side.

Footsteps sounded from the other room, and Akari jumped as the door swung open behind her.

“We tried calling your foster parents.” Grandhall spoke in a deep voice as he stepped behind his oaken desk. “Unfortunately, the calls went straight to the answering machine.”

No surprise there. Mazren worked out in the field as a mana Construct technician, and Noella spent all day mending patients with her healing arts. Then again, Akari would bet a mana core to a marble that they’d still pick up the phone for their real daughter.

Grandhall sat down in his brown leather chair and began sifting through papers. As usual, the headteacher wore a navy suit with a polished silver badge over his white dress shirt. His complexion was dark for an Espirian, and he kept his black hair cropped short.

“Mr. Carvell has examined your computer, and he found software and scripts that could be used for hacking.”

Akari pressed her lips into a line. Grandhall was fishing for a reaction, but every good hacker knew to cover her trail. She’d even encoded her notebooks in case they went snooping.

Still, that sucked that he’d sent Carvell after her. She liked the Computer Science teacher, and not just because he was a Bronze.

“Miss Frostblade says you were trying to change the security camera footage.” Grandhall didn’t look up from his papers. “She says you threatened her, claiming you could ‘hack’ the footage and get her expelled.”

Bitch.

And of course, he’d already talked with Emberlyn and her ninety-nine minions, leaving Akari to twiddle her thumbs in the waiting room. Whatever they’d said would be the Angel’s truth, while Akari’s words would be labeled as the lies of a Bronze.

Grandhall continued with the charges, and his papers sounded like birds’ wings as he leafed through them. They’d discovered her fake independent study, but that wasn’t hard, since it didn’t have a teacher assigned to it. That was a flaw in their own system, and no one could prove she’d done it on purpose.

They also knew about the crawl space between the bathrooms and the computer lab. Harder to deny that one when they’d found her sitting behind a locked door.

Strangely enough, Emberlyn had left out the part where Akari punched her. Why? She probably had a nice purple bruise to prove it.

“So?” Grandhall’s chair groaned as he leaned back. “Anything to say in your defense?”

“There’s no point,” Akari muttered. “But if you look at the camera footage—”

“We have reviewed the footage,” he replied. “We saw you and Miss Frostblade talking. Nothing else.”

She figured this would happen. Elegan High was safer than most schools, but that only made it worse when students attacked each other. Everyone looked at the victims like they were crazy.

“Emberlyn changed it,” Akari said. “But North Elegan Security keeps an off-site backup. I’ll bet she didn’t know about that.”

He leaned forward. “Is that what you were doing today? Trying to access that footage?”

Akari snapped her mouth shut, curling her fingers into fists on her lap. The evidence was there, but they chose to ignore it. Grandhall outranked the Golds as long as they were his students, but those rules only existed on paper. Real life was far messier.

Golds weren’t technically allowed to bribe or threaten school staff, just like Emberlyn wasn’t technically allowed to use mana arts on her peers. People had gone to great lengths to make the world look fair and just.

“This doesn’t look good for you.” Grandhall spoke into the sudden silence. “You claim Miss Frostblade changed the footage. But unlike you, she has no record of rule-breaking. Also, we hold our students in the Mana Wing to a high standard. We haven’t had an incident in over three years.”

Typical. Not only did Emberlyn’s father donate to the school’s mana arts program, but an incident like this would make Grandhall look bad. If he saw an easy way out, he would take it.

And if a Bronze paid the price, then so what?

Akari stopped paying attention after that. It was all more accusations she couldn’t defend against. If she tried, they would only use her own words against her.

Finally, after what seemed like ten more hours, Grandhall got to her sentence. “As I said, Miss Zeller, we can’t prove you were hacking, and it’s clear you refuse to cooperate with us. We do, however, know you’ve been sneaking into the computer lab every day. This proves you can’t be trusted.”

Damnit, this can’t be good.

“From now on,” he said, “a security guard will escort you between all your classes. You’ll also be banned from the computer lab for the rest of the year.”

[image: ]


School was over by the time they released her, and crowds of students filled the quad as they waited to board their trains back home.

Talek, but she hated this time of year. The dusty air always made her eyes water. They’d been doing that ever since she left the headteacher’s office today. Better to walk home alone rather than have people on the train get the wrong idea.

Her route took her below a raised train platform and past dozens of brick buildings, all crammed together between the river and Main Street. Most were small shops and cafes with smaller apartments on the upper levels. Red maples and cherry blossoms lined the streets, and clusters of college students sat on benches with coffee and open textbooks.

The chapel loomed over the rest of the buildings, with a massive statue of the Archangel Talek standing over the thick wooden doors. People worshipped all six Angels historically, but Talek seemed to be the favorite these days.

Once again, Akari opted for a longer, less crowded route, cutting through Phoenix Park rather than facing the crowds. Here, she walked down a stone staircase and followed the winding path along the river.

A group of younger kids practiced combat stances in an open grass area while a gray-haired Silver critiqued their moves. These stances wouldn’t actually turn them into mana artists, of course. If they did, the state wouldn’t let them practice in public. But this was apparently one of many prerequisite skills you needed to learn.

Akari only had a vague idea about the others. Every human soul produced mana, but only artists knew how to sense that mana and move it through their bodies. That was step one. From there, you needed to form the mana into specific shapes for Missiles and Constructs.

Aspecting your mana was even more complicated. Emberlyn had ice mana because she was training to be a Martial, but there were a hundred other options she could have chosen. Healing artists like her foster mother used restoration mana to mend wounds. Soldiers used metal and fire in battle. Sailors used water and air to move their boats, and the list went on.

But where did the aspects come from? Emberlyn’s mana was cold, sure, but it only took on the properties of ice. You wouldn’t actually find frozen water molecules if you put it under a microscope.

Was it possible to learn the basics of mana arts without choosing an aspect? Akari could never get a direct answer, and now she was farther from the truth than ever.

Grandhall’s sentence echoed in her mind like an annoying song she’d rather forget. This was so much worse than suspension. Without the computer lab, she couldn’t research anything. Not only was the dark web out of reach, but she couldn’t earn money by changing kids’ grades.

She would need that money if she wanted to survive the next year on her own.

Cobblestones gave way to concrete when she reached her neighborhood. Moss sprouted from cracks in the sidewalks, and piles of dead leaves spilled out from front yards. It seemed like the amount had doubled overnight, and they covered her ankles in some spots. Although, they did make a satisfying sound as they crunched under her Traverse shoes. So maybe autumn wasn’t so bad, after all. At least the air smelled nice, and the weather wasn’t too cold.

The Cliftons’ house looked just like the others in her neighborhood, with brown bricks and white trim across the front, and piles of leaves littering the lawn. Mazren’s dark blue Quest sat parked in the road outside, and a layer of dust covered the bottom half as if he’d just driven down a dirt road.

The TV was the first thing she heard when she stepped inside—probably her foster father watching the news. Maybe, if she avoided the creaking floorboards, he wouldn’t—

“Akari?” a voice asked from the living room.

She slumped her shoulders and stepped forward into the archway. “Yeah?”

Mazren sat on the leather sofa with the day’s mail sprawled on the cushion beside him. He looked like a typical Northern Espirian—light brown hair, clear blue eyes, and high cheekbones. He still wore his work clothes, silver badge and all.

“You’re home early,” she said.

He nodded, not taking his eyes off the TV. “I had to leave work for an appointment.” When he finally turned to face her, his eyes widened and he lowered the volume on the TV. “What happened to your forehead?”

She glanced away with a quick shrug. “Slipped and fell on a dumpster.”

He hummed in consideration. “Maybe Noella can look at it when she gets home.”

Now there was a good joke. Mazren pretended to care sometimes, but his wife made no effort at all. Even if Akari asked for healing—which she’d never do—Noella would claim her mana was drained from work.

It made Akari wonder how she got here in the first place, or why this particular family kept her around. It wasn’t like they needed the money.

“We got a message from your headteacher on the answering machine,” Mazren continued. “Multiple messages, actually.”

“Oh.” Akari fidgeted with the straps on her backpack. “What’d they say?”

“I don’t know. I’d rather hear it from you first.”

Again with pretending to care. Still, it couldn’t hurt to talk to someone. Talek knew she’d just make herself more miserable if she kept it bottled up.

So Akari told him about Emberlyn, and how the headteacher had caught her sneaking into the computer lab. She even told him about the ceiling crawl space, and how she’d allegedly been hacking into a server to get the camera footage.

To her surprise, Mazren actually chuckled at her story. “A ceiling crawl space, huh? How’d you even find out about that?”

A warmth spread through her chest at the implied compliment. “I saw it in the school’s blueprints. They’ve made some layout changes since then.”

“Ah, right.” He brought an amber glass bottle to his lips. “That whole section was an auditorium back in my day.” A short pause. “Was it Frostblade’s daughter who attacked you?”

Akari nodded.

“Never liked that family,” he muttered into the bottle.

She felt her lips curl into a small smile. At least someone believed her, even if it didn’t make a difference.

“You know, things would go easier for you if—”

“I don’t want easy,” she broke in. “I want to win next time.”

“Yeah, well, there’s no winning against Golds.”

And that’s only true if you believe it. Emberlyn had won this round, but only because Akari took the bait. If she’d been patient and waited to get the footage . . . well, Emberlyn probably would have had a backup plan, but still. Golds weren’t invincible.

Mazren turned back to the TV, and Akari followed his gaze. A reporter with a microphone stood outside a broken section of a chain-link fence. One of the holes looked big enough for a person to walk through, and several smaller holes surrounded it.

Her eyes widened at the sight. “Did mana Missiles do that?”

“Looks like it,” Mazren said as he turned up the volume. “It happened up in Keylas. Whoever this guy is, he put two Gold Martials in the hospital.”

Akari frowned. “Where’s Keylas?”

“Other side of the island,” he replied. “North of the Contested Area.”

She glanced back at the TV. “I didn’t know anyone lived over there.”

“They don’t, but there’s an opening in the mana wall. People think this guy came from the outside.”

“The outside . . . you mean another island? Like Zoron or Teras?”

He shook his head. “No, I mean outside the Archipelago. The conspiracy theorists are going crazy right now. They say this proves the outside world still exists.”

The outside world was supposed to be some uninhabitable wasteland. Espiria, Shoken, Cadria . . . all the major continents had been destroyed decades ago, and these islands were humanity’s last haven.

At least, that was the official story.

Akari shrugged off her backpack and sat down on the sofa to watch. She was, after all, one of those crazy conspiracy theorists.
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SPACE AND TIME


Eventually, Mazren’s wife and daughter came home, and he went back to the usual routine of pretending Akari didn’t exist. Dinner came and went, and Akari returned to her room soon after.

Naturally, hers was the smallest room in the house—just big enough for a twin-sized bed, a desk, and a dresser. It was probably meant to be an office or something. That would explain why it sat on the main floor instead of the second level with the other two bedrooms.

The cramped size didn’t bother her, though. What was the point of more space when she didn’t have the stuff to fill it? She’d just feel like a marble rolling around the bottom of an empty trash can.

Still, while her furniture covered the wooden floor, the gray walls lay cold and empty like a foggy morning. Hanging something there had always seemed like a waste of time. Especially when she went through foster families faster than school uniforms.

Akari lay back on her bed, threw off her glasses, and glanced up at the ceiling. Some Midwinter lights along the edges would be a treat—the reddish-orange kind, with the giant, sphere-shaped bulbs. Her last bedroom had a set of those, and they always made the room feel cozier.

And of course, she wouldn’t say no to a computer. Especially now.

School was useless with security guards tailing her all day. Internet cafes were a thing, sure, but those weren’t cheap. The library had free computers, but no internet access.

There was always Kalden Trengsen’s offer. But what if that whole thing with Emberlyn had been a setup from the start? What if they’d gotten Akari banned from the computer lab to make her more desperate? Emberlyn had claimed to be Kalden’s fiancée, after all. Those two could have planned her downfall in the time it took to order a coffee.

There’s no winning against Golds.

Akari still didn’t believe those words, but her odds seemed impossible at times like this.

Her thoughts drifted in circles as the problems kept piling up one after the other. Eventually, her eyelids grew heavy, and she drifted off. Sleep didn’t always come easy, and she had to take what she could get.
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As always, Akari dreamt of mana arts.

Skyscrapers surrounded her on all sides—the sort of buildings you only saw in old movies. Buildings so tall she had to crane her neck to see their peaks. Instead of plain glass windows, each structure had intricate designs of twisting metal along the edges. Some tapered as they grew. Others twisted at their peaks like frosting on a cake.

Rain misted from the sky above, and the streets shone with fresh rainwater, reflecting molten red lines from the setting sun.

A fire Missile tore past her face, colliding with the pale blue shield further down. A burning car flew over her head, rolling through the street, and knocking over two advancing enemies. To her left, a gravity artist lifted the back of a semi-truck and hurled it through a glass window.

Akari’s breath hitched at the sight. This was true power. If you asked these people the difference between a Bronze and a Gold, they would have laughed. To them, both labels were empty words—nothing but the first few steps on a much longer path.

She stepped forward and joined the battle, cycling her own mana from within her soul. The energy tore through her like a rushing river, strengthening her muscles and bones, making her feel more alive than she’d ever felt before.

Rain prickled her fingertips as she raised her hands toward some distant target. The mana poured down her arms, becoming denser in her palms until her skin couldn’t contain the pressure.

When Akari released her Missiles, she didn’t shoot fire, or ice, or wind onto the battlefield.

Instead, her Missiles warped space and time.

Her brain couldn’t comprehend her movements after that. One second, she was standing in the street. The next, she stood on a balcony twenty stories in the air. Space warped around her as her enemies attacked, turning their own Missiles against them.

Standing there, in that moment, Akari knew this was more than a dream. She knew the Archipelago was the lie, and this world was real. Whether this was a memory of her past life or a vision of the future, she couldn’t say. Regardless, this was the world she fought so hard to reach. This moment had etched its mark on her soul. Like the Missiles that left her palms, it touched her across space and time.

The dream would end soon, but she would return someday.

She would become a mana artist, or she would die trying.

[image: ]


Kalden reclined on his usual bench, listening to the day’s gossip. The air was cooler than yesterday, and he regretted not bringing a jacket. A dark layer of storm clouds covered the sun, and clusters of leaves danced in the crisp autumn wind.

Beside him, Darren coughed into his arm. “Speaking of Akari Zeller . . .”

“What about her?” Kalden asked.

“She’s heading this way,” Maelyn added. “She looks determined.”

“Or pissed off,” Darren said.

Maelyn chuckled. “In other words, nothing new?”

Kalden glanced up to see Akari shuffling through the quad, head bowed against the wind with her hood halfway over her eyes. He hadn’t expected her to approach him in public. Then again, she didn’t have many options these days.

The girl hiked up the short staircase to Kalden’s curved bench. She stopped when she was a few feet away, shooting him one of her trademark glares.

Kalden sat up straighter and cleared his throat. “Akari Zeller, meet Darren Warder and Maelyn Sanako. My ‘evil minions,’ as you call them.”

“We’ve met,” Darren said with a cheerful wave.

“Evil minions?” Maelyn asked. “But that sounds so pedestrian. We prefer ‘Council of Eternal Darkness.’”

Akari never took her eyes off Kalden. “You didn’t tell me you were engaged to Emberlyn Frostblade.”

“There’s a simple explanation for that,” Kalden replied. “I’m not engaged to Emberlyn Frostblade.”

“Then what is she to you?”

“A childhood friend,” he said. “Our parents have suggested an alliance, but we’re not second-century nobles. I do have some say in the matter.”

Akari crossed her arms. “Did you tell her to attack me yesterday?”

“Why would I do that?”

She stopped crossing her arms and grabbed her backpack straps instead. “I didn’t need you to get on the dark web. Not till she got me banned from the computer lab.”

Ah. That did look suspicious, didn’t it?

Maelyn cleared her throat from Kalden’s left. “I’m sure that looks like a well-crafted plot in hindsight, but it’s too convoluted to work in practice.”

Akari turned her glare on the other girl. “No offense, but you’re hardly biased.”

“I think you mean unbiased,” Kalden corrected.

Akari turned back to him and made a rude gesture.

“And Maelyn’s right,” he said. “Even if it were a good plan—which it’s not—I still wouldn’t do that.”

“Prove it,” she snapped.

Kalden closed his eyes and breathed out through his nose. Once again, she was trying to provoke him into a reaction. She probably did this as a coping mechanism—pushing people away and testing them before they could surprise her.

“I’m trying to establish trust with you,” he said. “Mana arts take months—even years—to learn. That implies a long-term partnership. Do I manipulate people? Sometimes. But I don’t see that as a viable option here.”

“Or you’re more desperate than you let on,” Akari said.

Kalden shook his head. “I’ll be sixteen in a few weeks. My mother can’t stop me from joining the military at that point. It’s not ideal, but combat arts aren’t completely out of reach for me.” After a short pause, he leaned forward. “But this is about more than combat, isn’t it?”

A spark of recognition flashed in her eyes, and Kalden nodded. “Money and respect come and go,” he said. “That’s true for Bronze and Golds alike. But mana arts can never be taken away. Especially when you learn it on your own terms.”

She stood there for several long seconds, still fidgeting with her backpack straps. All the while, Darren and Maelyn watched the conversation in silence.

“You’re trying to distract me,” Akari said. “But I didn’t forget about Emberlyn. You could have helped me yesterday.”

Kalden felt his lips curl at the edges. “First I’m a dark lord, now I’m held to the standards of the leading man?”

Her eyes narrowed. “It’s your fault Emberlyn attacked me. Doesn’t matter if you sent her or not.”

“Fine,” he conceded. “I messed up. I’d assumed I’d been discreet, but one of her informants saw you with Alec. Can I make it up to you somehow? Maybe I can pull some strings and get you back in the computer lab?”

“You really think Grandhall will budge on that?”

“Probably not,” he admitted. Money could buy victory in small skirmishes, but the greater war required a more subtle hand.

“You could testify for me,” Akari said. “Tell Grandhall you saw Emberlyn use her mana arts. Then he’d have no choice but to review the security footage.”

Darren let out a soft whistle at that. “She really attacked you, huh?”

Akari frowned at the blond-haired boy. “I thought you guys knew everything.”

Kalden cleared his throat. “Let’s say your plan works. Best-case scenario, Emberlyn gets expelled. But she’ll find a new school by next week.”

“It would still feel good,” Akari muttered.

“Then she’ll come after you,” he continued. “And so will the rest of Clan Frostblade. Put all your pieces into one battle, and you lose the war. It won’t feel good, and you’ll barely slow her down.”

Akari hesitated, crossing her arms again as a gust of wind shot through the quad. Still, Kalden could see the gears turning behind her eyes. The girl was impulsive, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew how many graves you dug when you sought revenge.

“Emberlyn believes she’s won this round,” Kalden said. “She thinks she sabotaged whatever scheme I was planning. I say we let her keep thinking that. In the meantime, you and I are free to conduct our business.”

Akari furrowed her brow. “First she wants to marry you, then she wants to sabotage you?”

Kalden shrugged. “That’s Gold politics for you.”

“Fine,” she said. “Is your offer still good?”

“It is. My mother and stepfather are away this weekend, so I’ll have the house to myself.”

She drew in a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do it.”

Kalden reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a business card—black stock with gold embossed text. “This is my home address. Does Talekday morning work for you?”

Akari rolled her eyes at that. “My foster parents make me go to the sermons.”

“Akarday then?”

She glanced down at the business card, then nodded.

“Excellent,” Kalden said. “Stop by my house at one o’clock, and we’ll get started.”
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THE DARK WEB


The days rolled by, and the weekend finally came.

Kalden’s neighborhood sat on the northeast side of town, just a fifteen-minute train ride from the Cliftons’ house. Trusting him might be a gamble, but so was the entire world of mana arts. That much Akari knew from the stories. Even Masters put their lives in danger on a daily basis. That was the only way to push yourself and get stronger.

The train pulled into the station just after noon, and she took the raised crosswalk over a busy boulevard. From there, she followed her hand-drawn map down a smaller street lined with trees on either side.

A wall of pale gray bricks surrounded Cerulean Beach Estates, and security cameras hung from the pillars every ten yards.

Talek. This was even more pretentious than she’d expected. The neighborhood wasn’t even near the beach. Did they just stick that word in there to make it sound fancier?

Akari walked for another block until the stone wall opened into a pair of ornamented metal gates—one for pedestrians and one for cars. A short, white building sat between them, sort of like a tollbooth.

The guard was busy with a brown delivery truck, so Akari stepped up to the pedestrian side and scanned her badge on the terminal outside the window. Several seconds passed, then the larger gate pivoted inward for the truck.

Akari’s heart rate doubled as the guard turned to examine a small computer screen. Was he going to turn her away? Was this place only for Golds? Kalden hadn’t even mentioned a gate. Then again, maybe he’d never noticed it. The guards probably rolled out a red carpet whenever they saw him coming. And like a typical Gold, he’d waltz right through, thinking it was normal.

And did this mean she couldn’t leave when she wanted to? Being alone in Kalden’s house was bad enough, but—

Akari jumped as the window slid open.

“Ah, Miss Zeller.” The guard had a stuffy Northern Espirian accent, and the face to go with it. “Mr. Trengsen is expecting you. Do you require a shuttle to his estate?”

Akari blinked at him. “Um, no. Thanks.”

“Very good.” The man gave a curt nod. “Take a right at the fountain up ahead, and his house is the brown one at the end of the street.” He pressed some unseen button and the smaller gate pivoted inward. “Have a pleasant day, Miss Zeller.”

Akari thanked the man again and shuffled through the gate. On the other side, she spotted a simple blue button labeled “open” and the chains loosened around her lungs. At least that meant she wasn’t trapped.

Still, it was creepy enough that they’d made her scan her badge at the gate. Between that and the security cameras, they probably knew exactly who was here at any given time. Her school used a similar method to track attendance.

The walk to Kalden’s house was longer than she’d expected. In most neighborhoods, the houses were built somewhat close together. Not only were these bigger than four regular houses combined, but you could fit several more houses in the spaces between.

Every lawn seemed to be posing for a magazine picture, holding its breath and straining to smile. It was autumn for Talek’s sake. There were supposed to be crunchy leaves on the ground.

At the same time, each house had a lot more personality than she’d imagined. Geometric white cubes comprised the structure to her left, and mirror-like windows covered their faces from edge to edge. Meanwhile, the house across the street looked more like an ancient castle, with stone crenelations around the balconies, and green vines curling around the windows.

As for Kalden’s house, it stood four stories high, tapering as it grew. The red roofs stuck out several feet from the main structure, curling up at the corners. Sort of like . . . a pagoda? Was that the right word? This Shokenese building style was rare on Arkala, but she’d seen pictures from her History class.

Akari half expected another stuffy butler to meet her in the doorway. To her surprise, it was Kalden himself who opened the door. She’d never realized just how tall he was until now. In their previous meetings, he’d always been sitting on some kind of makeshift throne. Here, her head barely reached his shoulder.

Stupid full-blooded Shokens and their long legs. Akari’s own mother had been taller than her by several inches. That meant that somewhere out there, she had a short father to blame.

“Hey.” Kalden pushed the door open wider. “Come on in.”

It was strange to see him out of his school uniform. Instead, he wore dark-wash jeans and a dark blue button-up with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. A steel mana rod hung from his belt, like the one she’d lost in Tidegate. She also spotted a sheathed dagger on his opposite hip.

Akari had still worn her school skirt and leggings here today. She owned one pair of jeans, but they were full of holes and stains. Coming here was awkward enough without dressing like a street urchin.

She kicked off her Traverse shoes by the door and stepped across the polished wooden planks. From there, she followed Kalden under a wooden archway into the main area.

The first thing she noticed was the massive waterfall, in the freaking living room of all places.

“Seriously?” Akari approached the balcony railing and craned her neck to see the top. Apparently, the entire middle of the house was hollow, because the water fell from one of the upper levels before gathering in the basement below.

“Like it?” Kalden asked from behind her.

Akari gave him a flat look. Sure, it looked cool, but how the hell did they maintain it? All the surrounding plants seemed real, too. Shouldn’t the floors be covered in dirt? Then again, who was she kidding? These were Golds. They probably had a whole team of servants to keep things clean.

“Surprised you don’t have a solid gold statue of yourself,” Akari finally said.

“I do,” he said with a straight face. “But solid gold statues went out of style last month. Now we hang toilet paper from it in the guest bathroom.”

“Hilarious.”

“You want a tour of the house?” he asked.

“I’m good,” she said with a shrug. “I’d rather get straight to business.”

Kalden nodded, then slid open a bamboo door that revealed a set of stairs.

The basement didn’t feel like a basement at all. A bar sat in one corner of the main area, stocked with more alcohol than she’d seen in most restaurants. They also passed what looked like a training dojo and gymnasium.

Kalden slid open another door and led her into a family room with three leather sofas arrayed around a giant TV. The computer sat nestled in a corner on a long wooden desk.

“No one else uses this?” Akari asked as she plopped down in the plush leather chair. Her feet couldn’t reach the floor at first, and she had to adjust the lever on the bottom.

“Just me,” he said. “My mom and stepdad have their own offices upstairs.”

Of course they did. Not that Akari was complaining. At least she wouldn’t have to cover her trail.

After adjusting the monitor to her height, she reached out and gave the keyboard a few experimental taps. The keys were loud and heavy, and she nodded in approval.

Kalden pulled up another chair beside her. Great. He probably planned to watch her every move. On the bright side, Akari wouldn’t have to check the clock every ten seconds or strain her ears for people in the hallway. That was one improvement over the school’s computer lab.

Then again, what would Kalden’s mother say if she came home right now and found a Bronze girl alone with her son?

Doesn’t matter. Focus on your goal.

After making a few more adjustments to the desk, Akari unzipped her backpack and pulled out her hacking notebook. Dozens of encoded lists filled the pages, and she flipped through until she found the right section.

The Dark Web.
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Kalden watched from his chair as the hours rolled by. He’d assumed that hacking would be a lot more exciting than this. More like the movies.

“That’s all fake,” Akari had said earlier that day. “Just a bunch of flashy nonsense for garden gnomes.”

Right. Garden gnomes. Whatever that meant.

“Besides,” she said, “going on the dark web isn’t hacking. It’s not even illegal. Think of it like . . . exploring the abandoned subway tunnels.”

“Actually,” Kalden said, “I’m pretty sure that is illegal.”

“Fine, bad example.”

“So if this isn’t real hacking,” he said, “then why does it take a hacker to get there?”

“It doesn’t, but there’s a shitload of scams floating around. Most people don’t have a clue what they’re doing when they leave the garden. Hackers try to sell them fancy software they don’t need, and they eat it up like candy.”

Kalden nodded sagely. But the truth was, he wouldn’t bat an eyelash if Akari said she needed money for software. Most Golds probably shared his mindset, hence the scams.

He leaned forward to get a closer look at the screen. The motion made Akari jump, and she snapped her head in his direction.

“Sorry.” He raised his hands in a placating gesture.

Color rose to her cheeks as she glanced back at the screen. Her fingers fidgeted with the keys, and the rest of her body sat coiled like a spring.

What a weird girl.

His informants had warned him not to touch Akari—not even a friendly tap on the shoulder. He hadn’t, but that didn’t make her any less skittish around him.

“Anything I can do to help you relax?” Kalden asked her.

“I’d take a Missile rod,” Akari said without missing a beat.

“Seriously?” He raised an eyebrow. “You want to carry a loaded weapon around my house?”

“You have two weapons,” she retorted.

Kalden glanced down at the steel rod on his belt. He always carried this outside of school—so did most Golds who weren’t mana artists. Then again, maybe Akari didn’t know that.

“You know,” he said after a short pause, “you’re free to leave when we’re done. In fact, you can walk out right now if you want. No one will stop you.”

“Sure,” she replied with a stiff shrug.

“Fine.” Kalden rose to his feet and strolled over to the safe on the other side of the basement. He entered the combination on the keypad, and the steel door swung open to reveal three racks of Missile rods. Most of these used pure mana, but they had a few aspected rods as well.

Kalden reached into the safe and retrieved an S19—one of the weaker, Silver-class weapons. Worst-case scenario, this could break someone’s nose, or put a hole in the drywall.

By contrast, a fully powered Gold Missile could shatter a boulder, and the G9 rods had similar power. He’d once seen Emberlyn’s father break through a tree stump with his bare hands, and Kalden’s mother could probably do the same. Then again, she hadn’t used her combat arts in years. Not since Kalden’s brother disappeared.

He was about to return to the family room when he paused. Was he really going to give a Bronze a loaded weapon? The girl’s skittish demeanor made her look harmless, but she still had a criminal background. Not to mention some impulsive tendencies when it came to Golds.

It’d be downright embarrassing if this girl robbed him while they were alone together. Embarrassing, and entirely his own fault.

Kalden glanced down at his own G9 Missile rod, and a surge of guilt rushed through him.

A compromise, then.

Akari glanced up expectantly when he returned, and he gestured to his empty belt. “There. Now we’re both unarmed.”

She returned her eyes to the screen without comment. Still, her shoulders seemed a little more relaxed than before. That was progress.

Another hour passed as she continued the setup process. Yes, setup. They still hadn’t gone on the actual dark web yet. First, she had to update his operating system to the latest version and create a fresh user account, free of personal information. After that, she installed a virtual private network to encrypt their movements and hide their location.

Things got even more complicated from there. Even though she’d updated his operating system, she had to install something called an emulator. This made his computer use an entirely different system on top of the first one. He’d already forgotten this one’s name, but the interface looked like something from the last decade. While modern interfaces sported metallic effects, this one was all solid colors and thick black borders.

According to Akari, they needed this setup for security reasons. One wrong click on the dark web could get you a virus. Or worse, someone could get your real identity and use it against you.

Kalden kept asking her questions as she worked, and she usually gave long and detailed answers. Back in school, talking to Akari had been like fighting a saber-toothed tiger. She took every word as a personal attack, and she struck back accordingly.

She obviously liked talking about hacking, though. That had seemed strange at first, but people liked to feel competent and appreciated. It must be rough having a secret skill you couldn’t share.

“And . . . what’s this ‘garden’ you keep talking about?” Kalden asked.

“Oh.” Her lips curled up at the edges. “That’s code for EOL.”

“Espiria Online?”

“Yeah, it’s the web browser most people use. We call it a garden because it’s all curated content—chat rooms, message boards, stuff like that.” She gestured back to the screen. “If you use a browser like Thoroughfare, that means you left the garden and started exploring the real city.”

Kalden gave a slow nod. “And the dark web is the tunnels beneath that city.”

“Pretty much. We need another browser called FreeWeb to get there. That’s the last thing on the list, then we’re good to go.”
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Akari sat back as they took their final steps into the dark web.

Kalden had asked a lot of questions throughout this process, but he wasn’t as annoying as she’d expected. Sure, the questions were basic stuff, but he never asked the same thing twice. He also formed conclusions quickly, which was a good reason to be wary of him.

If Kalden learned too much by watching her, then why bother keeping her around?

With this in mind, Akari masked her actions as she worked, making the process look as complicated as possible. He didn’t bother taking notes, which seemed like a good sign. Then again, some rumors claimed Kalden Trengsen had an eidetic memory. That would explain his perfect grades.

At one point in the day, Kalden got up to answer the door, and Akari peeked at his internet history. Apparently, he didn’t know how to clear that. Then again, none of her other classmates did, either.

True to his word, Kalden only used the computer for homework—mostly research for history and alchemy classes. Other than that, he seemed to like clothes shopping and researching the latest fashions.

Typical Gold. Those jeans of his cost two whole silvernotes. She could buy eight regular pairs of jeans for that price.

Focus. Akari closed that window and switched over to EOL Instant Messenger. If Kalden planned to kidnap her, she’d rather find out now.

First, she checked his messages with Emberlyn Frostblade. These were mostly small talk and flirting. Not that Akari was an expert on flirting, but Emberlyn was about as subtle as a cat in heat. Kalden, for his part, didn’t seem to mind it.

She switched over to his conversations with Maelyn and Darren. These were much more extensive, and she only bothered to search for her own name. One result popped up, and that was a talk with Darren Warder, way back in Quintember when she’d changed his grades.

That had been more than an hour ago. Now, they’d put the city behind them and began their journey into the depths below. Sites on the dark web didn’t look so different from ordinary websites. But a current of danger ran through it all—the same way a town felt different after dark. Her palms started to sweat as her hand moved the mouse, and she had to wipe them on her skirt several times.

“This is slower than most websites,” Kalden said as they waited for the Omnipedia to load.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s because we’re passing through three times as many routers. Security through obscurity. Imagine you’re walking around town, and you don’t want people to know where you’ve been . . .”

“You visit a bunch of random stores,” Kalden finished with a slow nod.

“Right.” Akari glanced back at the page as it finally loaded. She’d never been on the Omnipedia before, but people said it was like the dark web’s town square. On one hand, they’d be drowning in information here. But the whole “no censorship” rule had its downsides. Sure, she saw pages about mana arts, but most were the same scams she’d warned Kalden about.

Akari ignored those for now and opened one of the larger chat rooms. Here, bright green text flashed across the dark page as the messages came in.

She spent the next half hour asking for recommendations. More people tried to scam her, of course, but she eventually found a lead. They called him the Grandmaster. Apparently, he was some kind of university professor who’d posted a video series on the internet a few years back. The state had those videos removed, but their legacy continued here.

Once they had a name, it wasn’t hard to track down the first video using the Omnipedia’s resources. Well, technically, she found the first four videos, but she didn’t tell Kalden that. Not yet, at least.

Besides, how did they know this “Grandmaster” was the real deal? She’d had her hopes crushed more than once this week.

Still, her heart fluttered with anticipation as they watched the blue download bar fill up.

Twenty seconds left.

She’d been dreaming of her first mana arts lesson for years, the way some girls might dream of their wedding day.

Five seconds.

She’d always imagined a dojo with a real teacher and a crowd of students. But after what Magnus had told her, she wasn’t surprised to find herself here.

Two seconds.

Finally, the media player popped open, and she clicked the circular play button. The video faded into a man’s torso. He wore a form-fitting black T-shirt, but the camera cut off above his collar. He stood in a well-lit dojo with bamboo walls behind him.

“Hello.” The man spoke in a Northern Espirian accent. “I’m a Grandmaster, and a professor of mana arts at a prestigious university. I can’t tell you my name, or where I teach, but I hope my knowledge will speak for itself.”

His voice also seemed disguised. Not in a creepy serial-killer way, but he’d definitely added some sound effects to make him harder to identify.

“I created this video,” he said, “because the Espirian government has placed restrictions on mana arts. They tell us which arts we can learn, and which ones we can’t. They tell us who can learn them, and where. And when we do come into power, they make us swear vows. Vows to fight for our leaders when we’re called, and never to use our powers against them.”

The Espirian government. That implied these videos were far older than she’d assumed. Decades had passed since Espiria’s fall. Whoever this Grandmaster was, he must be long gone.

“And Espiria is the most progressive of the world’s powers,” he continued. “Other nations—like Creta—place even more restrictions on their people. Their government looks at mana artists, and they see assets to society and threats to their rule. They ignore the benefits for the individual. I’m talking about spiritual awareness, opening your mind to something greater, and taking the first steps toward immortality.”

Chills crept down Akari’s arms as she listened. She’d always felt like something was missing from her life—something as essential as food or water. But until this moment, she’d lacked the words to describe it.

“Now,” he said, “it’s safe to say that most of you are non-Masters. That means you’re probably rolling your eyes at my words. That’s fine. You don’t have to share my beliefs to experience the benefits. Regardless, this knowledge belongs to everyone. Our rulers didn’t discover the path to power on their own. They merely stood on the shoulders of those before them. But to restrict this skill is to deprive people of what it means to be human.”

The Grandmaster paused for dramatic effect. “Modern schools prioritize quick results over long-term gain. This is no accident. Not only do the world’s governments restrict this skill, they seek to control those who learn it. So no, I won’t teach you mana arts the way it’s taught to students or soldiers. But trust me when I say this—those aren’t the lessons you want.”

The video faded to black as if it were over. Akari hovered over the progress bar with her mouse and realized it was only halfway done. Slowly, the camera faded back in, and the second part began.

“Let’s start with the basics,” the Grandmaster said, “which is sensing the mana in your body. If you can already do this, then feel free to skip ahead to Lesson Two.”

There was another short pause. Akari leaned closer, giving the video her full attention. Kalden did the same, and a faint whiff of cologne passed her nostrils.

“As you already know, mana enters this realm through the souls of living things. Every being has a soul, and that soul acts as a portal to the Ethereal—the source of all mana. Regardless of where you are in the Novice realm, you should be able to sense the mana through this portal.

“Normally,” he said, “this takes weeks of meditation. But there is a way to make the process go faster. Simply buy a cheap mana potion and take a sip—half an ounce should do it, I think. Your soul will try to expand when the mana reaches it, but it will fail. You can’t increase your total capacity without training, but feeling your soul is the first step to controlling the mana inside of it.

“Finally, once you’ve consumed some liquid mana, it’s time to sit and meditate. Yes, you heard me! As a mana artist, you’ll be spending a lot of time in your own mind and body. Might as well get comfortable. It could take you one try, or it could take ten, but I promise it will work eventually. Good luck.”

The video ended, and Akari sat there in stunned silence. Was sensing your soul really that simple? Talek. If this worked, she was going to feel like an idiot for not trying it sooner.

A few more seconds passed, then Kalden stood up and stretched. “Lucky for us, my mom already has some liquid mana potions. Come on.”

Akari followed him across the basement, and Kalden stepped behind the bar, where he pulled out a glass bottle from the refrigerator. Akari fell into the leather padded stool, leaning her elbows on the bar’s lacquered surface.

Kalden placed the bottle between them and poured each of them a small glass. The mana was a deep shade of blue, but she knew that color was fake. Alchemy-grade mana was normally paler than this, but people filled it with food coloring to hide the imperfections.

Akari brought the glass to her nose, and it smelled vaguely of mint. That was fake, too. Probably to cover up the natural mineral scent.

“Have you drunk mana before?” Kalden asked her.

Akari shook her head. Before today, she’d assumed mana artists only drank this when they needed to replenish their reserves. If she’d known this would help her learn, she would have gotten her hands on the stuff months ago.

“In that case . . .” Kalden pointed to a nearby door. “You already know where the bathroom is.”

Akari followed his gaze. “Am I really gonna puke?”

“Not necessarily, but the first time is rough, and my mom doesn’t like blue carpet.”

“Great.”

“Well then.” Kalden picked up his glass and clanked it against hers. “Here’s to true power.”

They raised their glasses to their mouths and drank together.
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OUT OF MANA


Akari darted to the side, feeling the polished pinewood floor beneath her bare feet. She reached out with her left arm, and her fingertips grazed the flying surgeball, stopping it just before it hit the back wall of the dojo.

“Nice catch,” Kalden hollered from across the room.

She fell into a wide stance and prepared to hurl it back. Roughly eight inches in diameter, the ball was wrapped in soft layers of blue and yellow leather. She turned it toward the ceiling and began cycling the mana from her soul.

Akari had struggled to sense her mana at first, even after drinking that potion several weeks back. Her stomach had gone supernova after the first sip, and she’d bolted to the bathroom before she turned the carpet blue.

But then the feeling vanished. And no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t sense the mana again.

Akari sucked at meditation, too. She wasn’t a calm person by nature, and her thoughts raced even faster when she tried to quiet them. That led to a downward spiral of overthinking, and scolding herself for her failures.

Eventually, Kalden gave her a small jar of liquid mana to practice on her own. Every night before bed, she took a swig of the minty-flavored potion and tried to sense its path through her body. She chased shadows for days, mistaking every physical sensation for her soul. The lessons didn’t even tell her what to look for.

“Your soul exists in the Ethereal,” the Grandmaster had said in his second video. “Outside of our dimension. It’s anchored to your body, but it’s not a part of normal human biology. That means the feeling is unique for each person. No one can tell you what to expect.”

Kalden succeeded after one week, and that sowed the first seeds of doubt in her mind. What if there really was a difference between Bronze and Golds? What if she’d never be as strong as him, or even as strong as a Silver?

Akari crushed those thoughts before they took root. She had to move forward, not wallow in self-pity.

After sixteen days, she finally felt her soul. She felt it in the final moment when the mana vanished from her stomach. Only, it hadn’t really vanished. It was still there—not as tangible as liquid, but there, nonetheless. It followed a path outside her body, like a doorway to another realm.

Her thoughts followed the mana through that doorway, and her soul waited on the other side. She saw it as a swirling sphere of light in her mind’s eye. And when she pushed on that sphere, the mana rushed through her channels.

These “channels” existed outside her body too, but it sure as hell didn’t feel that way.

“Pain is normal,” the Grandmaster had said. “You’ve never used your channels before. It’s natural to feel a bit stretched.”

“Stretched” was a gross understatement. This felt like a fist-sized marble rolling through her torso, pushing her organs aside like a train plowing through snow. Her heart rate doubled, her lungs felt too tight to breathe, and she had to clench her jaw to keep from screaming.

The tightness spread up her arms, with every muscle and bone protesting along the way. When the energy finally reached her palms, it burst out of her in a rush of pure relief.

Now, two weeks later, she could move and release her mana with little conscious effort. Even the pain had subsided.

After all those years of searching, she’d become a real mana artist.

Akari glanced back across the dojo to where Kalden waited, then she forced her mana into the base of the ball. The energy left her hand in a river of pale blue light, pushing the ball several inches above her outstretched palm.

This wasn’t quite as impressive as it sounded. Surgeballs had mana-based cores that responded to pressure from the players’ channels. They also had sigils that forced air mana toward the ground, and this helped them float through the air.

Still, it looked cool. And with enough practice, she’d be able to move any small object with her mana.

Akari took a step back until the ball hung between her and Kalden. She fell into a more narrow stance this time, with one foot in front of the other. Mana raced through her channels, from the crown of her head to the tips of her toes.

She extended her right palm toward the ball, and the energy followed. Mana struck leather, and the ball soared directly toward Kalden.

He leapt to the right and released a burst of his own mana. This struck the ball at an angle, slamming it against the wall between them.

Kalden stepped forward and shot a second burst of mana from his left hand.

Talek. She’d only practiced with her right hand so far. In theory, though, you could shoot mana from any part of your body. Your feet, your head . . . even the center of your chest.

This second burst sent the ball hurtling toward her again. Akari bit her lip and tried to copy Kalden’s technique—hitting the ball from the side rather than striking it head-on.

“Focus on control for now,” the Grandmaster had said. “Power comes later. Too often, students rush into making real Missiles, the same way they rush into aspecting their mana.”

Strangely enough, that was all he’d said about aspecting. But at least that answered her question about it being a prerequisite. The Grandmaster had even demonstrated pure Missiles and Constructs in the third video. Did that mean he’d never aspected his own mana?

Still so many questions.

Akari ducked as the ball soared over her head, bouncing off the wall behind her. She stretched out her right palm and hit it with a burst of mana from behind. This lent it more speed as it flew toward Kalden again.

From there, they fell into an easy rhythm of pushing the ball back and forth. It was actually kind of fun. Who would have thought she’d like playing surgeball with a Gold in his basement? Of course, this wasn’t real surgeball. The actual sport involved a lot more cheering, and shouting at the TV.

But as a control exercise, she had to agree with the Grandmaster’s videos. If she could hit an eight-inch ball in midair, then she could definitely hit a live target.

Akari shot the ball toward Kalden again, but it came back faster than she could blink.

She reached out a hand and tried to knock it off course, but her channels were empty this time.

Damnit.

She pushed harder, but her soul felt like a wrung-out rag.

The ball slammed into her left temple, and her glasses flew off her face. The force knocked her back, and she landed in a heap on the hardwood floor.

“Sorry!” Kalden shouted as he jogged over. “You okay?”

“Uh-huh.” Akari felt around for her glasses. She caught a blur of movement as Kalden knelt down and picked something up. Then she felt the smooth plastic in her hand a second later.

“Sorry,” he repeated as the world came into focus. “I got a little carried away there.”

“It’s fine,” Akari said. “Just ran out of mana.”

Kalden offered her a hand, then seemed to think better of it.

“Oh, for Talek’s sake.” Everyone thought she disliked human contact, but that was bullshit. She just didn’t like people who invaded her personal space without an invitation. Especially when it was a surprise.

She grabbed Kalden’s wrist and pulled herself to her feet. His hand was warm, but not half as sweaty as her own.

“How much mana do you have left?” she asked.

Kalden hesitated, closing his eyes for a few breaths. “Half. No . . . maybe two-thirds?”

For some reason, Kalden always outlasted her. Maybe she burned through mana quicker? Just as well; the more mana you burned through, the faster your soul would expand. It was sort of like building muscles that way.

Speaking of muscles, she really needed to work on those, too. Physical strength mattered a lot more than she’d expected in the world of mana arts. Especially when you were first starting out.

Kalden clearly spent a few hours in the gym each week. As for Akari . . . well, she tried to stay fit, but a part of her had always assumed she’d get stronger after she became a mana artist. That was embarrassingly stupid in hindsight, and it just meant she had more catching up to do.

Did Kalden’s muscles let him burn through mana more efficiently than her? Something to research later . . .

“Alright.” Akari let out a long breath and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Just let me get a drink, then I’ll be good for another round.”

“Yeah, about that . . .”

She frowned. “What?”

Kalden scratched the back of his head. “That was our only bottle of liquid mana.”

“What? Your mom’s bar is bigger than most restaurants!”

He shook his head. “She doesn’t practice much these days, remember?”

Great. Akari’s mana would still regenerate on its own, but that took a few hours. Apparently, that process happened faster in places rich with ambient mana, but Kalden’s basement wasn’t on that list.

“So what’s with the dojo then?” Akari asked as they passed through an arched doorway into the bar.

“It’s a Gold thing.” Kalden opened the fridge and pulled out two bottles of water. “Gotta keep up appearances.”

Akari accepted her bottle and drank half of it in one gulp. By now, she’d dropped the thought of Kalden drugging her. He couldn’t even throw a ball at her without apologizing twice. “So . . . Golds need to look like they train, even when they don’t?”

“That about sums it up.” He made a vague gesture toward the computer. “In the old world, your rank was something you earned rather than something you were born with. I guess some of that still permeates our culture today.”

In other words, Golds were born wealthy now, but they pretended they’d earned it. But why had things changed? And how did Kalden have so much mana?

She’d asked him before, and he had some stupid theory about how Golds started with a higher base mana number than Bronze. Typical. One minute Kalden would act self-aware, then he’d try to justify the Golds’ rule with some made-up biological difference.

Kalden was studying to become an alchemist, though. Even if he wasn’t, his family had access to all sorts of resources. Who knew what fancy enhancement pills or elixirs he’d consumed over the years? Even diet might be a factor.

What’s more, he’d only given her a fraction of that first bottle. If that bottle was gone now, that meant he’d drunk most of it himself. More mana meant more daily practice. Not much she could do about that, though. It wasn’t like Kalden had agreed to split it fairly.

Still, time was running out. She’d made progress these last few weeks, but was it enough to defend herself, or to earn a living?

No. Hitting a ball was one thing, but she was still weeks away from forming a real, tangible Missile. For that, she needed her own bottle of mana, and a pint-sized bottle cost fifty coppernotes or more.

“Sorry,” Kalden said. “I feel bad about the mana.”

Akari shrugged. “What’s your mom got against you learning mana arts, anyway?”

Kalden didn’t answer that. “I might be able to scrounge up some money without her finding out. Then I could buy us some more mana potions.”

Us? Akari narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re serious?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

She raised her shoulders again. “That wasn’t part of our deal.”

“Yeah, well, I want to make sure I’m pulling my weight. And I can’t believe that money is our biggest barrier.”

No argument there. Kalden was one of the richest people in town, for Talek’s sake.

“Well,” Akari said after a short pause. “I did have one idea.”

He leaned forward, putting both his elbows on the wooden bar.

“Remember those abandoned subway tunnels we talked about?”

“Sure.”

“I researched them some more, and only some spots are off-limits. Otherwise, you can hunt mana beasts there and get paid for it. You just need a hunting license.”

“A license . . .” Kalden hummed in consideration. “I guess that part falls on me?”

She gave a brisk nod. “You turned sixteen last week, right?”

“I did,” he said slowly. “But someone might recognize my name. It’s the same problem I had with Magnus’s dojo. If word gets back to my mom . . .”

Damnit. Of course he’d go all goody-two-shoes again.

Kalden must have seen her frown because he pressed on quickly. “It’s still a good idea. Tell you what—I’ll ask Maelyn about it. I know she’s done some group hunting in the past. She might know what to do.”

Akari drew in a deep breath, feeling her spirits lift again. She’d always dreamt of getting paid to fight, and now things were moving quicker than she’d ever imagined.
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A PROPER MISSILE


“There are three basic techniques,” the Grandmaster said. “Missile, Construct, and Cloak. Think of these like arithmetic operations. The human body can only move mana in so many ways. No matter how complex or fancy a technique looks, it’s always some combination of these three.”

Akari had seen this video about fifty times, but she couldn’t help herself. Nothing hyped her up like videos of mana artists. Each clip was like a glimpse into her own future.

Kalden was upstairs waiting for his friends to arrive, which left her curled up in the leather computer chair by herself.

“If you can emit mana from your hands,” the Grandmaster said, “then you already have the basics of a Missile down. The trick is gathering enough power in your palms before you release it.”

As always, the Grandmaster wore his black T-shirt with the screen cut off at his neck. He still had the voice modulator, too, but his accent was obvious.

“As you gather the energy, be sure to keep breathing and cycling mana through the rest of your body. You’ll need that to propel the Missile forward.”

He raised his right arm at a forty-five-degree angle from the camera, and blue light gathered beneath the pale skin of his palm. A swirling nucleus burst out from his hand, flying at some unseen target across the dojo.

Several more clips played in rapid succession, each one showing a different type of Missile. Some had clear visual indicators like fire, water, ice, lightning, and metal. Others were more subtle like air, restoration, heat, and sound.

“As a general rule,” he said, “Missiles can move away from your body, or towards it. But you’d be surprised how much variation this allows.”

The scene shifted back to the dojo. “Next up is Constructs. Unless you live under a rock, I’d wager you see these every day. At the Novice stage, they take on the form of shields.” He demonstrated this by stretching out both hands and forming a wall of glowing mana in front of himself.

A pure Missile flew in from off camera, and the shield absorbed its impact.

“In this case, I’m using pure mana, which repels physical projectiles. Other aspects get more specific . . .”

The camera switched to a scene of a black-clad fire artist, stretching out her hands and keeping a forest fire at bay. Another scene showed a water artist stopping a tidal wave, then a man who stood before an avalanche, making the rocks float in midair.

That last aspect wasn’t immediately obvious, but some helpful text appeared at the bottom of the screen:

Sora Sanako, Mystic-level gravity artist.

Mystic. This was clearly the peak of mana arts, and the sight of these techniques always gave her chills. Even a thousand Gold Martials didn’t wield power at this scale, and that proved that people had gotten weaker over time.

“And last but not least,” the Grandmaster said, “we have the Cloak technique. This is when you reinforce your physical body, making yourself faster, stronger, and more resilient.”

A web of bright blue veins glowed beneath his skin; some of the light even shone through his T-shirt. The camera pulled out to reveal a slab of solid concrete balanced on two cinder blocks. It must have been six or seven inches thick. The Grandmaster raised his muscular arm over the concrete, and his fist shone even brighter than before.

After a dramatic pause, he brought his arm straight down, severing the slab into two clean pieces.

He straightened his posture again, and the camera zoomed back to his chest. “A Cloak technique is impossible at the Novice stage. Trust me, kids, don’t try this at home, or your bones will snap like twigs.”

Even after rewatching the first four videos, Akari still had no clue what the “Novice stage” was, or what stage came after it. Kalden had asked Maelyn, and she’d never heard of it, either. Must be a phrase no one used anymore, like “Master,” “Grandmaster,” or “Mystic.”

It sounded like a way to rank people, not unlike Bronze, Silver, or Gold. But these titles spoke of your skill and achievements rather than some made-up birth status. Akari could get on board with a system like that.

After finishing the overview, she closed the media player and opened the fourth (and final) video they’d found. This one showed Missiles in more detail, including the proper stance. Supposedly, the fifth video was all about Constructs, but she hadn’t found that one yet.

The Grandmaster demonstrated the Missile stance on the screen, and Akari pushed the chair back to follow along. One foot in front of the other. Dominant arm extended outward. Other arm curled up behind you.

The hard part was gathering enough mana into her palm. Whenever she tried, it felt like scooping up the last bit of soup from the bottom of the bowl.

Apparently, Kalden had conjured his first real Missile last night. But that was fine. Akari was happy for him, and she definitely wasn’t jealous or pissed off.

Footsteps thundered down the stairs, followed by Kalden’s voice. “Maelyn and Darren are here. We’re going to practice in the backyard.”

“Okay.” Akari dropped her stance and let out a breath. “Be right out.”

He’d called Maelyn last night and told her about the hunting idea. She’d responded with a long lecture on how they’d probably die without a healer. Now, here they all were, training as a group.

Akari joined the others in the fenced-in backyard. A row of wooden training dummies sat lined up on one side of the open grass area, about twenty yards from where Kalden and the others stood. Darren was already loading a Missile rod with a clip of ammunition.

Akari frowned at the chubby blond boy as he raised his weapon toward the training dummies. Seriously? They were fighting mana beasts with him? He might be a good informant, but—

Darren fired three blasts in rapid succession, taking the three training dummies between their eyes.

Shit. Never mind.

Nearby, Kalden showed off his new Missile technique to Maelyn, gathering mana in his right palm and hurling it at the wooden dummies. His Missiles weren’t as strong as the ones in Darren’s rod, and each one missed the targets by several inches. Still, that was more than Akari could do.

You’ve made it this far, she reminded herself.

Sometimes, her practice sessions felt like she was walking on thin ice. As if this were another one of her dreams, and one wrong move could send her back to square one. But then she remembered Kalden’s words from that day in the quad.

No one can take this away from us.

She hoped to Talek and all the Angels that was true.

Darren raised his sunglasses as he turned to face Akari. “Ever shot one of these before?”

Akari blinked. “A few times, yeah.”

“Good day for practice then.” He flipped a switch near the top and handed it to her. “This is an S29. The recoil feels like a G-class rod, but you won’t blow up a tree if you miss.”

Akari accepted the weapon and adjusted her grip. It was heavier than the rod she’d lost, but not as heavy as she’d expected. The shaft was a long steel cylinder, about an inch in diameter. Aside from the leather grip and trigger, the only real difference was the ammo battery at the back. That could probably hold a dozen or more Missiles, judging by its size.

“See those pointy things at the top?” Darren gestured with his finger. “Those are the iron sights.”

Akari nodded as she tried to line up the sights with her target.

“Real mana artists don’t bother with those,” he said. “But they’re useful for people like us.”

“So . . . you’re not a mana artist?”

“Nah. I’m gonna be an accountant.”

“What?” She wrinkled her nose. “Why?”

“It pays well.”

“But mana artists can print money from scratch.”

Mana crystals weren’t technically used as currency these days, but places would pay to take them off your hands. If the quality was good enough, they would grind them down to make potions or liquid mana. Lower-quality crystals got turned into fuel, and that fuel powered every car, train, and building in the Archipelago.

“Sure,” Darren said. “But let’s say you spend hundreds of hours practicing, and you learn to make a perfect, culinary grade crystal . . .”

“Alchemy grade,” Kalden corrected as he walked over.

“Alchemy grade,” Darren amended with narrowed eyes. “At best, a Silver can make three crystals in an eight-hour workday. That would get me sixty coppernotes per day if the market is good. The only way to increase your output is to drink potions. And that sort of defeats the purpose, right?”

Sixty coppernotes per day didn’t sound so bad to Akari. Minimum wage was only five coppernotes per hour, after all.

“Now, as for accountants—”

“Here we go,” Maelyn said as she strolled over. The Shokenese girl was a head taller than Akari and Darren, but still not as tall as Kalden. Her black hair came down past her chest, accentuating her height even further. She ignored Darren’s glare and turned to Akari. “It’s not every day a cute girl asks him about economics.”

Did Maelyn just call her cute? Probably sarcasm or something.

“Anyway.” Darren spent a full second clearing his throat, pointedly not looking at either of them. “An entry-level accountant can make twenty coppernotes per hour. Or one point six silvernotes per day. Plus you can move up a pay grade every year. More money for the same amount of time.”

Akari gave a slow nod. “What about combat?”

“You’re still at the mercy of the market,” Darren said. “The mana beast numbers fluctuate all the time. The Border Guard protects the big cities like Ironhaven, so a freelancer has to join the Hunters’ Guild in White Vale. The pay might be decent, but other jobs are way more stable.”

“Plus,” Maelyn broke in, “combat comes with the looming threat of injury and death—something most people like to avoid.” She rested her chin on both hands. “That’s why healing artists are so popular!”

Akari had never considered healing arts before. Mostly because her foster mother was a healer, and she’d poisoned that well forever. Healers also lacked offensive techniques, which made them useless outside a group setting.

Kalden crossed his arms and nodded. “Maelyn’s been in the tunnels five or six times now. That’s why she’s giving us a crash course.”

“Right,” Maelyn said. “Lesson number one is armor.”

“Wait,” Kalden said. “I’m no expert, but shouldn’t lesson one be ‘don’t get hit in the first place’?”

Akari nodded along, thinking back to her first fighting lesson with the neighbor boy. In fact, that boy reminded her of Kalden, now that she thought about it.

“Fine.” Maelyn rolled her eyes. “Lesson number two is armor.” She knocked a fist on her black leather vest. Akari glanced at Darren and Kalden, who wore vests of a similar style.

The other girl walked over to the wooden table where they’d gathered their things. She picked up a fourth vest and tossed it to Akari. “You can borrow one of mine for now—and next week when we go hunting for real.”

Akari slipped the vest on over her hoodie. It was heavier than she’d imagined, not to mention stiffer.

“These are woven with sigils,” Maelyn explained. “They can stop bullets, knives, or Missiles.”

Well, that explained the stiffness. Most permanent mana Constructs had a crystal-like quality, and crystal wasn’t known for its comfort.

Maelyn also passed out helmets. These were black, with clear visors across the front. Mana artists in movies never wore anything like this. Then again, real mana artists could protect themselves with Constructs and Cloaks, so a helmet would just get in their way. Akari still had a long way to go before she reached that level.

Once they had their helmets and vests on, Maelyn eyed Akari’s skirt with a raised eyebrow. Damnit. The other girl had the same school uniform, so she probably recognized it.

“I’d also wear jeans if I were you,” Maelyn said. “And boots, if you have them.”

Akari didn’t have any jeans worth wearing, but she kept that to herself.

Maelyn explained the creatures they were likely to face in the tunnels, along with the tactics they’d need to kill them. They spent the rest of the afternoon practicing with the Missile rods, hitting the training dummies at various ranges. Kalden’s family had plenty of spare ammo, so money was no real concern here.

They practiced together until the sun went down. By then, the auroras filled the sky with swirls of green and blue light.

They ordered Shokenese food for dinner—spicy shrimp, fried noodles, and vegetables. It was a nice change from what she ate at the Cliftons’ house, and it almost reminded her of the food her mom used to make.

All in all, this group seemed surprisingly normal. The three of them were all business at school; Kalden was their Gold leader, and Darren and Maelyn were his Silver minions. Even their parents worked for Kalden’s mother, so they came from a long line of rulers and retainers.

They didn’t wear their badges in private, though. Here, they were just hanging out as friends. Akari had never had any friends before. But for the first time in her life, she got a glimpse of what it felt like.

[image: ]



She sat on her bed the following weekend, trying and failing to conjure her first Missile. The tunnel excursion was tomorrow morning, and she’d rather not rely on weapons the whole time. Weapons could get lost or malfunction.

But it was far more than that. Everyone claimed that a Bronze couldn’t become a mana artist. She’d used mana these past few weeks, but that wasn’t the same as a true technique.

This was her chance to prove the world wrong once and for all.

Mazren had gone away for the weekend—something about a broken wall fragment in the channel between Arkala and Teras. Her foster sister, Elyna, also had a late music lesson. That left her with Noella, and her foster mother was even more of a bitch when they were alone. Best to stay in her room as much as possible.

Akari stretched out her hand, mentally counting the seconds as the mana gathered in her palm. It started out soft like a pulsing muscle, then it began to vibrate, pushing away from her hand like a repelled magnet.

And when the mana finally surfaced, it came in a cloud of transparent vapor—a far cry from the glowing blue orb she’d expected. The force was enough to levitate small objects like an empty water bottle or a pencil, but even that strained her channels.

She was getting better, though. Her most recent effort had lasted a full seven seconds, and she jotted that down in her notebook beneath her previous record of six. Her practice sessions were getting longer, too. Almost half an hour had passed, and she still had mana to burn.

That was good, right? It meant her soul was growing. Then again, maybe her technique had changed? She couldn’t see actual numbers without a mana watch, and mana watches cost a few silvernotes. That was out of her price range for now, but it might be on the table after tomorrow’s hunting trip.

“Everyone wants the flashy techniques,” the Grandmaster had said. “But ninety-nine percent of students neglect their shaping. Aye, it’s tedious work, but it will give you an edge. Not just that, but it will open the door to more advanced aspects later on.”

More advanced aspects. Akari liked the sound of that.

She was probably getting ahead of herself there, but mana artists only got to choose one aspect, and they were stuck with it for life. Might as well pick the best one.

Akari pushed more mana into her palm. She’d practiced this well over a thousand times by now. Not just before bed, but every morning before she showered. She practiced in the bathroom between classes, and during her walks home by the river. Any time she had a free moment, she trained. And once she got her hands on another bottle, she could—

Footsteps echoed from outside her bedroom.

Akari released her mana in a puff of vapor, and the door swung open on its creaking hinges.

Her foster mother, Noella, stepped inside the room. The woman was Espirian like her husband, with strawberry blond hair, flawless skin, and eyes like daggers. In some ways, she looked like an older version of Emberlyn Frostblade.

Ever heard of knocking? The question sprang to Akari’s lips, but she didn’t let it out. She already knew the answer.

“What were you doing?” Noella’s crisp voice snapped like a whip.

“Uh . . .” Akari reached down and picked up her notebook. It was just a bunch of numbers that could, conceivably, pass for math. “Homework?”

“I thought I saw mana.” Noella squinted around the room before her gaze settled on the closet. She pulled open the white double doors, knelt down, and lifted the loose floorboard in the corner.

What the hell? Akari sprang to her feet. Adrenaline raced through her veins, and her instincts told her to run.

Her foster mother reached into the floor and pulled out the empty jar of liquid mana.

How? How did she know where to look?

“What were you doing with this?” Noella took several steps forward, holding up the jar between them. The dregs of blue liquid still clung to the bottom.

Akari looked away. The woman wasn’t nearly as tall as Kalden, but she still towered over her. It made her feel four years younger, and a dozen old memories pinned her into place.

“Well?” Noella’s voice cut through the silence.

“Someone at school gave it to me . . .” Her own voice came out small, with none of its usual fire. The sound was almost painful to her ears.

“This is useless to you.”

If it’s so useless, then why do you care? But once again, she held her tongue.

“And dangerous,” Noella went on. “Bronze bodies won’t process this. It can gather in your cells and poison you over time.”

The woman spoke with such cold indifference. Sometimes, Akari wished Noella were a raving lunatic like some of her previous foster parents. Many of them drank too much, did drugs, or worked jobs they despised. At least then Akari knew they just wanted a dog to kick.

But Noella had a perfect life and a well-paying job. She loved her real daughter, and she hated Akari. Things had always been that way, and no one ever told her why.

Akari didn’t reply as the older woman adjusted her grip on the jar. Her hands itched to rip off her glasses and throw them safely aside. If the lenses broke, then she’d be useless tomorrow. But she couldn’t even manage that much. Her heart thundered in her chest, but her arms hung like lead weights at her side.

To her surprise, Noella lowered the jar and turned around. “If you want to poison yourself, that’s fine. Just don’t do it in my house.” She tossed the jar back toward the closet, and it shattered on the floor. “Now clean this mess up.”

The door slammed behind her foster mother as she left. Akari gritted her teeth and clenched her fingers into fists. Damnit. She and Noella hadn’t been alone like this in several months. After all that training, she should have been stronger. She should have fought back.

Sweat coated her palms as she stared down at the broken jar. Half of it lay scattered in smaller shards below her bed and dresser, but one larger chunk remained.

Mana rushed out from her soul, tearing through her channels like a raging river. It pushed against her skin, yearning for release. The pressure built up against her clenched fist, forcing it open.

Never again.

Akari thrust out her palm, and a sphere of pale blue light emerged. The Missile soared across her room, faster than she could blink. It flew like an extension of her own body, more precise than any rod.

Mana struck glass a heartbeat later, and the fragment shattered into a hundred tiny pieces.
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THE SIGHT OF BLOOD


She arrived in Kalden’s neighborhood the next morning. It had been a long night of tossing and turning in her bed, but she’d finally done it. After weeks of trial and error, she’d finally conjured her first real Missile.

Speed had been the missing piece. As long as she cycled her mana fast enough, it left her palm in a semi-solid state. That made perfect sense in hindsight. No matter how tightly you packed a snowball, it wouldn’t fly far without some force behind it.

Fortunately, her cycling speed tended to match her heart rate, so speed shouldn’t be a problem in combat.

As she walked, Akari tried to focus on her success rather than her new set of problems. For one thing, her foster mother could apparently see mana through solid walls. Did this mean it wasn’t safe to practice in her room anymore?

No . . . She’d been practicing for the better part of Hexember, and this was the first time Noella had caught her. This technique clearly wasn’t active all the time.

Still, she couldn’t risk bringing an expensive bottle of liquid mana in her room after last night. But where else could she keep it? With Kalden? No, she only saw him once a week. In fact, his parents weren’t even away every weekend.

Talek. What a mess. How was she supposed to train for real?

She walked up the driveway to find Darren in the garage, loading Kalden’s trunk with more weapons than they could carry. He wore his leather combat vest, along with a black shirt, dark jeans, and black leather boots.

Kalden stepped out of the house wearing a more tailored version of the same outfit. He carried a padded bag over his shoulder, which probably contained the healing potions. He’d made those himself in alchemy class this week. His mother actually encouraged alchemy, so money was no object here.

“Hey,” Akari said as she followed him toward the car. “Can you see mana all the time?”

“Morning to you, too.” Kalden lowered his sunglasses and dropped the bag into the trunk.

She crossed her arms and waited.

“I assume you’re talking about mana in its vapor state?” Kalden asked.

She nodded. “Or sensing other states through walls. Like . . . if I hid a bottle of liquid mana under a floorboard. Could you see it?”

He hummed in consideration. “Yeah, probably. If I knew to look for it.”

She blinked. “How?”

“Relax your regular vision,” Darren cut in. “You’re not using your eyes. It’s a totally different sense.”

Akari rounded on him. “You can do it too?”

Darren shrugged.

“But you’re not even a mana artist!”

Kalden turned around and peeked his head out of the garage. “Hey, Maelyn?”

Maelyn stepped up to the garage, carrying something that looked like a yard sprinkler with a wide, black base.

“We’re trying to explain how to see ambient mana,” he began. “Do you—”

“Sorry.” Maelyn set down the sprinkler thing in the trunk. “Not allowed to say.”

Damnit. She’d said the same thing last weekend when Akari had asked for Missile advice. All students in the school’s Mana Wing had to sign a nondisclosure agreement, and they faced serious consequences if they broke it.

Akari slumped her shoulders as she followed the others back inside the house. Whatever this technique was, the Grandmaster probably covered it in his ambient mana video—a video they still hadn’t found. But how hard could it be if Kalden and Darren had both stumbled upon it? She’d have to experiment later.

They were halfway through the door when Maelyn stopped her. The other girl glanced down at her outfit and shook her head.

Oh, for Talek’s sake.

Maelyn made her way toward the living room, gesturing with her finger for Akari to follow.

Akari stood her ground in the doorway, narrowing her eyes. “What?”

“Come on,” she said with another wave.

Akari glanced over at Kalden who gave a helpless shrug. Great. She slipped off her Traverse shoes, then followed Maelyn past the waterfall and down the stairs.

“Remember what I said last weekend?” Maelyn led her past the bar, stopping outside an unfamiliar door. “The guys aren’t gonna say anything, but someone has to. Your school uniform isn’t the best choice for the tunnels.”

Akari glanced down. She wasn’t wearing her whole uniform—just the dark gray skirt, along with black leggings and a red hoodie. She’d come close to wearing her old jeans today, but they were even more tattered than she’d remembered. Pride and habit won out in the end.

“Too bad,” she said, “I felt like wearing this.”

“I’d offer you my extra pair of jeans,” Maelyn continued, “but you’re a bit shorter.” She gestured from Akari’s head to her own, as if the difference wasn’t clear. “Plus, you don’t have much in the way of curves.”

“Thanks a lot.” Akari bit back her real retort. Best not to snap at the person who might heal her wounds later.

“Come on.” Maelyn pushed open the door and stepped inside. “We’re going shopping.”

“Seriously?” Akari let out a huff of annoyance. “What’s next? Makeup and jewelry?”

“It’s not about looking pretty. It’s about practicality.”

Akari perked up at the last word. “More sigils?”

“They do make jeans with shield sigils,” Maelyn said with a laugh, “but they’re crazy expensive. I think Kalden’s wearing some now, but even Golds don’t spend that much on kids’ clothes.”

They wove their way through a labyrinth of metal shelves covered with plastic tote bins. Maelyn checked the labels as they walked, muttering under her breath.

“You really know your way around Kalden’s house,” Akari said.

“I’ve been his retainer since I was a kid.” Maelyn pulled a bin off one of the lower shelves and popped open the blue lid. Akari tilted her head and read the label. Hana. Age twelve.

“Who’s Hana?”

“Kalden’s stepsister,” Maelyn said as she rummaged through the clothes. “She goes to Ironhaven University right now.”

Kalden hadn’t mentioned a stepsister before. Then again, they rarely talked about their families.

“Here we go.” Maelyn held up a pair of blue jeans.

Akari raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t those for kids?”

“They’ll fit,” she said. “Trust me. Hana was still taller than you when she was twelve.”

Akari rolled her eyes as she pulled off her leggings, leaving her skirt in place. She stepped into the jeans a second later, and they fit perfectly.

Damnit.

Then again, she shouldn’t have been surprised. If Maelyn knew about her chocolate allergy, then of course she knew her clothing sizes. But that begged the question: if Kalden’s informants were this good, then how good were his mom’s people? How long until Mrs. Trengsen put a stop to all of this?

“Maybe you’ll like these better,” Maelyn said as she pulled out a pair of combat boots. They were made of shiny black leather, with gold buckles along the back. It seemed strange to wear gold, but it wasn’t like anyone would see them in the tunnels.

“Again,” Maelyn said, “no sigils here, but the leather should give you better protection than your Traverse shoes. Plus, these are old, so it doesn’t matter if you get blood on them.”

Akari unbuckled the boots and slipped them on. She hated to admit it, but Maelyn was right. She felt sturdier than she had before. Less like a timid high-school student, and more like the badass mana artist she wanted to be.
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Twenty minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot outside the tunnel entrance.

“Thought this place would be busy,” Akari said as they passed the rows of empty spots. Not that she wanted to deal with crowds, but this was supposed to be the town’s only tunnel entrance.

“Ten percent of the population is arachnophobic,” Maelyn said from beside her in the backseat.

“Yeah,” Darren said from the driver’s seat. “And that number jumps to ninety-nine when the spiders are as big as dogs.”

“Spiders?” She didn’t remember those on Maelyn’s list.

“They’re joking,” Kalden said from the front. “Giant spiders are too valuable to leave out in the wild. Some ambitious farmers came through a few years back and abducted them all for their silk.”

Maelyn opened her car door. “Arkions are still arachnids, though.”

“Say that ten times fast,” Darren suggested.

She glared at him before turning back to Akari. “And they’re just as scary. You’ll see once we’re down there.”

They unloaded the car, put their helmets on, and made their way across the parking lot. A pair of Missile rods hung from Akari’s leather vest, bouncing against her legs as she walked.

The entrance was nothing but a downward stone staircase surrounded by a thick iron cage. If not for the gate, it could have passed for an ordinary subway entrance. Not that Elegan had any ordinary subways. Not anymore. The city had tried to build this one fifty years ago, then they ran into the Hollows—the vast cavern system that spanned the entire planet.

Originally, they’d thought the nearest section was more than a hundred feet below Arkala. Thousands of goldnotes later, they realized their mistake. The diggers made an opening, shenanigans ensued, and the mana beasts chased them out.

Sure, they could have tried to keep building, but taming the Hollows was like taming a mana storm. The smart people all kept their distance.

Oh well. One failed train project was a mana artist’s playground. Akari and the others weren’t actually going into the Hollows, of course. That would be suicide. Fortunately, the entrance was more than ten miles from here. The smaller mana beasts wandered up through the man-made tunnel system, and their crystal cores were as good as any.

Kalden tucked his badge behind his vest as they approached the guards, and Akari did the same.

Two Border Guards stood watch outside the iron cage. They wore camouflage fatigues with silver badges pinned to their chests.

Maelyn led the way as they approached, pulling out her hunting license and handing it to the guard on the left. He was a blue-eyed Espirian with a shaved head, probably no older than twenty.

The man gave a curt nod and gestured them through. Simple as that.

This had surprised Kalden at first, but it made perfect sense to Akari. People were more likely to follow rules if those rules were reasonable and straightforward. And the last thing this town needed was hunters breaking down the other sealed entrances.

“Careful in there,” the man said. “I hear the arkions are roaming in groups of five or six. The summer nests are all grown up, so—”

A shout echoed from down the tunnel, and both guards drew their Missile rods as they spun to face the staircase.

Footsteps followed, and a trio of teenage boys burst out from around the corner.

The boy in the middle—a dark-haired Cadrian—had his arms resting on his friends’ shoulders. He walked with a limp as they pulled him up the stone staircase.

When they finally crested the top, Akari saw why. His jeans had a wide hole in the left thigh, almost as long as her forearm. Blood ran down his leg, staining the denim a deep violet. Akari gaped at the wound for several long heartbeats, and she spotted a glimpse of white bone among the sea of red.

One of his friends had a broken claw protruding from his right temple, and a thin river of blood ran down his cheek. The other friend had several rips in his T-shirt, but no visible wounds.

The guard holstered his rod. “Let’s take a look.” He glanced up at the other two boys. “Neither of you is a healer?”

“I’m the healer.” The boy with the bleeding leg spoke in a raspy voice. “Mana’s dry.”

The guard pressed his hand to the boy’s thigh, and a burst of golden light followed. Skin and muscle reknit around the wound, as smooth as flowing quicksilver. “That should slow the bleeding,” he said. “Get to the hospital, and he’ll be fine”

“What?” the boy blurted out. “You can’t heal the whole thing?”

“Then we’d both be out of mana.” The guard looked up again. “You know the way to Elegan General?”

They nodded, and he rose to his feet. “Get going then.”

“What about me?” Another boy pointed to the broken claw in his forehead.

“Let the hospital take out the claw. It’ll just bleed more if you do it here.”

The other guard cleared his throat. “And wear a helmet next time. They’re not just for decoration, you know.”

Akari watched the trio as they limped off.

Well, shit.

The sight made her knees shake, and her breath echoed inside her own helmet. Maelyn had told them what to expect, and she’d been detailed in her descriptions. Still, hearing about injuries was one thing. It was another thing to inhale the copper scent of blood, thick enough to taste.

She turned to look up at Kalden. His face was calm and controlled behind his visor, but it seemed to require some deliberate effort on his part.

Were they being too reckless here? Should they wait until they’d practiced more?

You don’t have time, Akari reminded herself. A few more months, and she’d be on her own, without the luxury of choosing her battles. Besides, if she’d been born two hundred years ago, she would have faced mana beasts every day, just beyond the borders of her clan’s village.

If she wanted to get stronger, then she had to take risks. She also had to expect some blood along the way.
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INTO THE TUNNELS


They moved in a diamond formation with Kalden on point. Akari and Darren held up the sides, while Maelyn brought up the rear.

In all honesty, Akari hadn’t even heard the term “diamond formation” until today.

“Kalden likes military tactics,” Darren had whispered after they’d descended the stone staircase. “He made us run drills in the backyard when we were kids.”

“Every ten-year-old girl’s dream,” Maelyn deadpanned.

“I can hear you both,” Kalden said from the front.

Ten minutes ago, Akari might have laughed at this. But after what she’d just seen on the surface . . . if fancy formations kept them alive, she could get on board.

The tunnels themselves weren’t as dark or dingy as she’d imagined. The ceilings were curved, with sturdy brick archways that reached down to the stone floor. Copper tiles filled the spaces between them, and orange lightbulbs shone from old chandeliers. The Arkala Border Guard maintained the first few tunnels, but things took a darker turn after that. Some species avoided light, and this made them think twice before expanding their territory toward the surface.

Akari clutched her fire rod for the first few minutes, expecting an attack from every crevice and shadow. The others made small talk as they walked, but she didn’t join in. Images of those wounded teenagers kept flashing in her vision, and the smell of their blood lingered in her nostrils.

We’re better equipped, she reminded herself for the fifth time. Those other kids were wearing T-shirts of all things. Meanwhile, her group had rods, vests, helmets, and . . . Akari glanced at the strange metal base that hung from a hook on Darren’s backpack. Maelyn carried a second one behind her.

She cleared her throat. “What are these sprinkler things, anyway?” She glanced back at Maelyn, then pointed to the one on Darren’s backpack.

“Sprinklers,” Darren echoed with a chuckle. “See? I told you they looked like sprinklers.”

Maelyn groaned, pressing a gloved hand to her helmet. “I still don’t get the comparison. Don’t sprinklers, like, spin in circles?”

“I get what they’re saying,” Kalden said from up ahead. “Oscillating sprinklers shoot straight up, then pivot back and forth. The shield Constructs do look similar.”

“Well,” Maelyn said, “clearly you’re all sprinkler experts, and I’m—”

Akari cleared her throat again. These three were all business at school, but they could easily bicker for another ten minutes if she didn’t cut in. “Shield Constructs?”

“Sorry,” Maelyn said. “Yeah, these are portable shield Constructs. You get a wall of protection mana when you turn them on.”

“Like Missile rods,” Kalden added. “But for defense.”

That seemed useful, especially if their enemies had long-range attacks. There wasn’t a lot of cover down here, otherwise.

“People expect the healers to bring shields,” Maelyn explained. “That’s why I picked these up last year.”

Akari frowned. “You can’t conjure shields with your own mana?” In the movies, it was always the healer character who protected the group mid-battle.

She shook her head. “Healers don’t have Construct techniques. Just Missiles.”

What a rip-off, Akari thought. “So you don’t have a Cloak technique either?”

“Nope.” She pointed up at Kalden. “I’ve never even heard of Cloak techniques until he asked me about them last week.”

Strange. And the Grandmaster seemed to regard that knowledge as fundamental. Then again, Akari had never heard of Cloaks until she saw the video. At least, not by name.

“Cut the chatter,” Kalden said with a raised hand. “There’s movement up ahead. Just beyond the light.”

Akari squinted as she stepped forward. Sure enough, the light ended about ten yards ahead, but she didn’t see anything beyond that. Then again, her vision had never been great, even with her glasses.

“I see them,” Darren said. “Arkions.”

“How many?” Maelyn asked.

“Three?” Kalden ventured. “Maybe four.”

“Probably an ambush attempt.” Maelyn dropped her backpack, letting it fall with a clatter on the stone floor. “We should set up here. Arkions don’t mind the light. They’ll come to us if we pull.”

Akari and Darren stood watch while the other two set up the shield Constructs. She had to remind herself to look both ways down the tunnel. They’d taken a few turns, so it wasn’t impossible for another group of mana beasts to flank them. Or even another group of hunters looking to steal their gear.

The others had shrugged off that last possibility when she’d brought it up. They did it with straight faces too, as if they’d never been mugged before.

Kalden and Maelyn set up the shields about ten feet apart, and walls of semi-transparent mana erupted from the metal bases. The shields stretched all the way to the ceiling by the time they’d finished, and they’d left a ten-inch gap between them. Big enough to shoot through, but not so wide that an enemy could squeeze in.

Akari took a few steps toward the nearest shield. Gazing through was like seeing the world through a sheet of shallow water. Ripples emitted from the metal base, blurring the scene even further. She stretched out an open palm but hesitated.

“Is this gonna zap me?” she asked the others.

“You’re all good,” Maelyn said as she adjusted her dial.

Akari pressed her hand to the wall of mana. Somehow, it felt both solid and liquid—like a sheet of half-melted ice. It also didn’t threaten to tip over, no matter how hard she pushed. Some sort of gravity sigils, maybe? Airships used gravity mana to make themselves lighter as they flew. Why not do that in reverse to make something heavier?

She held her hand in place as visions of her own future flashed in her mind. Soon, she’d be making shields like this with her bare hands. The shields would move with her through the battlefield, appearing and vanishing with a single thought.

“Alright,” Kalden said once the shields were in place. “Everyone ready?”

They all gave a verbal confirmation. Akari switched off her fire rod’s safety but kept the weapon in her left hand. Then she cycled mana through her channels, preparing to gather energy on her right.

“Good.” Kalden knelt down in the middle of the two shields. “Who’s pulling? Darren?”

“On it.” The blond boy hefted the ice rod from its holster and took a few steps beyond the shield formation. Apparently, you always started a fight with ice if you could. Most Missiles wouldn’t kill an enemy from twenty yards, but crowd-control techniques still worked at longer ranges.

Darren squeezed the trigger, and a line of pale mana shot out from the steel rod, hurling itself into the blackness ahead.

An insect-like screech followed, and the other arkions scuttled forward on six legs. Their last two limbs looked more like giant hands, hovering several inches above the ground as they moved. Carapace shells covered their bodies, from their long necks to their stubby tails.

“You’re up,” Darren said to Akari. “You wanted the practice, right?”

She gathered mana in her palm and launched it at the nearest enemy. Her heart was already racing, so her cycling had increased accordingly. The Missile struck the creature’s back, but its armor absorbed the blow. Damnit. Her own Missiles were still too weak.

She switched to her G9 fire rod, lined up her shot, and pulled the trigger. The weapon vibrated as a flaming Missile flew forward. The creature ducked its head at the last second, absorbing the blow with its armor once again.

“The belly’s the weak spot,” Darren shouted over the commotion as Kalden and Maelyn launched their own Missiles. “Wait till he stands up.”

Her eyes darted to the left where the other two arkions stood up on their hind legs, conjuring balls of toxic green mana between their claws.

Talek. It was creepy to see animals doing mana arts.

Sure enough, one of Kalden’s Missiles struck a killing blow on the creature’s stomach. The second arkion launched its Missile, then dodged to the side to avoid Maelyn’s.

The creature on Akari’s side crept forward, making no attempt to stand on its hind legs.

But maybe she could help it along?

Akari crouched down until her hand was practically touching the stone floor, then she released a Missile of her own mana. Unlike mana from a rod, these acted as an extension of her body, and she could alter its course in midair.

No sooner had the mana left her palm than she sprang to her feet and pulled it back.

The timing wasn’t flawless, but it worked. The Missile soared under the arkion, and the sudden upward force caused it to stumble back on its hind legs. At the same moment, Darren fired his own rod, searing a molten crater in its underbelly.

The creature crashed back-first on the floor, curling its legs around its corpse.

“Good shooting,” Darren said.

“You too,” she hollered back.

“On the ceiling!” Kalden shouted from behind the other shield.

Akari looked up to see the fourth arkion hanging upside down in the shadows above.

Damnit. She’d forgotten there were four. She raised her rod, but the creature was quicker. Green flashed at the edge of her vision. The impact struck her helmet, knocking her back against the stone floor.

She lay there for several seconds, breathing hard while Darren finished her attacker with a few quick shots. Green liquid stained her visor, and her hand instinctively moved to wipe it away.

No, she reminded herself. It’s toxic. Like, melt-your-skin-off toxic.

“Three more incoming,” Kalden said.

She forced herself to her feet and squinted through the shield. The poison mana still stained her visor, but not enough to impede her vision.

A second wave of enemies emerged beyond the light. This time, they hid behind a wall of glowing green mana.

“Shit,” Akari said. “They can make Constructs, too?”

“Told you not to underestimate these guys,” Maelyn hollered back.

They all fired at the shield as the enemy pushed forward. The Construct flickered, but it didn’t break. The arkion in the center seemed to struggle beneath their assault.

“Stop.” Kalden held up a hand after they’d fired a few more shots. “We’re wasting mana here.”

“Got a better idea?” Maelyn snapped back.

He nodded. “Get ready to attack from the right.”

Akari watched with interest as Kalden stepped to the left side of the shield wall, gathering a sphere of pale blue mana into his palm.

He released the Missile, and it soared straight past the enemy’s shield. Then he took several steps to the side before pulling the Missile back toward him.

Clever. Akari wanted to kick herself for not thinking of it first.

Kalden’s technique took the arkion in the tail, and the shield broke as it stumbled forward. She pulled the trigger on her Missile rod, and Darren and Maelyn did likewise. Flaming mana crashed against carapace armor, causing their opponents to break rank.

Akari holstered her fire rod and reached for ice instead. Her next blow knocked the shield bearer on its side, and a Missile from Darren’s rod struck its underbelly.

Until now, she’d worried she might freeze in battle, the way she did with Noella, or with those security officers in Tidegate. She’d feared her body would shut down, and she wouldn’t be able to move or fight. But this was the exact opposite; time slowed around her as she entered a state of pure focus.

The details were always hazy when Akari woke from her dreams. She couldn’t remember the techniques she’d used, or how they worked. Only the feelings remained. The feelings of finding her true self, and her life’s purpose. Now, she felt the mana coursing through her channels, urging her to act. She felt the air currents around her Missiles like extensions of her body. She even felt the impact as they struck her opponents.

Her own techniques weren’t half as strong as the ones from the Missile rods—not yet. Still, this felt right. This one act of defiance was the first step toward hacking the system that oppressed her—shattering their secrets and lies.

Kalden’s last few shots caused the battle to die down. Silence followed, then he let out a slow whistle.

That wasn’t so bad. Akari wanted to say the words aloud, but she’d seen enough movies to know how stupid that would be.

“Anyone hurt?” Maelyn asked.

“Akari got hit,” Darren said.

“Just my helmet.” She pointed to the green splotch on her visor. “I’m fine.” Of course, she still gave herself a more thorough check after that. She’d been in enough fights to know that wounds weren’t always obvious in the heat of battle.

Satisfied, Akari pulled off her helmet to scrub it clean. She’d been shivering when they’d first entered the tunnel. Now, strands of sweaty hair clung to her forehead and the back of her neck.

She shook the hair loose, unzipped her backpack, and scrubbed the visor clean with a cloth and some rubbing alcohol. Most of the stuff had evaporated by now, leaving a crusty residue in its place. The toxic effects had worn off, too. Most liquid mana did that, according to Kalden. Only sigils or alchemy could keep it stable in other forms.

Once she’d finished, she joined the others to collect their spoils.

“Alright, listen up.” Maelyn stepped toward the nearest corpse and pulled out a knife from her leg holster. “Time for Core Harvesting 101.” She used her boot to turn the arkion over. “You want it lying on its side like this. That way, gravity does some of the work.”

She plunged her blade into the center of its chest, just a few inches below the base of its neck. After some more poking and prodding, the fist-sized crystal hit the ground with a thud. It was covered in dark green blood, which Akari hadn’t expected from a giant insect. Or arachnid—whatever it was.

The crystal’s edges looked uncomfortably sharp as Maelyn wrapped it in a disposable cloth and threw the bundle in a plastic bag.

“They really walk around with those things inside them?” Akari asked.

“Huh?” Maelyn looked up. “Oh, no. The crystals form after they die. Their mana’s in a different state before that.”

Akari eyed the other corpses and did some quick arithmetic. Supposedly, each core sold for around fifty coppernotes. Multiply that by seven arkions, and she and Kalden would have three and a half silvernotes between them.

They all set to work after Maelyn’s first demonstration. Akari poked and prodded at hers for what seemed like a full ten minutes before the core finally rolled free. Clearly, it wasn’t as easy as Maelyn made it look.

“Anything else we can harvest from these?” Akari asked Kalden as they worked. “Some alchemy stuff, maybe?”

Kalden waggled a hand. “The shells might be worth something, but it’s not worth carrying it all back. Like I said in the car—all the good stuff is already gone from these tunnels.”

That made sense. More advanced artists considered this a beginners’ area, while they worked out of the Hunters’ Guild in White Vale. Of course, you could venture deeper into the Hollows, but that was an even bigger dice roll. The creatures down there could destroy entire armies.

“Okay,” Maelyn said once they’d bagged all the cores and stuffed them into their backpacks. “I say we call it quits after this.”

“Really?” Akari asked. As far as she could tell, they still had more than half their ammunition left. Even her physical supply was full again, thanks to the tunnels’ denser ambient mana.

The other girl nodded. “You get too greedy down here, and you might lose everything.”

“She’s right.” Kalden raised his visor and met Akari’s eyes. “We have enough to buy a few bottles of liquid mana. We can always come back for more.”

“Sounds good to me,” Darren agreed.

Akari gave an inward sigh. Of course the others wouldn’t risk another fight. They didn’t need the money or the training as much as she did. She’d clearly been outvoted though, so she kept quiet.

“Perfect,” Kalden said, “then let’s . . .” He trailed off, seeming to notice something beyond the light.

Akari followed his gaze to where two or three more arkions scuttled out from the darkness.

“Just a few more,” she said. “We could—”

“No.” Kalden looked harder, then his eyes widened. “We need to go. Now!”

Everyone sprang into motion, gathering up the backpacks and shield bases. From there, they broke into a jog and ran back the way they’d come.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw more than a dozen arkions creeping forward. Most crawled on the floor, while others clung to the walls and ceiling. Thank the Angels they weren’t that fast. Facing four of those things had been close enough.

Her group kept running, putting more distance between themselves and the enemy. A few more toxic Missiles flew their way, but they dodged those as the tunnel curved.

For a second, Akari thought they’d made it out. But when they rounded the next corner, half a dozen more arkions blocked their path.


11


BATTLE TACTICS


Kalden stopped running when he saw the line of enemies blocking their retreat. Behind them, a hundred more legs scuttled against the stone. A quick glance at his companions revealed they’d all frozen. Maelyn clutched the base of her shield Construct, gasping for breath. Akari and Darren stood with raised weapons, but they didn’t fire.

Understandable. If the arkions fired back, they were dead.

Well, someone had to act. And while Kalden might be new at combat, he understood battle tactics.

“Up against the wall!” he ordered the group.

Barely a full second had passed since they’d paused, but Kalden dropped his rod and held the shield base with both hands. No sooner had he activated the Construct than several arkions hurled their toxic Missiles at him.

Maelyn activated her own shield behind him. Together, the Constructs formed a triangle with the wall as their base, and their points touching in the tunnel’s center. The mana conformed to the tunnel’s curvature, and Kalden engaged the gravity sigils to lock his device in place.

A few arkions charged on Kalden’s side, but the protection mana repelled them like a magnet. The group on Maelyn’s side didn’t bother with physical force. Instead, they hurled their green projectiles at the shield, causing it to ripple and flicker.

Damnit. Those shields would break under enough pressure. These arkions had probably fought enough hunters to know that.

“How much damage will this hold?” Akari asked.

“Ten thousand pounds of force.” Maelyn crouched down and examined the battery. “But that’s at full mana. We’re at ninety percent.”

“Ninety-three percent over here,” Darren hollered as he examined the other battery.

Judging by the amount of damage they’d taken in the last fight, he’d estimate each Missile at about two hundred pounds of force. That was on the weaker end of the power spectrum, but it didn’t matter. Time favored the enemy here.

Kalden’s head snapped back and forth. Only a few arkions were hitting the wall with Missiles, and they weren’t that quick. At this rate, they’d have . . .

“Eighty-five seconds,” Akari said. “Then the shield will break.”

“What she said,” Darren confirmed.

Eighty-five more seconds, then we all die.

“We can recharge them.” Maelyn’s voice quivered as she unscrewed the top of her battery. “Just feed mana through here.”

“That delays the inevitable,” Kalden muttered. Arkions fought like razor wasps from a hive. They’d have to kill all eighteen of them if they wanted to escape. “Okay, here’s the plan.” He gestured to the point where the shields met. “We reduce the width on one shield and let them funnel through the opening. We can fight one at a time that way.”

He’d barely finished his sentence before Maelyn scrambled to adjust her shield’s dial. Good. Every second mattered.

“I’ll take the front,” Kalden said. He’d gotten them into this mess, after all. Even if it had been Akari’s idea, and even if Darren and Maelyn had insisted on coming, he still felt responsible.

“Wait,” Darren said. “I can hit them with ice if we open another gap. That’ll thin their ranks.”

“Do it,” Kalden said. Then he turned back to Maelyn. “Recharge the shields if they drop below fifty percent.” Her aspected mana wouldn’t be as efficient as his, but it was better than nothing. Healing techniques wouldn’t matter if they didn’t live long enough to use them.

Darren adjusted a dial, and another gap opened beside Kalden. Several arkions immediately scrambled forward and tried to squeeze through. Darren’s ice Missiles wrapped around their legs a second later; he couldn’t get a lethal hit from that angle, but it helped.

Kalden’s heart pounded inside his ears, and he fell into a fighting stance, cycling his mana, preparing a Missile in his right palm.

“Okay,” he said to Maelyn. “Open it.”

The left shield shifted to create a three-foot gap. The arkions abandoned their assault and raced toward the new opening, climbing on top of one another to get through.

Kalden’s first Missile came out sharp like a blade, and it speared an arkion through the eye. The creature let out a screech as it stumbled forward, and Kalden brought his boot down, smashing its head on the stone floor.

Green flashed at the edge of his vision as a second creature attacked. Akari released her own Missile and flipped the creature on its side. Another Missile left a molten crater in its stomach.

“Heads up!” Darren shouted. A pair of ice techniques tore past Kalden’s head, colliding with an enemy on the ceiling.

Kalden leapt back as it fell shell-first on the floor. He raised his fire rod and shot a Missile down its throat.

They fell into a rhythm over the next few seconds. Akari stood beside Kalden at the front, covering him whenever he reloaded. Darren split his focus between the larger gap and the smaller one, shooting more ice Missiles at the enemy’s flank.

Kalden’s Missiles grew stronger as he fought. Even stronger than the ones inside the rods.

Steel sharpens steel, the Grandmaster had said. One real battle could be worth a hundred ordinary practice sessions.

What’s more, Kalden’s physical body seemed to grow stronger as he cycled his mana, opening new channels in his muscles, skin, and bones. The Grandmaster had described this sensation too. It meant Kalden was nearing the end of the Novice realm, approaching whatever came next. One step of many on the road to immortality.

Things got messier over the next few minutes. Green blood stained Kalden’s visor, forcing him to look through a narrow gap. Another hot river ran down his forearm from when he’d stabbed an arkion with his blade.

His own mana was less than half full, which meant Akari must be empty. Darren’s ice rods were empty as well, and Maelyn had no offensive techniques.

“Shields at twenty-five percent!” Maelyn shouted.

“Damnit,” Kalden said. “Charge them!” Opening a gap had worked at first, but then the arkions had gotten smart and refocused on the shields.

He cycled his mana and knocked another creature from the ceiling. By now, a five-foot mountain of arkion corpses filled the entrance to their fortress, but that didn’t slow the enemy’s assault.

“Ten percent!” Maelyn said. “I can’t charge them fast enough!”

Kalden glanced to his right and saw more arkions breaking out of their ice bonds.

“Someone needs to go out there and flank them,” Kalden said. It would be a suicide mission, but it was the best chance they had. Maybe he could—

“I’ll do it,” Akari said.

“Wait.” Kalden spun around, but she was already squeezing out the gap in the back.

An arkion seized the distraction and speared Kalden through the stomach with its claw. He gritted his teeth and fell backward, feeling his breath leave his lungs. The poison burned like a fire inside of him, and his vision blurred as Maelyn dragged him back.

“Why do you have to be so heavy?” she said with a groan.

“Least it wasn’t me!” Darren hollered as he took Kalden’s place in front.

Maelyn unzipped Kalden’s leather vest, moved his shirt, and pressed a hand to his bleeding wound. The restoration mana stung almost as much as the arkion’s claw. But when he glanced down, he saw the muscle and skin re-forming.

“Breathe and cycle,” Maelyn told him.

Kalden did so, and the healing mana flowed through his channels, chasing out the poison. His arms still shook as he forced himself back up and glanced through the shield.

Akari had already plunged her knife into a bound arkion’s throat, and she pulled it free with a spray of green blood. Two more broke off from the main group to face her. One shot a toxic projectile in her direction, but she used her own mana to knock it aside.

The second charged her with razor-sharp mandibles. Akari rushed forward as well, blade in hand. She hit its mandibles with a Missile, then slashed her knife across its right eye. In that moment, she moved more gracefully than he’d ever seen her. She’d claimed to have combat experience, but he’d assumed that was all empty boasting.

Unfortunately, that was the end of Akari’s flanking attempt. The first arkion slashed its claw across her collarbone, and she fell back with a cry of pain. It climbed on top of her after that. Its mandibles couldn’t break her helmet, but all it needed was one good strike at her throat.

Kalden cycled his mana faster, restoring his strength, forcing himself back to his feet.

“Cover me,” he shouted. “I’m opening the shield.” Only four or five enemies remained. Nothing compared to the horde they’d just faced.

“Shit,” Darren said. “Here we go.”

Kalden knelt and disabled the Construct. The semi-solid wall faded, then he launched a Missile at Akari’s attacker.

The creature ignored Kalden’s blast and prodded Akari several more times. Kalden ran forward and tackled it. It raised its claws to defend itself, but he was quicker as he struck another sharpened Missile into its throat.

When he glanced back at Akari, she was bleeding from more than half a dozen wounds. Her attacker hadn’t gotten through her helmet, but its claws had pierced smaller holes in her arms and torso.

“Maelyn!” he shouted.

Maelyn rushed past Darren as he finished off the last two arkions. She knelt down in front of Akari and tried to unzip her vest. The other girl winced and jerked away.

“Hold her still,” Maelyn told Kalden.

Kalden knelt down beside them, eyeing the bright red blood gushing from around her right collarbone.

“Akari?” His first instinct was to do as Maelyn said, but that might make things worse. The girl clearly showed signs of physical abuse, and she seemed to regard every gesture as an attack. “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” she muttered.

“You have to let Maelyn heal you, or you’ll bleed out. You understand?”

“Okay.” Akari seemed to brace herself. “Do it.”

Maelyn used her knife to cut through her hoodie and shirt, then pressed a hand to her wound, releasing a burst of golden restoration mana. All the while, Akari gritted her teeth, acting as if this were worse than the wounds she’d received.

After a few minutes, she was sitting up while Maelyn healed her other wounds.

“Take it easy,” Maelyn said as she passed her a water canteen. “You lost a lot of blood, and I can’t put that back.”

All the while, Darren stood guard over the group, Missile rod in hand. He was a better fighter than he’d ever admit. But after today, Kalden understood his reluctance to train. For a well-off Silver with no interest in mana arts, it just wasn’t worth the risk.

Kalden uncorked a pair of healing potions from his bag, mixing them with two vials of antidote. He handed one to Akari and drank the rest himself. They couldn’t rely on Maelyn’s mana to burn away all the poison. Even a small amount of the stuff could linger and cause permanent damage.

The mixture was more bitter than anything he’d ever tasted—like drinking a stick of white chalk. The taste lingered even after he’d swallowed, and he immediately reached for his canteen.

“Here.” Maelyn held up a handful of candies. “Mint?”

“Thanks.” Kalden accepted one, unwrapped it, and popped it into his mouth. The cool taste was surprisingly strong, chasing away the last of the healing potion.

“Don’t worry,” Maelyn said to Akari. “I got ones without chocolate.”

“Something else is coming,” Darren said.

Akari sprang to her feet, grabbing the nearest mana rod.

Well, so much for taking it easy.

Kalden followed Darren’s gaze toward the exit, relaxing his eyes to see the glow of green mana in the darkness. The clatter of the creature’s legs echoed off the tunnel walls as it stepped into the light. It looked just like an arkion, but it was several times larger. It had to crouch to avoid hitting the ceilings, and its legs stretched out to either side of the tunnel.

“Shit,” Maelyn cursed. “That’s a matriarch.”

The creature moved her head from side to side, observing the mess of bodies they’d created.

Kalden swallowed as he took in the sight. “Same tactic.” His voice came out low and far calmer than he felt. “Hit her belly when she goes to shoot.” The mere idea of fighting this thing seemed ridiculous, especially in their current state. But what choice did they have? If they ran, they would just go deeper into the tunnels.

He adjusted his grip on his fire rod and checked the amount on the side. One shot left. His own supply didn’t feel much better, even with the rich ambient mana in the air.

The matriarch stood up on her hind legs, preparing to conjure a Missile between her mandibles.

“Now!” Kalden shouted.

He and the others released their own attacks, and three of them collided with the creature’s massive underbelly. The fire broke against her exoskeleton like water on a rock. The matriarch didn’t even stagger or cry out in pain.

“Scatter!” Kalden shouted just as the creature released a toxic blast at their group.

He dove right, landing arms-first on the concrete. The others had gone left, and they all seemed unharmed. But when he looked back at the matriarch, she was already conjuring two more Missiles.

Coming here had been a mistake. He should have known they weren’t ready for this level of fighting.

Just then, a ribbon of pale ice mana soared through the air behind the matriarch. It coiled around her neck like a snake strangling its prey. Once, twice, three times.

The creature struggled for several long seconds, clawing at the glowing rope with its mandibles. It opened its mouth as if to shout, but no sound came as it collapsed on the ground, legs sprawled out in six different directions. Several more seconds passed, and the ice Missile turned into white vapor.

Finally, Kalden spotted a flash of golden hair as Emberlyn Frostblade stepped out from behind its fallen body.


12


THE AFTERMATH


He’d known Emberlyn for longer than he could remember. They’d grown up as playmates, and they’d attended many of the same schools, despite how often his parents had moved around.

And yes . . . they’d even discussed a marriage to unite their clans. When Kalden was twelve, he’d told Emberlyn that he loved her. A part of him had believed those words as well as any twelve-year-old could. Another part of him had simply been desperate to have his first kiss.

Now, Emberlyn held him to those words as if they were a lifelong promise.

She wore white leather armor today, and every piece fit together like a puzzle, from her boots to her gloves. Her blond hair hung beside her face in a long braid, and she’d tucked her white helmet beneath her arm.

Three young men stepped up beside her, but Kalden couldn’t make out their faces beneath their visors. Instead, he relaxed his eyes until he saw the glow of mana in their chests. One was undoubtedly Gold, and the other two looked like Silvers.

How should he handle this? Lie low and let Maelyn do the talking? Blood still covered his visor, so they wouldn’t recognize his face. But he’d scanned their souls; why wouldn’t they do the same for his? And what if Emberlyn had already known about this hunting trip? In that case, lying low would just make him look more suspicious.

Plan B, then.

Kalden yanked off his helmet and gave her a wide grin. “Well, if I’d known the other hunters were this lovely, I’d have come down to these tunnels years ago.”

Her violet eyes widened for a split second. Either she hadn’t known it was him, or she was an excellent actress. Regardless, he wasn’t out of trouble yet.

“Kalden Trengsen.” Her hips swayed as she stepped closer, matching his smile. “The rugged look suits you well.”

“I didn’t expect to find you here.” He waved toward the dead matriarch. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“I train down here every Akarday,” she replied. “I normally take the main route, but we heard screaming this way.”

Every Akarday, huh? Kalden shot a look at his informants, who’d begun harvesting cores. Either Emberlyn was lying right now, or this was a major oversight on their part.

“First time for me,” Kalden said. “I heard this was a good starting area”—he gave her armor a meaningful look—“but maybe I was misinformed?” Best to keep the conversation focused on her as much as possible.

“No, you’re right. These gentlemen and I go hunting deeper in, toward the edge of the Hollows.” She stepped over and rested a white boot on the matriarch’s head. “But you? Fighting? Whatever would your mother say?”

Kalden raised his G12 Missile rod and let it rest on his shoulder. “She’d probably say this belongs in a display case.”

Her smile softened, and he caught a hint of nostalgia in her eyes. “Her little boy practicing mana arts . . .”

Kalden shrugged and let the rod fall to his side. “I’m just a tourist. Maelyn’s the only real artist here.”

Emberlyn’s lips made a thin line as she eyed his companions. Damnit. He’d just put them in the spotlight.

“A Bronze?” Emberlyn blurted out. “Since when do they let those down here?” Once again, she seemed genuinely surprised to see Akari here. Another point against his stalker theory.

To Akari’s credit, she didn’t look up from her core harvesting, or give any indication that she’d heard.

“Well,” Emberlyn said, “unless you brought a twelve-year-old boy along, I’d say that’s Akari Zeller behind that helmet.” She met Kalden’s eye again and raised two thin eyebrows.

Kalden forced himself to keep a blank face. First she’d gotten Akari banned from the computer lab, and now this? Emberlyn wasn’t normally so cruel with her comments, and she was probably baiting them for a reaction.

He followed her gaze as if seeing Akari for the first time. “You expect me to carry all these cores myself?”

“Still seems a bit undignified.” Emberlyn ran an idle finger down her braid. “If you can’t afford a Silver packman, some might whisper that you’ve fallen under hard times.”

He gave her his best self-important smile. “I’m Kalden Trengsen. I’ll decide what’s undignified and what’s not. Besides, what’s that quote your father’s so fond of? ‘What’s the point of being Gold if we play by other people’s rules?’”

She didn’t have an answer for that, but her gaze darted between Kalden and Akari. She suspected something, but she couldn’t call him out on it directly. Above all, Emberlyn wanted things to work out between them. That wouldn’t happen, of course. He’d told her as much, but she wouldn’t accept it.

Kalden saw her next moves in his mind’s eye, as clear as pieces on a crowns board. If he made her feel irrelevant, she would react with hostility. She would either tell his mother what she saw, or she would blackmail him.

On the other hand, if he gave her what she wanted . . .

“Tell you what,” Kalden said, “I’m a bit tired right now, but what if we get drinks this week?”

Her eyes brightened at that. And while her smile still held some stiffness, she forced it away with practiced ease. “That’s right. You’re finally sixteen, aren’t you?”

As if the legal drinking age had ever applied to Golds. Kalden grinned and raised his chin. “Name the time and place, and I’ll see you there.”

“I’ll let you know.” She ran a hand over his shoulder as she strode into the darkness. “Just don’t die before then, okay?”
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The sun was a welcome sight when they finally emerged from the tunnels. Akari hadn’t brought her watch along, but it looked like early afternoon. Seriously? They’d only been down there for a couple of hours? It felt like it should be nighttime by now.

Once they reached the top of the staircase, they set out for the processing shop across the parking lot. Each of them carried a full bag of cores which they’d harvested during Kalden’s talk with the ice princess.

The tension faded as they put more space between themselves and the exit. Slowly, the others began laughing and joking again as if they hadn’t just come within an inch of death.

Or maybe it was because they’d almost died.

Akari had felt invincible until that moment when the arkion tackled her. With her arms and legs pinned against the stone floor, she’d been helpless against that creature’s assault. The scenario kept flashing in her mind’s eye like a looping video, and she wondered how she could have handled it differently. Her current skill level didn’t give her many options. However, it was technically possible to shoot Missiles from the center of your chest. Might be worth looking into someday . . .

Constructs were another possibility, but that seemed beyond her at this point. Even if she found the Grandmaster’s next video.

Once their group was out of earshot from the guards, Kalden removed his helmet and gave Darren and Maelyn a serious look. “I thought you researched who trained in these tunnels.”

“We did,” Maelyn said. “Emberlyn doesn’t train here every week. She was lying through her teeth about that.”

“Right,” Darren said. “She wasn’t even in town last weekend. Or the weekend before that.”

“Just checking.” Kalden’s voice shook as the last words left his mouth. Clearly, he’d fallen for the girl’s surprised puppy act, and he’d assumed he had the upper hand until now.

Funny. Hadn’t he once lectured her on Gold politics?

“Then why bother lying at all?” Kalden asked. “Her story sounds too easy to disprove.”

“Hey now,” Darren said. “I’d hardly call it easy. You just have two excellent informants.”

“Very true,” Maelyn said. “He has better taste in retainers than he does in women.”

Kalden groaned. “I’ve tried turning her down. She doesn’t listen.”

Maelyn gave him a look. “What do you expect when you keep leading her on? You two literally have a date planned for next week.”

“I’m not proud of it,” Kalden said. “But it seemed like the most viable tactic.”

“Are we gonna have this same talk on your wedding day?” Darren asked.

“I’m not proud of this marriage,” Maelyn said in a comically deep voice. “But it seemed like the most viable tactic!”

Akari burst out laughing at that. Silvers never picked on Golds this way at school. Not once. Even her own jabs were more like an act of war than friendly banter.

They all spun around to face her.

Akari snapped her mouth shut and glared back at them. “What?”

“Nothing,” Kalden said with a grin. “I’ve just never heard you laugh before.”

“Sure you have.” Akari tried to cross her arms but found her hands full of plastic bags. “I laugh all the time.”

“You snicker,” Darren said. “That’s not the same thing.”

“Don’t listen to him.” Maelyn rolled her eyes. “I think you have a cute laugh! You should do it more often.”

Talek. She was never laughing around them again.

They continued walking across the parking lot, and Kalden slowed down until he and Akari were side by side. Darren and Maelyn sped up as if to get out of earshot.

Kalden remained silent for several more steps, then drew in a deep breath. “Hey, I’m sorry about what I said before. To Emberlyn, I mean.”

“Why?” Akari didn’t meet his eyes. “Seemed like the best way to get rid of her.”

“Maybe. But I wouldn’t have stood for it if she’d insulted Maelyn or Darren like that.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not one of your minions. Or retainers—whatever you call them. I don’t want to be one, either.”

“No,” he agreed. “But I do consider you a friend.”

“Oh.” Heat rose to her cheeks, and she still couldn’t meet his eyes. That last word shouldn’t have flustered her so much, but it did. Maybe it was because she hadn’t had a real friend in years. Silvers and Golds had obviously been out of the question, and she couldn’t stand the way her fellow Bronze just quietly accepted their fate. That left her with literally zero options.

Say something, she told herself, before he takes it back.

“Thanks. Um—you too.”

The talk with Emberlyn still rubbed Akari like a stone in her shoe—mostly because it brought their differences back into the light. It also proved how good of a liar Kalden was. He’d ignored his conscience and told Emberlyn exactly what she wanted to hear. What if he was doing the same thing with her, right now?

He saved your life today, she reminded herself. Actions speak louder than words.

“You think she’ll tell anyone?” Akari asked to fill the sudden silence.

“I think I bought us some time,” Kalden replied.

“But Emberlyn wasn’t the only one there.”

He let out a breath and shook his head. “It’s only a matter of time until my mother finds out about this. We’ve always known that would happen.”

Right. Kalden could call them friends for now, but he would cast her aside when the time came. This would all be a game to him in the end. A time of defiance, and some cool stories to tell his kids someday.

They reached The Aftermath a few minutes later. In the window hung a black sign which read “WE BUY CORES” in big bold letters. The inside felt like a strange mix between a butcher and a combat goods store. Solid concrete covered the floor and bright lights flickered in the wooden rafters above.

Maelyn led the way toward the left side of the store, which seemed to handle core processing. The man behind the counter was a Silver Espirian in his mid-twenties. He wore a white apron over his T-shirt, and curls of brown hair stuck out the sides of his hat.

“Been here before?” he asked as she approached.

“Yep.” Maelyn poured out the contents of her backpack on a wide steel table and began unpacking the crystal cores. Akari and the others followed her lead until they’d amassed a large pile.

After that, the worker pushed the cores down a steel ramp toward what looked like a scale. The total appeared on the register’s screen a minute later: 1g, 4s, 95c.

One and a half goldnotes. Three times what she’d lost in Tidegate. Still, she understood why these tunnels weren’t more popular. It took months to earn this much at a minimum-wage job, but restaurant customers didn’t threaten to kill you. Well, they might threaten to, but they probably wouldn’t follow through on it.

Below that was another number which read: 1g, 3s, 46c.

“Top number is store credit,” the man said. “Bottom number’s a payout.”

So, if you spent the money in the store, you got ten percent more? She might as well buy her mana potions here then, assuming they hadn’t jacked up the prices to ridiculous levels.

“We’ll keep it on a tab for now.” Maelyn unzipped her leather vest and dropped it on a table. “We’ll also take four showers, and cleanings for stuff.”

“You got it.” The man pressed some buttons on the register. And just like that, they were down eighty coppernotes.
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To her surprise, the showers were nicer—and more private—than the locker rooms in Elegan High. Akari spent a good fifteen minutes standing under the hot water, scrubbing the dried blood from her skin.

After that, she continued piling on soap, scrubbing away the scent of Maelyn’s mana. Restoration mana didn’t smell bad exactly. Some people even liked the faint whiff of wood and herbs. But scents carried memories—memories she’d rather forget.

Healing techniques also left no scars behind. Some would have called this a perk, but not her. Real warriors had scars. Without scars, you could say that you’d been wounded in battle, but no one would ever believe you. They could call you crazy, and you couldn’t prove them wrong.

Once she’d dried off, Akari changed back into her school skirt, leggings, and tank top. Her hoodie and jeans were beyond fixing, and she had to throw both items in the locker room’s trash can. At least Maelyn had talked her out of wearing her school uniform today. She only had two of those, and losing one might lead to an awkward talk with her foster parents.

A burst of cool air hit her face as she stepped back onto the sales floor. After a quick lap around the store, she found Maelyn on the mana potion aisle.

“Hey.” The other girl waved as she approached. “The guys are already in the car.”

“Oh. Really?”

She nodded. “Kalden was worried someone would recognize him.”

Well, that was understandable after that surprise run-in with his stalker ex-girlfriend. Or whatever Emberlyn was.

“We still have three and a half silvernotes for you in store credit,” Maelyn said. “And we’ve got some time to look around if you want.”

Akari grabbed a half gallon of liquid mana for starters. She wouldn’t be able to store this bottle in her bedroom, but she already had a backup plan for that.

The used clothing caught her eye next. There wasn’t much on the racks, but she did find a black hoodie in her size.

“Ninety-nine coppernotes?” she blurted out when she read the price tag. “I thought this was used?”

“Well, yeah,” Maelyn said. “Sigils don’t lose their value unless they break. That would be like three or four silvernotes new, so it’s really not a bad deal.”

Sigils? Akari frowned down at the hoodie. Now that Maelyn mentioned it, the fabric did have a slight stiffness to it.

“Try it on if you like it,” Maelyn said.

Akari complied as they both stepped over to the mirror. The fit was actually decent. If anything, it fit her better than her old hoodie. The fabric had some stretchiness, and it clung to her figure much better.

“Is it worth it?” Akari asked the other girl. “You said only rich people buy this stuff.”

Maelyn shrugged. “I guess it depends. A good vest and helmet can protect all your vitals. But I’m not a career hunter. Four years of university, then I’ll be working in a nice safe hospital.”

Plus, Maelyn only thought of combat as something that happened in designated areas where you had enough warning to wear armor. She’d never been attacked in the school bathroom, or in the middle of a crowded train platform.

Akari ran her fingers over the black material. It still seemed crazy when she could buy three or four normal tops for the same price. Then again, this could keep her alive. If her life were a game, this was like an increase in hitpoints. And honestly, who could say no to more hitpoints in a world with no save points or respawning?

“Oh,” Maelyn said. “Once you get better at cycling, you can recharge sigil clothing just by wearing it. Might even help you increase your total mana count in the long run.”

Well, that settled it then. Akari had been hoping for a way to increase her mana during normal activities like walking to school or sitting in class. This sounded perfect for that.

They did one more quick lap around the store as she considered how to spend the rest of her earnings. They passed shoes and boots that let the wearer run faster or jump higher. They passed bikes and skateboards that drew on the rider’s mana for a boost of extra speed, and jewelry with built-in healing Constructs.

Akari had known about these things, but she’d always imagined buying them in some vague, far-off future. Today, they were actually within her price range.

However, this stuff was all situational. It might be useful in her next fight, but Angels only knew when that would be. She needed something that would benefit her on a daily basis—something that would help her long-term growth.

“What did Kalden get?” she asked Maelyn as they walked.

“He spent his full share on liquid mana.”

Not a bad way to go. But Kalden probably had a safe place to keep it all. Akari wasn’t about to invest more money into something that might get stolen. What’s more, Kalden could buy all his clothes at a different store.

They circled back to the jewelry section, and she eyed the mana watches beneath the glass counter. She could practice far more efficiently if she translated her mana growth into actual numbers.

Akari headed that way, but Maelyn held out a hand. “Fair warning—they probably won’t let you try stuff on.”

She frowned. “Because I’m a Bronze?”

The other girl gave an apologetic shrug.

Right. What use would she have for a mana watch? Kalden’s friends had been surprisingly accepting of this whole thing, but the rest of the world wouldn’t be like them.

“If you want something,” Maelyn said, “I could grab it for you.”

“Might as well.” She’d already made up her mind, and Maelyn probably knew more about the best brands and models. It wasn’t like Akari could do much research without a computer.

Five minutes later, she left the store wearing her new hoodie, with her watch and mana potion in a brown paper bag. After all that, she still had twenty-seven coppernotes to spare.

Darren started driving as soon as they were in the car, and Akari opened her new mana watch just as quickly. It was solid black with a fake leather band. The directions said you could wear it on your wrist to get a number while cycling, or you could place it over your chest for a more accurate reading.

Akari unzipped the front of her hoodie and pressed the cold metal to her skin. After holding it there for several seconds, she glanced back at the LCD screen.

“Twenty-nine,” she read aloud. That didn’t seem too bad considering she’d just started training a few weeks ago.

She turned to Maelyn, who sat across from her in the backseat. “What about you?”

“Let’s see.” Maelyn reached out a hand and accepted the watch. “It’s been a while since I’ve used one of these . . .” She pressed the metal part to her wrist and waited. “Ninety-eight.”

No surprise there. Maelyn had been training for years.

The stoplight turned red up ahead, and the car came to a sudden halt.

“Alright, Your Goldship”—Maelyn passed the watch up to the passenger seat—“let’s hear it.”

Kalden fidgeted with it for several seconds. Akari guessed his number would be somewhere between hers and Maelyn’s. He obviously had more mana than her, but—

“Two hundred and ten,” Kalden said.

What the hell?

That was eight times more mana than Akari had. Stranger still, that was twice as much as Maelyn. He must have done it wrong. But when she glanced around the car, no one else seemed surprised.

“Fifty-six,” Darren said as he passed the watch back to Akari.

“What?” Akari spun to face Maelyn. “How? Darren doesn’t even train! And how does Kalden have more than you?”

Maelyn bit her lip.

“What?” Akari demanded. “Another state secret that you can’t share?”

“It’s not a secret,” she said. “Kind of the opposite. I mean—they teach this in school. Golds are born with the most mana. Silvers have the second most, and Bronze have the least.”

Akari slumped her shoulders and sank back in her seat. She’d heard that in school, but she’d always assumed it was propaganda. Silvers and Golds always claimed they had higher mana, but she’d assumed she would prove them wrong.

She flipped the directions over to reveal a diagram of different mana ranges:

Bronze: 0–49
Silver: 50–199
Gold: 200–799




She couldn’t deny it any longer. The four of them really were different, and the ranks had been real all along. That was how Magnus had known she was a Bronze that night in the dojo, and that was how Emberlyn had spotted her today.

They’d seen the mana inside her soul.

Akari clutched the watch in her right hand, feeling a fresh wave of resolve surge through her. So what if the ranks on this island actually meant something? She might have been born with less mana, but that wouldn’t stop her. If anything, this was good news. She knew how to increase her mana, and she had a way to measure her progress.

Best of all, she had a way to prove her power that no one else could refute, and she was already halfway to Silver.
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MIDWINTER BREAK


A Missile shot out from her palm and flew between two thin maple trees. Akari danced to the left, kicking up snow and pulling the mana back with her other hand.

The glowing sphere whipped around the tree like a boomerang. She stepped back to the right, then pushed the Missile between the trees again. Another step, and she pulled it around the right side.

Four figure eights in a row. A new record.

As always, mana arts gave her a full-body workout, and sweat coated her forehead despite the winter chill. Snowflakes flew around her as she moved, melting into droplets against her glasses.

Three weeks had passed since their hunting trip, and she’d barely seen Kalden or his friends since then. It didn’t help that everyone was on Midwinter break, and they wouldn’t go back to school until after the New Year.

Apparently, Kalden’s parents and stepsister were all home right now, doing a bunch of holiday stuff as a family.

It sucked to be alone, but it was even worse watching people go about their lives as if nothing was wrong. These days, losing her mother felt more like a dull ache rather than a constant pain, but there was something about the change of seasons that brought old memories out of the woodwork.

She still checked the Cliftons’ answering machine several times a day, hoping for a message from Kalden or his informants. Nothing came, of course. He’d warned her he’d be busy, but she couldn’t help herself. Just like she couldn’t help but check her mana watch every five minutes, hoping to see that number increase.

Things weren’t all doom and gloom, though. She had her mana arts to keep her busy. More importantly, she had a goal to work toward.

Silver.

Akari kept darting back and forth, weaving her mana in more figure eights between the maple trees. All the while, the Grandmaster’s voice echoed in her mind: “Missiles can move away from your body, or towards it. But you’d be surprised how much variation this allows.”

He was right about that. It took time for a Missile to alter its course. With the right angle and speed, she could move the mana parallel to her body for several heartbeats before it flew back.

And if she could weave her mana through these trees, she could bypass her opponents’ shields, or knock their Missiles from the air. She’d gotten lucky against the arkions, but she couldn’t count on people to save her next time.

So she kept moving through the snow, sending up sprays of white powder with every step. Left. Right. Forward. Back. She moved until her fingers were icicles and her legs were jelly.

At one point, the Missile grazed the left tree and threatened to vaporize. She gritted her teeth and redoubled her efforts, willing the mana to hold its shape. The longer this technique lasted, the less mana she would spend forming a new one.

Too late. The Missile lost its momentum and shattered into a cloud of pale blue mist.

Akari dropped her shoulders and let out a long breath, more relieved than disappointed. She used her sleeve to wipe her lenses dry, then blinked several times, adjusting to the sudden darkness. Both moons hung in the sky tonight, but her eyes had been so focused on her mana that it might as well have been pitch black out here.

She took another minute to catch her breath, then she fell back into a combat stance. No sooner had she begun cycling than a sharp pain surged through her arms, from her fingers to her soul.

Out of mana already? She shifted her hoodie sleeve to reveal the mana watch on her left wrist.

5/36.

Go figure—breaking her record came with a price.

She’d gone up seven mana points since she’d bought the watch. This had seemed like slow progress at first, considering she’d started at twenty-nine. Akari had assumed she’d gained all those points in her first few weeks of training. Darren and Kalden were each just a few points above their minimums, after all, and it had been the same for Maelyn when she’d first started.

In hindsight, Akari must have started far higher than zero. Probably as high as twenty-seven or twenty-eight points.

But why? Why wouldn’t she start at zero?

Then again, the directions had listed a range for Bronze rather than a fixed number. She’d also found a few books that mentioned variation in birth-mana counts, but most Bronze babies had less than five mana points. Anything higher than that was unheard of.

Regardless, she was making progress. And if she kept up this pace, she’d definitely reach Silver before she turned sixteen next Tresember.

The others had all seemed skeptical of this plan, especially Maelyn, who’d given her that annoyingly pitiful look.

“It’s impossible to jump ranks,” she’d said as they unloaded Kalden’s car after the hunting trip.

Akari wrinkled her nose. “But ranks are based on mana counts. What’s stopping me from increasing mine to fifty?”

“It’s impossible,” she said with a quick shake of her head. “It would be like trying to grow an inch taller.”

“But your height is based on your DNA.”

“So is this.”

“So I can go from forty-eight mana to forty-nine . . . then what? I’ll hit some invisible wall?”

“Basically,” Maelyn said. “I’m nowhere near the peak of Silver, but my parents are, and that’s about how they described it. Hundreds of other people have tried this, too. There are teams of researchers who dedicate their lives to the subject.”

Oh. Even if these research teams were some cover story invented by the Golds, what about all the other wealthy Bronze and Silvers out there? Some of them must have tried to advance, right?

Even now—three weeks later—the memory of that talk filled Akari with doubt. Two things kept her going, though. For one, everyone said a Bronze couldn’t learn mana arts, and she’d already proven them wrong.

What’s more, the Grandmaster had claimed advancement was possible, and he clearly knew more about mana arts than anyone else on this island. Not only that, but he’d made advancement sound easy. So easy that it wasn’t even worth its own video.

Maybe that was the secret? Maybe advancement from Bronze to Silver was effortless, and that was why society worked so hard to keep it from them? What if others had already advanced without fanfare?

She’d find out in a few more months.

Akari stepped across the forest clearing and knelt beside a larger maple tree. She moved aside a pile of leaves to reveal an open space between two thick roots.

She’d found this spot the night after their hunting trip when she needed a place to hide her liquid mana. It was a quarter mile off the main trail in Phoenix Park—far enough that no one would see her training.

Akari pulled out the wooden box from between the tree roots, uncorked the bottle, and took a swallow of the mint-flavored mana. After taking a second to cycle it through her channels, she checked her watch again.

33/36. Close enough.

She returned the box to its hiding place and stepped back into the clearing for another round.
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“Pass the tuna,” Kalden’s mother said from across the table.

He reached out and grabbed the plate of marbled tuna belly. Their chef had draped the thin slices over balls of white rice and topped each one with a pinprick of wasabi. If nothing else, Kalden ate a lot better when his family was home.

He could have kept the cooks around on the weekends, but he preferred to fend for himself those days. Most of his peers would starve to death if they landed in the real world, stripped of their luxuries and wealth. Kalden refused to be one of them.

Besides, he and Akari couldn’t have any witnesses. As far as scandals went, things didn’t get much juicier than a secret meeting between a Gold and a Bronze of the opposite sex.

His mother grabbed two pieces of tuna with her chopsticks. As always, Sakara Trengsen wore her hair in an intricate knot, held in place with several golden pins. In all Kalden’s sixteen years of life, he’d never seen her without her makeup—whether it was first thing in the morning or the dead of night.

The television echoed from the other room, and his stepsister, Hana, pointed a chopstick at the screen. “They were talking about him at school.”

“Who?” Kalden looked up from his plate. “The Fugitive?” People had been surprisingly close-lipped about this subject during the holiday parties. But that was typical in Gold society. “Gossip is for Silvers,” his mother always said. Not that Golds didn’t gossip. They just pretended not to.

Hana nodded as she slurped up a mouthful of noodles. She had jet-black hair like the rest of them, but she’d dyed the front with several streaks of electric blue. She also had bright blue eyes—a rare trait among Shokenese.

“Do they say where he came from?” Kalden asked. He’d already heard Akari’s theories on the matter, and she made some interesting points. He’d wanted to broach the subject with his own family over the break, but there hadn’t been a good time.

“No one’s even seen him,” Hana replied. “But he’s crazy strong. He killed five Gold Martials up in Keylas, then he sent another ten to—”

“He wounded those Martials,” Genkai corrected his daughter. “No one’s died yet.” The older man sat at the head of the ebony table—the same place Kalden’s father had once sat. However, the seat never fit his stepfather quite as well. Genkai might be on Arkala’s ruling council, but Kalden’s father had been a famous general. Even his mother would never think of comparing the two men.

“Right,” Hana said. “People say he’s down in White Vale now—hiding in the forest and living off the land. A few more Martials went looking for him, but no one’s come back.”

Kalden had already heard most of this, so he pressed on. “But where did he come from? Any guesses?”

“Probably Teras or Zoron,” his stepfather muttered into his wine glass.

Kalden furrowed his brow. “I thought Keylas was the only way through the mana wall.”

“A common misconception,” he said. “There are several openings in the wall. Any boat can travel between them, assuming they have a water artist to hold back the tides.”

Kalden weighed his next words carefully. “What if he came from outside the Archipelago?”

“The world beyond is a barren wasteland,” his mother said. “You know this.”

“I know that’s the official story.”

“That’s what the many experts have concluded,” she said. “Unless you’d rather ask the conspiracy theorists?”

A few weeks ago, the expert opinions had been enough for Kalden. He’d trusted them to tell the truth, and he’d seen no need to question it.

Then Akari had done mana arts and everything changed.

When he’d first offered her this deal, he’d expected her to fail. Then she’d proven him wrong and conjured her first Missile technique. In a single moment, she’d defied dozens of academic papers, and more than a thousand pieces of state propaganda.

And then she planned to become a Silver. That seemed even crazier than a Bronze learning mana arts. And yet . . . the Grandmaster had spoken of advancement between ranks. He’d said it so casually, too, as if it weren’t an earth-shattering revelation.

Kalden refused to believe that a couple of teenagers had made discoveries that eluded their top scientists. This implied that someone was keeping secrets, even from Golds.

“What do you think is out there?” Hana asked him from across the table.

“I’d prefer to see some evidence for myself,” Kalden said. “All I can do is ask questions until then.”

“There was an expedition,” his stepfather said. “Ten years ago, a ship traveled to Creta with a team of scientists and mana artists. More than half of them died along the way, and the survivors found nothing but ruins.”

“An expedition,” Kalden echoed. “And what was the name of the ship? How many passengers did it carry? Has anyone ever met them?” He’d learned about these “expeditions” in school, and heard about them on the news. It was a story everyone told each other, but no one ever bothered to dig deeper. Once you did, it was almost impossible to find concrete details.

Genkai furrowed his brow. “I obviously can’t give you those facts off the top of my head. No more than I can prove our planet isn’t flat.”

“Spatial artists have made portals on both moons,” Kalden retorted. “They’ve taken pictures of our planet, and we’ve all seen them.”

“Pictures can be faked,” Hana chimed in.

Genkai nodded along. “Even before those pictures, there was overwhelming evidence for the shape of our planet. And that’s my point. I can’t prove it here at the dinner table, but I could with enough time.”

“What brought this on?” Kalden’s mother asked. “Have you been talking to conspiracy theorists like your uncle?”

Again with that phrase. Quiet acceptance was the default approach, and any skepticism was enough to get you called a conspiracy theorist. He’d once asked Akari why she’d never befriended the other Bronze, and this had been her reason. They were all too quick to accept their lot in life.

“I’m trying to keep an open mind,” Kalden countered. “Aren’t I training to be a scientist? Shouldn’t I try to disprove what I believe is true?”

His mother held his gaze for several seconds as she took a long swallow of her wine. “Only when it’s safe and relevant to your goals. Knowledge without action achieves the same end as ignorance. And some questions are more dangerous than others. Surely I don’t need to remind you how.”

Sozen. She wielded his older brother’s memory like a weapon, trying to guilt him into silence.

Kalden blew out a slow breath. “I miss him too, Mother, but I fail to see the danger here. It’s not like I plan to follow him to satisfy my own curiosity.”

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she said.

Kalden took a trick from his mother’s book, raising his glass to his lips while he studied her expression. Did she know? Unlikely. Her tone seemed more curious than accusatory. If only Maelyn were here right now. She could infer a dozen things from a single glance.

He swallowed his wine and leaned back in his chair. “Like Hana said, this Fugitive is stronger than anyone else in the Archipelago. It makes you wonder what else is out there—if there are other places that don’t follow the same rules.”

His mother drew her lips into a thin line, and Kalden saw his blunder; he’d brought mana arts into the conversation. Not only had Kalden’s father been killed in battle, but she also blamed mana arts on Sozen’s disappearance.

He pressed on quickly. “If the outside world is a wasteland, then what happened to it? And how did we end up here? Why were these islands the only place to survive the destruction?”

“We know what happened,” Hana said. “There was a war between mana artists.”

“And we already lived here during the war,” Genkai added. “That’s why we don’t fully understand it.”

They sounded so confident, but Kalden had read conflicting stories in his research. Some sources mentioned wars, but others mentioned mana storms, or even Storm’s Eye itself emerging from the center of the Inner Sea. Others mentioned the wrath of the Angels, or interplanetary conquerors.

People on the dark web also claimed to remember Espiria, Cadria, and Shoken. They had dreams of their old lives, just as Kalden did. Sometimes, those dreams contradicted their memories of the Archipelago.

“The mystery should make us curious,” Kalden told his stepfather. “But no one seems to care about the outside world. There could be other civilizations out there, and we would never know.”

“They’re all gone,” Genkai said with a firm shake of his head. “I still remember the day it happened. We lost all contact beyond the mana wall. Every radio went silent, and we never saw another passing boat or airship. No one’s keeping secrets here. The state has no incentive to lie.”

His mother cleared her throat as a few staff members shuffled into the dining room. They sat in silence for a long moment, with no sound but the clattering of dishes and the rush of the waterfall.

The staff left a few seconds later, closing the door toward the kitchen.

His stepfather leaned forward again. “I can understand your curiosity. Especially when you’re too young to remember the old world.”

“But questions can lead to action,” his mother said. “How many more people need to die at sea before we accept the truth? We’re trapped here, and we don’t have the means to solve that problem. It might be decades until we do.”

Kalden had to disagree with his mother there. Yes, explorers risked their lives, but that was their choice. His ancestors had explored and colonized half the world. Now they sat here on the shoulders of Masters, with more technology than most of human history.

And what did they do with it? They huddled in fear.

His mother fixed him with her gaze. “As a Gold, your words matter more than most. One question from your lips can sow the seeds of order or chaos.”

Kalden gave a slow nod, retreating for now. Even if his arguments were better researched—which they weren’t—he wouldn’t convince anyone tonight. Not when it was three against one.

Some of his family’s arguments seemed logical, but not all of them.

Genkai claimed there were no secrets. But if that were true, then why was the uncensored dark web so different from the rest of the island? Why were the Grandmaster’s lessons so different from the state’s approved mana arts program? How come they knew so much about ancient history, but so little of the past few decades?

For now, Kalden planned to keep digging until he found the truth.
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APPRENTICE


“I found another video,” Kalden said as they walked down the stairs into his basement.

“Seriously?” Akari didn’t bother to hide her shock. “When?”

“A couple weeks ago over break.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” They hadn’t talked much at school, but he could have taken two seconds to mention this.

“Because I know you. And I knew you’d spend the whole break fidgeting anxiously until you watched it.”

Was she that obvious? Kalden’s comment filled her with a strange sense of warmth, though. Maybe they really were friends after all.

“Still,” Akari said, “you could have shared the content—told me what to practice.”

He gave an apologetic shrug. “This one’s more theoretical. You’ll see what I mean. It’s about aspecting.”

That got her attention. Pure mana was better than nothing, but aspected mana could have made quick work of those arkions back in Hexember. Emberlyn had proven that when she’d strangled the matriarch with her ice Missile.

“So,” Akari said as they entered the office, “you went on the dark web all by yourself?” She kept her voice deliberately casual, hoping she didn’t sound too insecure.

“I figured I’ve seen you do it enough times now. Plus, you took care of the hard stuff when you first set things up. All I had to do was be careful.”

She considered that for a moment. “You know, even a video file can carry a trojan—”

“I ran it through a scanner first,” Kalden said. “The same one you used. And yes, I double-checked the extension to make sure it was a real video. I also checked the metadata. The codecs matched the other files in the series.”

Huh. He’d actually been paying attention.

“Also,” he said, “it had the same uploader as the other videos.”

“Apprentice?”

“That’s the one.”

Her heart raced as she lowered herself into the plush leather chair in front of the monitor. Talek. She’d missed this.

“Apparently this video is number eight in the series,” Kalden said as she opened the proper folder.

“Guess that’s good news.” Akari double-clicked the file to open it. Before, she’d worried they would never find the other videos. But if the Grandmaster had finished recording this one, then videos five through seven must be out there somewhere.

She increased the volume on the computer, and they fell silent as the video faded in from black. As always, the Grandmaster stood in a dojo, wearing a tight-fitting black T-shirt.

“Welcome back,” he said through his voice modulator. “Today, it’s time to talk about aspecting. That’s right—the topic you’ve all been waiting for. After this video, I’ll have you shooting balls of fire from your hands, healing your wounds with a thought, and soaring through the skies.”

As he spoke, the video switched to stock footage of various artists performing the feats he described.

There was a short pause before the Grandmaster spoke again. “Just kidding. I’m not teaching you any of that.”

Damnit. Kalden had warned her, and she still fell for it.

“But I will tell you why. And I’ll give you enough theory so you won’t embarrass yourselves when you meet your next teacher.”

Next teacher? Akari didn’t like the sound of that, either. These videos were all she had. Sure, she planned to reach Silver, but that wouldn’t be as simple as walking into the badge office and asking for an upgrade.

“I won’t be teaching you a specific aspect today,” the Grandmaster said. “But I will help you build a stronger foundation—stronger than ninety-nine percent of my students. This foundation will let you learn any aspect. Far beyond the choices at your local high school.”

Akari’s eyebrows shot up at that.

“You see, once you aspect your mana, you can’t take it back. It’s a decision that no one should take lightly. And yet, people do it every day. Teachers tell their students they can’t wait. Some are lying, but most are simply ignorant themselves, echoing what their own teachers told them years before.”

His voice became more passionate as he spoke. After a while, Akari stopped hearing the modulator and only heard the man behind it.

“Every day, students like you make lifelong choices at a young age. Or worse, their parents make those choices for them. They permanently alter their bodies and souls with little to no research, and many of them go on to regret it. Choosing the wrong aspect will give you an unstable foundation. And without a strong foundation, you can only climb so high.”

After a moment, the Grandmaster seemed to deflate. “But I digress. You didn’t open this video to hear me ramble about the world’s problems. You came here to learn about aspecting.” He spread out his hands in front of him. “I’m a professor, so most of my students come to me with aspected mana. It’s too late to help them. I hope that’s not the case for you.”

The video faded to black after that. She expected it to fade back into the dojo like it always did. Instead, the screen remained dark, and several illustrations popped into view. The six drawings formed a loose circle, and each one represented a common aspect. Fire, water, air, stone, metal, and wood.

“Our ancient ancestors believed these six aspects made up the entire world. They were wrong, of course. They didn’t know about molecules or atoms.”

The screen zoomed out farther to reveal even more aspects. Gravity, ice, light, shadow, sound, and restoration.

“New artists emerged over time, and they proved that aspects had very little to do with the so-called building blocks of our universe.”

The screen pulled farther back, revealing even more abstract concepts like space, time, knowledge, and dream. More hovered beyond the screen’s scope with unreadable labels.

“That’s because aspects are ideas, and ideas begin in the minds of humans.”

A humanoid figure formed in the center of the image.

“Our bodies exist in physical space. Here, they move around and interact with other matter and energy. I can reach out and touch fire. I can even taste it if I want to. I don’t recommend this, however.”

He cleared his throat. “My astute viewers will note that mana is not native to the physical realm. It only enters this realm through the doorways of our souls. The world beyond is called the Ethereal, and it’s the source of all mana. Mana artists can’t see this world with their eyes. We can, however, sense it with our thoughts. If you remember the video on Silver Sight, we can perceive the mana inside other people’s souls.”

Akari didn’t remember that video at all. Thanks for rubbing it in, Grandmaster.

And . . . Silver Sight? That was the first time the Grandmaster had mentioned a normal rank. Maybe you had to be Silver to see mana?

“And as we train our mind’s eye, we can see more subtle things like ambient mana gathering around objects. But listen carefully, because this is important. When ambient mana gathers, it doesn’t absorb the physical properties of an object. It absorbs the idea of that object—the remnants of human thought that linger in the Ethereal. Objects themselves can absorb these ideas, and that extends to plants and animals.”

That actually made a lot of sense. She’d always wondered how ice and water were two different mana types, despite having the same molecular structure. It might also explain those abstract concepts like shadow and dream.

Akari realized she’d missed part of the video and shook herself.

“. . . and a model proposed by Kaleb Salvatore refers to this place as a web rather than a plane or a sea. This makes more sense to us, because mana doesn’t gather in all places. It starts in the souls of living things, and it extends outward to represent specific concepts.”

Lines formed between the humanoid figure and the surrounding aspects. As expected, the end result resembled a giant web.

“Keeping up so far? It’s okay if you’re not. Feel free to pause or rewind me. Unless you’re watching this video in captivity. In that case, you have my sympathy. Let’s move on to the obvious question—how does an artist turn pure mana into aspected mana?”

The screen zoomed in on the figure and the fire illustration.

“It’s quite simple on paper. We release our mana while in close proximity to our chosen objects. After that, we meditate, focusing on our mana, letting it absorb our chosen properties.”

To illustrate his point, the line between the human figure and the fire grew thicker, as if to show a stronger connection.

“Finally,” he said, “we reabsorb the mana into our souls. Your soul will see this new mana as a blueprint, and it will continue to produce more of the same type.”

The screen faded back into the dojo, and the familiar view of the Grandmaster’s torso. “I know your first instinct will be to meditate in front of a raging bonfire and hope for the best.” He held up a hand. “Do not try this at home. Every aspect has a unique process that’s been perfected over the centuries. Indeed, many arts are a mix of multiple aspects. You know those Missiles the police use to restrain people? That’s a mix of ice mana and control mana. Or how about Shokenese blade artists? They use a mix of metal, knowledge, destruction, and craft mana.

“I know it’s complicated,” he said. “I’d encourage you not to think too hard about aspecting until you’re past the Novice realm. The faster you rush into this, the more limited your choices are. Basic aspects like fire or metal require almost no prior shaping ability. Air and shadow are more advanced, and space and time are some of the most difficult. You would need to master the advanced shaping techniques from Lesson Six to even scratch the surface of these.”

Again, she hadn’t seen Lesson Six.

“I know most of you would prefer quick rewards over long-term gain, but that’s not how I teach. I can’t stop you from doing something stupid, but I can implore you to be patient. As I said before, most aspects evolved over centuries. There were many failures along the way—people who permanently damaged their souls through trial and error. You don’t need to be one of them.”

And with that, the video faded out.

Akari let out a long breath and rocked back in the leather chair. “All theory, huh? You weren’t kidding.”

“It’s good stuff,” Kalden agreed. “But yeah, guess we won’t be learning aspects anytime soon. And based on his arguments, I’m not sure I’d want to.”

In all honesty, she might still take a basic aspect today over more power in the long run. The Grandmaster’s passion was contagious, and she liked the idea of laying down a strong foundation. Then again, she wasn’t aiming for a revolution here. She just wanted to train in peace.

Also, the Golds might have her assassinated if she shone too brightly. Like Maelyn said that day in the tunnels: get too greedy, and you might lose everything.

Then again . . . why shouldn’t she strive for more? What was her life worth if she didn’t try?

They watched the video a second time, then a third. Finally, Akari cracked her knuckles and started her search for the other lessons. So far, they’d avoided the chat rooms except for that first day when she’d asked about mana arts resources. A few people had pointed her toward the Grandmaster’s videos, and she’d taken her search elsewhere.

Now, it might be time for a second round, especially if Kalden knew enough to browse the Omnipedia on his own.

Akari scrolled through the various channels until she found one labeled “Trade.” These rooms were filled with illegal offers, ranging from soulshine sales to assassinations. More often than not, these were clever scams designed to make people part with their debit card numbers. Fortunately, digital file exchanges were less tricky.

The trade channel had a few dozen people online, but most of them were probably bots. Still, Akari typed out a simple message:

“LF Grandmaster’s Videos: 5, 6, 7. WTT: 1, 2, 3, 4, 8.”

Kalden read the message over her shoulder, guessing the last acronym. “Willing to trade?”

Akari nodded. “Probably a long shot. We found the first four pretty quick.”

“Which means someone else could find them too,” he finished for her.

They got several responses in the form of private messages. Most of these looked like bots or boilerplate answers, and Akari ignored them without a second thought.

However, one particular message caught her eye.

“Hey, I have the whole video set if you’re interested.”

Even the username was noteworthy: Apprentice. Wasn’t that the same person who’d uploaded the other videos?

“Sure,” Akari replied.

There was a short pause before the next message came. “I also have some more information you might be interested in. Information about the outside world.”

“I only care about the videos,” Akari typed back. That was technically a lie. The outside world did interest her, but she wasn’t about to follow a stranger down some shady beetle hole.

The next pause was even longer than the first. “Mana arts will only get you so far if you stay in the Archipelago. There’s an entire world beyond that mana wall. I can help you get there.”

“Send me the videos or don’t,” Akari said.

“I have the videos,” Apprentice replied. “I’m the one who brought them here. But things haven’t been easy for me since then. You’ve probably heard about me on the news.”

Akari laughed out loud. “If you’re the Fugitive, then I’m Talek.” With that, she closed the chat window and turned to Kalden. “See, this is why I skipped the chat rooms before. The dark web is filled with a bunch of crazy—”

Another chat window popped open with a single message from Apprentice. Her blood froze when she read it.

“We both know that’s not your real name, Akari.”
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A SAFE CITY


Akari froze when the last word appeared on the monitor. Her eyes scanned the message several times, certain she’d misread it.

“What the hell?” Kalden blurted out.

“I—um . . .” She ducked her head, feeling her cheeks grow hot. Her hands shook as she clutched the mouse between her fingers.

“How’s this person know your name?” he demanded. Kalden was normally so calm, even when they’d fought side by side in the tunnels. Not today.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“You don’t know?”

She shook her head. “This is impossible.”

“Clearly it’s not.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I thought you knew what you were doing. I thought we took all these precautions so no one could find us.”

“Just let me think.” She removed her hand from the mouse and wiped it dry on her skirt.

Plenty of people could hack circles around Akari, but this? This was impossible. There was nothing resembling a webcam or microphone in this room. She’d checked multiple times. The VPN obscured their IP address and showed them connecting from Shoken Port—a city down in Zoron that she’d never even visited.

They’d wiped everything from the hard drive before they started, and connected through a virtual machine. Even if someone got their real IP address, their findings should point to Kalden’s family, not her. The name “Akari” wasn’t written anywhere on this hard drive, even before they wiped it.

Something else was going on here.

Her eyes settled back on the screen. Her heart continued to race as she ran through the possibilities.

“Akari” had always been a popular Shokenese girl’s name. It was a shortened version of Akariel, the Archangel of Freedom. It could have been a lucky guess on Apprentice’s part. Then again, the original version of the name was even more popular. So was the Cadrian version, Akara. Not to mention the fact that ninety percent of dark web users were men. What idiot would guess a girl’s name in the first place?

Talek and Akariel were the only two Archangels, and Akari had brought up Talek in her last message. That was one possible link. But why not use the original Angel’s name in that case?

Her username was Space+Time. She’d never used that name in school. It was based on a recurring dream she had, and she’d never shared that dream with anyone. Only Kalden knew the username.

She turned her attention back toward him. “What else did you do on the dark web without me?”

“I sure as hell didn’t give out your name,” Kalden said.

“Well, someone did. Do Darren and Maelyn have my username? Are they pulling some prank on us?” As unlikely as that seemed, there weren’t a lot of other options.

“Of course not. They know we’re using the dark web to find mana arts videos. That’s all.”

“What about your family?”

“This computer is password-protected. They couldn’t access it. Trust me, I’ve been careful.”

Akari had been careful, too. Aside from Kalden and his informants, not a single person knew she’d been learning mana arts. Emberlyn had caught her in the tunnels, but she hadn’t seen her fight.

Akari swallowed and glanced back at the screen. Her first instinct was to shut down the computer and run, but that would make her look more suspicious. She’d have to take the bait.

Her fingers were still shaking when she placed them back on the keyboard. “Who’s Akari?” she asked. “Is that some clever reference I’m supposed to get?”

No reply.

Akari waited for a full minute, then two. Still Apprentice didn’t send another message.

“Shit,” she whispered. “Now he leaves us alone?”

“He has our attention,” Kalden said. “Nothing will strengthen his position more than silence.”

Sneaky bastard. If she acted too desperate, she would only prove Apprentice right.

“Drop the name thing for now,” Kalden suggested. “Ask about the videos again. He already knows we want those, so we have nothing to lose.”

Akari nodded as her fingers flickered across the keyboard. She could always come back to this conversation later. That way, she could shrug it off as an afterthought and not something that would keep her awake all night.

This time, Kalden helped her wordsmith the exact message. Apprentice had raised the stakes, and they couldn’t treat it like a casual talk anymore.

“Look,” she said, “sorry about questioning your identity, but I’m not going to believe you’re the Fugitive without proof. A lot of people around here are claiming to be him.”

That last part wasn’t true, but it seemed like a plausible lie. People pretended to be celebrities all the time online.

“But I’m still interested in the Grandmaster’s videos,” Akari continued. “Can we work something out?”

Still no reply. After a few minutes, Akari worried that Apprentice had moved on.

Finally, another message came in. “Sure! I can give you the full set of videos like I said. All twelve of them, plus more info about mana arts and the outside world. But I need your help with something in exchange.”

Akari was still considering her next reply when another message followed. “I know you don’t believe I’m the Fugitive. I also don’t care. The fact is, I’m stuck here on Arkala. I’m alone, and I don’t know who else to ask.”

Well, that was interesting. Where was the confident and cryptic person from before?

Again, she and Kalden spent a minute composing their next reply. “You want to work together? That might be an option. But first you need to drop the mysterious act and tell me the whole story.”

“I came here with four more people,” Apprentice replied. “Three of them are dead, and the other is missing.”

Akari had been following the news, and they’d never mentioned more than one. Maybe the Martials had killed the others and kept it quiet? They might have tried to cover up the whole thing if the media hadn’t seen the damage in Keylas.

“I was working with a knowledge artist who specialized in search techniques. The Martials killed him a few weeks ago. We logged into this chat room before that, and he used a technique on everyone’s username. Yours returned the name ‘Akari Clifton.’”

Clifton was her foster parents’ clan name, but Akari had never used that. What the hell was going on here?

She’d read a bit about knowledge mana. The aspect let you make intuitive leaps that were beyond most humans. However, all knowledge artists followed one rule: they couldn’t pull information out of thin air.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” Akari sent back, “but that’s not a good enough answer. Where’d you get that name?”

“He cross-referenced it with my master’s database,” Apprentice replied. “It was a list of people we expected to find on this island.”

Akari felt her shoulders relax. Maybe a surveillance technique had linked her with the Cliftons, and assumed she was a member of their family? That seemed like a plausible error. It still didn’t explain the link to her username, but Akari doubted anyone could explain that one, not even the knowledge artist himself.

“Alright,” Akari replied, “let’s say I believe you. What do you want?”

“I think we should meet in person,” Apprentice typed back. “I know that’s probably setting off a hundred alarm bells for you right now, but there’s an army of Martials hunting me. You might be one of them for all I know.”

“Sounds like a good reason not to meet in person,” Akari said. “What would it prove, anyway? Either of us could be an undercover Martial. Seeing faces won’t change that.”

“Once you meet me,” Apprentice said, “you’ll realize I can mop the floor with any Martial.”

“Doesn’t make me feel better.”

“No, but the Martials aren’t after you. It’s a crime to distribute mana arts resources on this island, but it’s not a crime to look for them. You aren’t doing anything wrong here.”

True enough.

“I’m near White Vale now,” Apprentice said. “I’ve been hiding in the Contested Area for a few weeks, but I can make my way into town and meet you somewhere public. If either of us gets spooked, we can back out.”

White Vale was about three and a half hours away by train, and trains were free with her student badge. Getting there would take some time, but it wasn’t impossible. Especially on the weekends when her foster parents were used to having her gone.

Kalden rubbed his temple as he read the last message. “Tell him we need time to talk this over. If he’s as desperate as he pretends, he can wait a while longer.”

Akari typed back a quick message, then spun in her chair to face him. “I want to go to White Vale.”

He blinked. “Seriously? Just like that? You were ready to hang up on this guy five minutes ago.”

“Yeah, well, I thought he was some loser trying to scam me.”

“We’ve literally gotten no evidence to the contrary.”

“He knew my name,” Akari said. “And that story with the knowledge artist is the only thing that makes sense.”

“I can think of several things,” Kalden said.

She crossed her arms. “Like what?”

“Maybe the Martials are building a profile on you. Darren figured out you were a hacker who wanted to learn mana arts. Why couldn’t they? When he dropped your name, he could be throwing mud at the wall to see what stuck.”

Akari wrinkled her nose. “The Martials wouldn’t mess up my clan name.”

“No, but they might pretend to mess up to put you at ease.”

“It’s still a stupid plan.”

“It’s working, isn’t it?”

“They have my address on file,” she replied. “Will showing up in White Vale change anything?”

“Fair point,” he said. “But you’re the one who lectured me about online safety. What’s the point of all these precautions if we walk straight into the dragon’s lair?”

“It’s risky,” she said. “But so was our tunnel trip back in Hexember.”

“I almost regret that too,” Kalden said.

Akari frowned. “Why?”

“We almost died down there. We would have died if it hadn’t been for Emberlyn. That whole thing was reckless. At the very least, we should have practiced for a few more months before—”

“I don’t have that long,” Akari cut in.

Now it was Kalden’s turn to look confused. Great. She just had to open her big mouth.

“Never mind,” she said with a dismissive wave.

“No,” Kalden said. “Tell me. What’s wrong?” Akari didn’t answer, and he let out a long sigh. “I’m just trying to understand. You’re always so cautious, but you have a blind spot when it comes to mana arts.”

He should know. He’d taken advantage of that weakness when they’d started this little alliance.

“You act like we’re still living in the distant past,” Kalden said. “As if every day is some life and death struggle. But it doesn’t have to be like that.”

“You literally have stone walls around your house,” Akari said.

“Elegan’s still a safe city,” Kalden said. “I’d feel just as safe in your neighborhood.”

She turned to look him in the eye. “You know I’m in foster care, right?”

“Of course.”

“Well, I turn sixteen in Tresember. Less than two months away. Then the Cliftons will kick me out.”

Kalden blinked several more times, as if he couldn’t wrap his head around that idea.

“That’s how this works,” she said. “The state doesn’t pay families to take care of foster kids over sixteen.”

“But they can choose to keep you, right? Long enough for you to get a job?”

“Won’t happen,” she said with a shake of her head. “Noella made that clear on day one. Mazren wanted me there, and she didn’t. Don’t ask me why. The whole thing’s weird.”

“I’m sorry,” Kalden said. “I didn’t know.”

“Don’t apologize. I don’t expect a free handout from anyone. I just want to help myself.”

Kalden stared at the computer screen for several long seconds, rereading the messages in the chat window. “So that’s why you’re so determined to learn mana arts.”

“It’s not the main reason,” Akari said. “But yeah, the clock’s ticking.” She shifted her sleeve to reveal the mana watch on her left wrist.

40/40, it read.

She’d used the last of her liquid mana toward the end of Midwinter break. Between that and all the time she spent in school, her growth had plateaued. Before, she was gaining multiple points per week. Now, she was lucky to squeeze out one point every ten days.

What if she plateaued even more over the next two months? And what if the jump to Silver was bigger than it seemed? She needed another conflict to force her to grow faster.

Akari shrugged after a while. “That’s my problem, though. If I had a cushy life like yours, I might not risk it either.”

Kalden considered that for a moment. “So . . . what’s your plan?”

“Step one is learning mana arts to stay alive.”

“This might be a stupid question,” he began, “but is it really that dangerous out there?”

“For a sixteen-year-old girl to sleep outside? Hell yes.”

“But you’ve already learned some basic techniques,” he pointed out. “You’re probably stronger than most people on this island.”

“There’s always someone stronger out there. Doesn’t help when they move in groups.”

“Sure, but what are the odds of them attacking you unprovoked?”

Talek, he really didn’t get it, did he?

“Look,” Kalden said, “I’m not saying I’d want to be homeless. That’s a terrible thing to have looming over you, and I won’t lecture you on how to solve it. But I don’t want you to make reckless choices today because of what might happen tomorrow.”

“It doesn’t matter what you want,” Akari said. “I can meet Apprentice alone if you’re scared. I’ll even share the videos with you when I get back.”

Kalden grimaced. “But why? Why risk everything?”

“Did Darren and Maelyn tell you why I’m in foster care?”

Kalden hesitated. “I know your mom died in an accident a couple years back. And your dad’s out of the picture.”

Akari drew in a deep breath. She’d never actually put this story into words before. The school counselors had tried to make her talk, and she’d resisted on principle. When she finally realized she wanted to talk about it, it was too late. She’d chosen to break rather than bend.

“It happened under the A16 overpass,” she told Kalden. “Not far from downtown Elegan. My mom just lost her job the month before, and we got evicted from our apartment. Some guy snuck up on us while we were sleeping. I don’t know if he was trying to steal from us, or . . . something else. Doesn’t matter now.”

Her hands shook as she spoke, but it was nothing like the rush of adrenaline from before. This was an icy numbness that froze her in place.

“My mom fought back,” Akari said. “She stuck a knife in the guy’s shoulder. He was already screaming when I woke up.”

Akari wet her lips. She’d thought this would be easier, but she had to drag out each word as if they’d been buried in a vault. The memories weren’t really buried, of course. Parts of them came back whenever she saw ice mana or blue uniforms. Even the smell of it was enough to trigger flashes from that moment.

Still, each flash was like seeing it happen in her peripheral vision. How long had it been since she’d faced the entire memory head-on?

Her eyes burned, and she closed them. When she did, she saw her attacker crying in pain. Her mother’s blade stuck out from his right shoulder, and a red pool gathered around it. He tried attacking her mother again, but she pulled the blade free and stabbed him in the other shoulder.

“What happened next?” Kalden prodded gently.

“There was a payphone nearby, and my mom told me to call the police. They showed up before I could.”

Once again, Akari closed her eyes and saw the blur of sirens. The sight was still enough to send shivers down her spine.

“They pulled up in the road next to us. No one said anything. They just hit my mom with ice Missiles. One wrapped around her neck, and she couldn’t breathe. I tried to help her, but they shot me, too.”

Akari had planned to say more, but tears threatened to burst from her eyes. She clenched her hand into a fist and cycled her mana. The burst of power made her feel stronger. More importantly, it let her focus on something else.

“So no,” she said after a long silence. “Elegan’s not a safe city. And maybe I will die in White Vale, but at least it’s my choice.”

“Okay,” Kalden said with a slow nod. “I’ll go with you.”
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BEYOND GOLD


Akari followed Kalden down the crowded train aisle. Puddles of melted snow covered the floors, and she had to grasp the rail to keep from slipping. Fortunately, she’d been wearing Hana’s old combat boots all winter, and these had better traction than her Traverse shoes.

The first few cars were bustling with people. But they all stepped aside when they saw His Goldship, Kalden Trengsen, strutting through. Kalden didn’t even notice the special treatment. But why would he? People did the same thing for him at school.

At first, she’d expected them to ride the free cars to White Vale. But Kalden kept on walking toward the front of the train. He stopped at a private cabin, glanced at his ticket stub, then slid open the wooden door.

“We could have boarded up here,” Akari told him.

“Sorry about that.” Kalden threw his bag on the plush leather seat and sat down. “I don’t travel by train that often.”

Akari took the seat across from him. It was wide enough for three people, and she could easily stretch out and take a nap if she wanted to. “I thought your family traveled . . .” She trailed off, remembering his fancy car. “Never mind.”

Some Silvers like her foster parents owned cars, but they rarely used them for longer trips like this. Fuel-grade mana might be the cheapest type per ounce, but it would still cost you a few silvernotes to cross Arkala. Golds didn’t worry about stuff like that.

“My mom usually rides with a private driver,” Kalden said. “We could have used one today, but then we’d risk someone tattling on us.”

“Bet this cabin wasn’t cheap though,” Akari said as she glanced around. At this point, she half expected an attendant to knock on the door and offer them wine and chocolate. She met Kalden’s eyes again. “Did your mom finally stop snooping on your bank account?”

He shook his head. “I told her about the trip.”

Her eyebrows shot up at that.

“I said I was going to White Vale to forage ingredients for an alchemy project.”

“And she believed that? I thought Golds just bought everything.”

He waggled a hand. “Most commercial ingredients are farmgrown, and farms aren’t known for their ambient mana. Especially compared to the Contested Area.”

Akari leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “So we can explore beyond the wall?”

Kalden hesitated. “Depends on what Apprentice wants from us. But yeah, I got a license just in case.”

That was a good start. Apprentice’s last few messages had been vague, but he’d hinted at a trip outside the walls. In his own words, he could mop the floor with most mana beasts, but he needed someone to cash in the bounties at the Hunters’ Guild.

Akari had wanted to visit White Vale ever since their tunnel excursion last Hexember. This was shaping up to be a great weekend, assuming Apprentice didn’t betray them.

“So your mom won’t let you learn mana arts,” Akari said, “but she’s cool with dangerous trips like this?”

“I told her I’d hire some hunters for protection,” Kalden said. “So I wouldn’t be in real danger. I could technically pay someone to forage, too, but she considers this an acceptable hobby.”

“And what’s so wrong with mana arts? What’s she have against it?” Akari never would have pried this much before, but she and Kalden had known each other for a while now. And after what she’d shared last weekend, he owed her some secrets in return.

Kalden didn’t answer for a while. He just sat there with his brow furrowed. Eventually, the train rolled forward on its iron rails, and Elegan’s skyline became visible out the window.

No sooner had they started moving than an attendant knocked on the cabin door with beverages. Kalden took a glass of water while Akari got a coffee. It wasn’t half as good as Jumpstart’s, but at least the cup would keep her fingers warm.

“I had an older brother,” Kalden said once they were alone. “His name was Sozen.”

Akari looked up from the cardboard cup. He’d mentioned his father many times, but never an older brother.

Kalden glanced out the window as the city faded into farmland. “Sozen was training to be a combat artist like my parents. He was better than some fourth-year students when he joined the school’s mana arts program. By his third year, he could beat the teachers in a duel.”

“What was his aspect?” Akari asked. Probably not the most tactful question, but aspects had been on her mind all week, and beating teachers sounded awesome.

“Metal,” Kalden said in a distracted tone. “Same as my parents. Sozen also had dreams about the outside world. He became obsessed with the idea of leaving the Archipelago.”

“Dreams,” Akari echoed. “Sounds familiar.”

Kalden gave a slow nod. “He argued with my mom a lot back then. He said he wanted to join the next expedition to Cadria. Not just that, but he wanted us to go with him. He mentioned ranks beyond Gold—ranks we couldn’t reach if we were ‘trapped’ here.” He rubbed his forehead. “It’s been so long—I don’t remember all the details. I might be conflating these memories with the Grandmaster’s videos.”

Or maybe Sozen had seen the same videos? Even if Apprentice brought this latest batch, the videos had clearly been around for a lot longer.

“My mom wouldn’t budge, so he went behind her back and funded his own trip. He found a boat, hired a crew, and disappeared one night.”

“How’d he get past the guards?” Akari asked. Probably another rude question, but she couldn’t help herself. Some of the best Martials guarded the shield gate in Keylas. People like Emberlyn Frostblade’s father.

Kalden shrugged a shoulder. “We never found his body, but his badge washed up on shore a few weeks later. The Martials returned it to my mom.” He took a drink of his water. “That was a year and a half ago.”

Akari took a sip of her coffee and considered. “You think he’s still alive?”

“The Inner Sea’s always been dangerous,” Kalden said. “Some of the tides can reach over a hundred feet high. But he had three water artists on his crew. Part of me wants to believe he’s still out there, but I’m not getting my hopes up.”

“And your mom blames mana arts?”

Another shrug. “She thinks Sozen’s training caused his dreams. Not true, of course—I’ve been having the same ones for years. But I never told her that.”

They continued their journey west, passing miles of farmland along the way. Two hours passed, then the train turned north along Ironhaven’s suburbs. A cluster of tall gray buildings dominated the horizon, and Kalden pointed out landmarks along the way. These were mostly buildings his mother owned, along with the surgeball stadium and the university where Hana studied.

Apparently, Kalden had been accepted into IU’s alchemy program the following year. He didn’t sound too excited about it, though.

As the train reached Ironhaven’s northern border, Akari caught glimpses of a glowing blue mana wall beyond the skyline. This wasn’t half as tall as the one around the island, but that made sense. This wall was built to keep out mana beasts, not ten-story tidal waves.

Their surroundings turned to farmland yet again. But instead of flat fields, they passed terraced rice paddies that looked like giant white staircases beneath the snow. The mana wall grew more visible over time, and Akari spotted smaller military outposts every five to ten miles.

She and Kalden spent the remainder of the trip training. Once they’d hammered out their deal with Apprentice, he’d sent them the Grandmaster’s advanced shaping video in good faith. Akari had expected this video to focus on Missile techniques, like how she’d been weaving her mana through the trees.

But that would have been too easy. Instead of Missiles, the Grandmaster had them moving physical objects with smaller bursts of mana. It was like their early lessons with the surgeball, but much more precise.

Today, she and Kalden were working on levitating bottle caps above their outstretched hands. This was harder than a Missile in many ways. It was one thing to release a burst of raw power, but this required a slow, constant stream of mana. If you pushed too hard, the cap would fly up and hit the ceiling. Too light, and it would fall back in your hand.

Fortunately, Akari had seen enough mana arts movies to trust this process. Someday, these supposedly useless techniques would translate into badass combat moves. At least, they better. Otherwise, her whole childhood was a lie.

They trained in silence for another hour until the train reached White Vale. The town itself was nothing special, just some restaurants and tourist attractions that looked suspiciously like gift shops. What did they even sell there? Stuffed mana beasts?

Only the Hunters’ Guild Hall caught her eye. The massive wooden building looked like a cross between a hotel, a shopping mall, and a log cabin. At five stories tall, it towered over the rest of the town, including the mana wall to the west.

The train stopped on a raised platform above the parking lot, and they stood and shouldered their backpacks. After spending almost four hours on a train, it felt good to stand on her own two legs again.

If only she could say the same for the weather. Bursts of icy wind struck her cheeks as she stepped outside. Akari huddled in her hoodie and glared up at Kalden. His teeth weren’t chattering, and he looked far too warm in his scarf and gloves.

They stepped through a pair of glass double doors into the Guild Hall’s main lobby. This shared the outside’s aesthetic, with polished wooden floors and rustic walls. A brick fireplace filled one corner, surrounded by decorative weapons and hunting trophies.

A desk sat at the end of the lobby, which was probably where people checked in at the hotel. Akari and Kalden ignored this for now and stepped into a busy concourse. Various colorful shops lined the edges, selling weapons, clothing, and other mana arts gear.

They passed dozens of hunters along the way, ranging from teenagers to grizzled old veterans. Most carried Missile rods at their belts and wore sigil-enhanced clothing. At least a third of them sported gold badges, which was a higher ratio than she’d seen anywhere else on Arkala. The rest were all Silver, including the shop employees. Needless to say, Akari stuck close to Kalden as they walked.

What would Apprentice think? Would he see her as weak and useless? This was someone who could knock out Gold Martials with a flick of his wrist.

He didn’t ask about your rank, Akari reminded herself. He would have asked if it mattered.

They reached the dining area a minute later. Once again, they’d modeled the style after the common room of an inn, but it also reminded her of a food court. Various restaurants lined the far wall, with a sea of tables and booths spread out in front of them.

Alright, she thought. Time to meet the most dangerous person on this island.
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Kalden’s stomach growled as he inhaled the scents of the food court. He and Akari passed more than half a dozen restaurants as they walked, and each one smelled better than the last.

The first three were the usual food-court fare. Jumpstart was an Espirian chain restaurant that specialized in coffee and breakfast foods. Interlude and Elements were similar but with a focus on sandwiches, soups, and salads.

They also passed two Shokenese places he didn’t recognize—one sold ramen while the other served stir-fry dishes. Kalden’s stomach protested even more as the scents of sesame oil and garlic hit his nostrils.

Whose idea was it to schedule the meeting right at lunchtime, anyway?

He hadn’t eaten since his protein bar on the train, and that was two hours ago. He’d actually packed two bars for the trip, but then Akari had eyed his first one like a sad puppy, and one thing led to another.

After making a quick lap around the tables, Kalden noted the security camera placement and found a corner booth out of range. They removed their backpacks and slipped into one side of the booth.

No sooner had they gotten settled than his stomach growled again. Was that hunger or nerves this time?

They’d talked about helping Apprentice, but potential crimes weren’t crimes. He’d even researched the laws to be sure. If the Martials closed in right now, he and Akari wouldn’t get more than a slap on the wrist.

And if Apprentice planned to hurt them . . . well, that was the real benefit to meeting in a crowded room. The Hunters’ Guild didn’t allow fights inside their walls, and every member had the authority to stop them. Judging by how this crowd carried themselves, most would jump at the chance to test their skills against a troublemaker.

They waited in silence for a few minutes before the clock finally struck noon. When it did, Kalden unclipped his badge from its silken ribbon and reclipped it backward with the smooth side facing out. Akari did the same beside him. They’d all agreed on this prearranged signal beforehand, which made it the first doorway of no return.

Kalden kept scanning the crowd as he waited. No one knew what the Fugitive looked like. Otherwise, they never could have risked a public meeting.

A young woman approached the table, with her gold badge twisted around. She was a bit older than Kalden, but probably no more than eighteen. She had pale skin with a cluster of freckles that ran across the bridge of her nose. Her long red hair was pulled back in a thick braid that fell over her left shoulder.

“Empty seats are so hard to come by in here.” She smiled at them both, resting her hands on the chairs opposite their booth.

That was the passphrase, but who was this? The real Apprentice, or a proxy?

Kalden eyed the girl for several seconds before answering. She had a confident smile, but her green eyes betrayed a hint of desperation and uncertainty. Surprisingly, that matched the person they’d messaged with on the dark web.

“This one’s all yours,” he said, repeating the end of the passphrase.

“Oh, thank the Angels!” A sigh of relief escaped her lips and she sank into the nearest chair. “You had me worried there.”

Akari cleared her throat. “So you’re—”

“Just one second.” The girl reached into her jacket and pulled out a palm-sized device. Shaped like a small dome, it had a shiny metal surface. “You guys familiar with this?”

Kalden leaned forward, and it didn’t take him long to recognize the sigils. “It’s a sound suppressor.” His mother kept these between most rooms in their house. They weren’t cheap, but they kept the staff from eavesdropping.

The girl pressed the button in the center. One minute, Kalden’s ears were filled with the sounds of music and the low roar of conversation. But as soon as her finger touched the device, everything snapped into a sudden silence. He felt Akari jump beside him, and his own heart skipped several beats.

“Yes,” the girl said to Akari’s unspoken question. “My name’s Relia, but you know me as Apprentice. Or the Fugitive, depending on who you ask.”

Kalden and Akari exchanged a glance.

Relia fidgeted with her red braid. “Hey, it’s not like I ever claimed to be a forty-year-old man.”

True. The media had described the Fugitive that way, despite having no evidence. Like everyone else, Kalden had latched on to that narrative without a second thought. Even so . . .

“You don’t look like someone who’s been living in the wild,” he said. Aside from her freckles, Relia’s pale cheeks were smooth and unblemished. She was also wearing lip gloss and eyeliner. Nothing about her screamed “power” either. Despite her gold badge, she wore a red flannel shirt, blue jeans, and an olive military jacket.

Relia laughed at that. “I’m not trying to look like the Fugitive.” She gestured around the food court with one hand. “Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“Fair enough,” Kalden said. Anyone who showed up in White Vale dressed as a barbarian would be high on the Martials’ suspect list. The same went for anyone who looked too armed, or even too competent.

“Still wouldn’t say no to some proof,” Akari said.

“Look at me,” Relia said, “and I mean really look.”

It took Kalden a second to catch her meaning, then he relaxed his vision, letting his Silver Sight overlay the physical world. A sea of mana sprang to life around the room. He saw hundreds of Silvers and Golds throughout the food court, their souls shining like moons in the night sky.

Then, Kalden stared down at Relia’s chest. She’d given him permission, which hopefully made it less weird. At first, he didn’t see the glow of mana he’d expected. If anything, she had even less than a Bronze. Then a faint light blossomed from her soul like water shooting from a geyser.

Over the next few heartbeats, the light’s intensity grew from Silver to the peak of Gold. Before, it had been the size of a marble. Now, it must have been as wide as Kalden’s fist. Most Golds never reached this height.

Her soul widened further until it exploded like a supernova. The light burned Kalden’s eyes, and he had to look away.

“What are you?” he finally asked as he blinked away his growing headache.

Relia just smiled. “Apprentice isn’t my name. It’s my rank.”

Chills crept up Kalden’s arms. So, there really were ranks beyond Gold? The Grandmaster had implied as much with his own title, but it was one thing to hear about powerful mana artists. Quite another to find yourself sitting in front of one.

“Wanna let me in on the secret?” Akari asked. “Can’t see a thing over here.”

Kalden looked again, and the light in Relia’s chest dimmed to an ordinary level. Did that mean she could veil her power?

“Her soul,” Kalden said. “It’s twice as bright as the strongest Golds.”

Akari frowned. She still hadn’t gained the ability to see mana, so he understood her frustration.

Slowly, Akari undid the strap of her mana watch and slid it across the table. “I like numbers better than flashy lights.”

Relia didn’t hesitate before unbuttoning the top of her flannel shirt and pressing the device to her chest. The LCD screen lit up and showed her mana counts: 2154/2154.

“Holy shit in Talek’s beard,” Akari muttered.

Kalden wouldn’t have phrased it that way, but he shared the sentiment. His own mana count was just over two hundred, and eight hundred was supposedly the peak of Gold.

Akari closed her mouth, then opened it again. “How the hell—‍”

“Let’s take a step back.” Relia slid the watch to Akari across the table. “You’ve got your proof now, but I still don’t know your names.”

“Sorry, I’m Kalden.”

She raised her thin eyebrows. “Just Kalden?”

“Just Relia?” he retorted.

She grinned. “Relia Dawnfire.”

Dawnfire. That sounded like an older clan from Northern Espiria. As if her pale skin and red hair weren’t already a dead giveaway. Did that make her a fire artist, the same way Frostblade hinted at Emberlyn’s ice techniques? Kalden wanted to ask, but he owed her his own clan name first. He hadn’t wanted to give this away, but he and Akari had rejected the idea of false identities. Better to build trust where they could.

“Kalden Trengsen,” he said, returning the girl’s smile.

She nodded and turned to Kalden’s right. “Guess that makes you Akari?”

“That’s me. Thanks for the scare last week. Really helped me sleep at night.”

“Oh.” Relia winced. “Sorry about that. I didn’t know how else to get your attention. I’ve been on this island for a while now, and no one else will listen to me. The news has everyone thinking I’m a dangerous killer.”

Kalden blinked. At first, he’d assumed the media found out about Relia by accident, but this made even more sense. If she was trying to contact people, then the media was the quickest way for the Martials to turn those people against her.

“But you are dangerous,” Akari said. “Right? You didn’t get that strong by planting flowers and raising chickens.”

“I can handle myself,” Relia said with a small shrug, “but we didn’t come here to fight.”

“We?” Kalden asked.

“Me, my master, and the rest of our crew. We came here to investigate your island—to talk to people and try to help them. We knew it might be hard, but we didn’t expect to get backstabbed so soon.”

Kalden gave a slow nod, still trying to fit all these pieces together in his head. “What happened to your master? Where is he now?”

“Or she,” Akari offered.

“It’s a he,” Relia confirmed. “You should know. You’ve already seen half his videos.”

Kalden’s eyebrows shot up at that. “The Grandmaster? He’s here? On Arkala?”

Relia nodded. “We got separated the first day. He’s been researching these islands for years—trying to figure out what happened. Our boat landed on the beach in Hexember. It was on the northwest side of the island, near the place you call Keylas. My master went into the forest by himself and talked to the guards. That’s when they attacked him.”

“How do you know what happened if he went alone?” Kalden had a hundred other questions, but this one seemed the most relevant.

“He was wearing a body camera on his jacket.” Relia gestured to a spot on her own shoulder. “I saw the whole thing from our computer on the beach.”

Kalden struggled to imagine a camera small enough to fit on someone’s jacket or a computer that worked on a beach with no outlets. Maybe they had more advanced technology where they came from.

“My master told the Martials about the outside world. They pretended to care at first, then they lured him into a room with some kind of toxic gas.” She bit her lip before continuing. “We lost the camera feed a few minutes later. That’s when me and Moreno—the knowledge artist—went after him. We tore that whole place apart, but he was gone.”

Relia wasn’t exaggerating about tearing the place about. The news reporters had mentioned hundreds of goldnotes’ worth of property damage. But they hadn’t killed any of the Martials, strangely enough. That implied a great deal of control on her part.

“Wait,” Akari broke in. “You said you could mop the floor with Gold Martials. Now they captured your master?”

A flash of color rose to Relia’s cheeks. “They took him by surprise!”

“Still,” Akari said, “not so smart to turn your back on an enemy.”

Kalden wouldn’t have phrased it so bluntly, but she made some good points. If the Martials brought down the Grandmaster, then they were far more dangerous than Relia pretended.

Even Golds had a higher resistance to toxins than the lower ranks. That much Kalden knew from his alchemy classes. If people like Relia and her master had mana counts in the thousands, they should have been immune. Clearly, the Martials had anticipated that and prepared accordingly.

Relia let out a long breath. “See, that’s the thing—we had no reason to suspect the Martials, or treat them as enemies. We came here to rescue your people.”

“Rescue us?” Kalden asked. “From what?”

She tapped her fingers on the wooden table, considering her next words. “That’s where things get complicated. Everyone here thinks the outside world is gone. But you guys have it backwards. Nothing happened to Espiria, Shoken, or Cadria.” She raised two fingers to point at them. “You guys are the ones who dropped off the map.”

Kalden blinked several times. He heard Relia’s words, but his brain struggled to process them. He’d already accepted that people might live outside the Archipelago. After all, what was so special about this place? What made them the only survivors on the planet? Sure, they had a mana shield, but so did every other island and coastal city. The whole narrative had always seemed too clean and tidy to be real.

But the entire world . . . alive and well?

No way.

“We dropped off the map,” Akari echoed with the same skepticism. “What’s that even mean?”

Relia unbuckled her satchel, which sat on the chair beside her. She pulled out a thick brown envelope and poured a stack of papers onto the table between them.

Akari grabbed a sheet at random, adjusting her glasses to read. Kalden leaned over the table and began scanning the others. Most were encyclopedia articles, and they all related to the Archipelago in some way.

One particular title caught his eye: Arkala’s Destruction.

The text went on to describe how Arkala’s mana shield had failed on Quintember 58th, 850. Four years before Kalden was born. The failure happened during a storm, and that storm sent a devastating tidal wave from the northeast, destroying every city in its path.

His eyes settled on a few photos of Tidegate with its streets submerged underwater. Cars sat piled up against the buildings like scattered leaves. The buildings themselves didn’t fare much better—just metal skeletons of their former selves.

A chill crept up Kalden’s spine as he took in similar photos of Ironhaven and Shoken Port. No survivors.

“These pictures are fake.” He looked up from the article. “They must be. I mean—these cities are still here.”

“I know,” Relia said in a gentle voice. “My master wouldn’t be here if he believed this.”

“Still—” Kalden started to speak, but he found his mouth dry. He unscrewed his water bottle before he spoke again. “There are more than a quarter million people here. You can’t just cover that up.”

“You thought the rest of the world was dead,” Relia pointed out. “Which scenario is more likely? A storm destroying three tiny islands, or the entire ring of continents?”

Kalden narrowed his eyes as he scanned more papers. They weren’t all about the Archipelago, he realized. Others described world events from the last decade—from wars in Creta to smaller countries breaking free from the Shoken Empire. They even covered entertainment, from the latest games and movies to the last few surgeball championships.

Beside him, Akari rummaged through the pile and found a list of technological breakthroughs. One Espirian company had invented a mobile phone that could fit inside your pocket and draw power from your mana channels. The next article described a thin, foldable computer that also ran on mana batteries. The list went on, from cars to airships to mana Constructs.

It was too much to take in, so Kalden looked away, taking a deep breath and considering Relia’s last question. Despite the mountain of evidence, his brain still rejected these ideas. He’d spent his whole life believing this was humanity’s last haven.

What now? It was all a lie?

He tried imagining this as an outside observer. It did seem more likely for three islands to vanish as opposed to all of human civilization. However, he could also turn Relia’s logic against her.

He looked up and met the red-haired girl’s eyes. “You’re saying that billions of people were fooled?” He grabbed one of the first papers and held it up. “You’re saying they all believe this story?”

“Billions?” Relia shook her head. “No. The Archipelago is the whole world to you, but most people have never even heard of it. There are ten thousand islands in the Inner Sea, and twice that number in the outer oceans.”

In other words, no one had been fooled, because no one actually cared. Kalden leaned back against the booth’s cushion, feeling suddenly trapped. Relia was right—this had been his whole world. Now, it felt far too small.

“What really happened twenty years ago?” he asked.

Relia spread out her hands in a helpless gesture. “We don’t know.”

“Seriously?”

“My master had some theories, but we had no idea what we’d find.”

“But something happened,” Kalden pressed. “My mom remembers picking up the phone and calling people in Espiria or Shoken. We used to see passing boats, and spatial artists could make portals to the mainland. That all stopped one day.”

Relia took a deep breath. “You’ve got a mana wall around your island, right?”

Kalden nodded.

“Most coastal cities have the same thing,” she explained. “These shields glow like Midwinter trees at night, and a passing boat can spot them forty miles away. But everything was pitch black when we came here. My master didn’t see the shield until he was standing ten feet away from it.”

“So there are more Constructs?” Akari gestured to the sound suppressor. “We can stop sound from escaping. Why not do the same for light and radiation?”

“Maybe,” Kalden said slowly. “But think of how much mana we spend to keep the regular shields running. Plus the thousands of state employees who maintain it. Who’s keeping these other Constructs from falling apart? How do they keep them a secret?”

Akari furrowed her brows at that.

“You guys might be on the right track,” Relia said. “My master mentioned dream mana as a possibility. That could affect light and sound. No clue how they kept it running though.”

“A better question is why,” Akari said. “Wouldn’t it be less work to destroy the island for real?”

“Good point,” Kalden said. If you wanted to block all light and sound, you would need a dome that covered the whole sky. That would take exponentially more mana than a simple wall. Then there was the cost of converting it to the proper aspects.

Like Akari said, if someone could manage that feat, they could have killed everyone for real.

Of course, there were other possibilities. History was filled with tyrants who isolated their territory so they could rule unopposed. Was that happening here? Unlikely. Bronze were treated unfairly, but he doubted there was some evil overlord controlling things from the shadows. Their leaders were all elected, and they changed every term. Kalden’s stepfather, Genkai, was one of them.

“It makes no sense,” Relia agreed. “And it gets weirder.” She fingered the golden disc that hung from her neck. “You know these badges you all wear? No one’s worn this sort of thing since the fifth century.”

Kalden could have sworn they’d worn badges more recently than that, but he’d have to double-check the history books to be sure.

“This makes it seem like you’ve been isolated for a long time,” Relia said, “but the rest of your tech isn’t that far behind. Plus you’re all fluent in Espirian.”

“Speaking of badges,” Akari broke in. “You said ‘Apprentice’ was your rank. How high is that? And how do we reach it?”

Kalden gave her a sideways look. After all those earth-shattering revelations, her main concern was advancing her mana arts?

On second thought, that sounded exactly like Akari.

“Apprentice is the first rank after Novice,” Relia said.

“And what’s Novice?” Akari asked.

The other girl blinked in surprise. “You don’t know?”

“Wouldn’t be asking if I knew, would I?”

“The Grandmaster mentioned it in his videos,” Kalden explained, “but he never described what it was.”

“Right, sorry. Novice is what you two are.” Relia turned over a piece of paper, revealing the blank side. “Um—do either of you have something to write with?”

Kalden reached into his backpack and pulled out a pencil he’d been using for his shaping exercises.

“Thanks.” Relia took it and sketched out a vertical rectangle—three times as tall as it was wide. She wrote the word “Novice” on top, then divided the shape into thirds. She labeled these “Bronze,” “Silver,” and “Gold.”

“Everyone’s born somewhere in the Novice realm,” she explained. “You start at the top if your ancestors had lots of mana.” She tapped the Gold section of the rectangle. “If not . . .” She slid the pencil down to the Bronze section.

“But ‘Bronze’ and ‘Gold’ are outdated terms,” she said. “Novice is technically three ranks, but we usually just number them these days. Especially since ‘Bronze’ has so much stigma attached.”

“Tell me about it,” Akari muttered.

Relia gave her a sympathetic smile. “If a mana artist’s journey has a hundred steps, then Bronze to Gold is only the first. There’s only one way Golds could rule an island like this.”

“They can’t reach the higher ranks,” Kalden said. His own father had been a general stuck at the peak of Gold for years. And, somehow, this eighteen-year-old girl was stronger. Something was affecting them all—preventing them from advancing. What did that mean for Akari’s goal of reaching Silver? Would more mana and training even be enough?

“And the state’s been lying through their teeth,” Akari muttered.

“You’re assuming they know all this,” Relia said.

“They must,” she said. “You got in. That means the Martials could get out. Why wouldn’t they try to leave?”

Relia pursed her lips, considering.

Akari gestured to the stack of papers. “Anyone who shared this would get arrested for disturbing the peace. Then they’d wind up dead of ‘natural causes’ if they kept at it.” She made air quotes around the last phrase.

“That doesn’t prove they know anything,” Relia said. “Think of how a flock of birds flies in formation. Does every bird decide to change direction?” She shook her head. “They follow what the others are doing. And complicated conspiracies are more likely to be false. Sometimes, the simplest answer is the most likely.”

Kalden mulled that over. “You’re saying our government actually thinks the world is gone? No way they’re that incompetent.”

“I can think of a simpler answer,” Relia said. “Everyone else is just like you guys. They know something’s up, but they can’t prove it. They think it’s in their best interests to stay here, so that’s what they’re doing.”

“Then why’d they try to kill your master?” Akari asked.

Relia deflated at that. Despite her ridiculous mana count, she was clearly just a college student echoing other people’s ideas. She knew the arguments well enough, but she hadn’t updated them for their current predicament.

When she finally spoke again, it came out more tired than before. “My master always said it’s easy to fool people. But convincing them they’ve already been fooled? That’s one of the toughest things in the world.” She shook several strands of red hair from her eyes. “He should have known better than to walk through that gate alone.”

Before they could say anything else, Relia glanced down at the stainless steel napkin holder, and she must have seen something in the reflection. “They’re here.”

Kalden glanced over her shoulder to the food court’s entrance. Sure enough, he spotted a man in a sharp black suit with a gold badge around his neck. Kalden’s blood froze for a split second. Was that Emberlyn’s father?

No . . . this man had a similar haircut, but it wasn’t him.

Relia packed up her papers and stuffed them back into her open satchel.

Kalden raised an eyebrow. “You said none of the Martials have seen your face.”

“And I’d rather keep it that way. Besides”—she fingered her badge—“this belonged to one of their friends. They’ll realize that if they scan it.”

He nodded. “And what about the real reason we came here?”

“The videos for a favor,” Relia said as she snapped her satchel shut. “There’s a bounty office back near the lobby. I figure I can handle most of the fighting, but I can’t cash in the cores without a license. That’s where you guys come in. Just grab me the most expensive jobs, and we’ll go from there.”

Kalden glanced at Akari, who gave an eager nod.

“Sounds simple enough,” he said.

“Great!” Relia stood from her seat and pushed her chair back. “Meet me outside the gate in half an hour?”

“An hour would be better,” he said. “We still haven’t had lunch yet.”

“An hour it is.” Her lips broke into a wide grin. “Then I’ll show you guys some real mana arts.”
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THE CONTESTED AREA


Akari scarfed down her soup in record time. Kalden didn’t talk much as they ate, which suited her fine. They’d just had a shitload of stuff dumped on their laps, and she needed time to process it all.

If nothing else, this “outside world” sounded interesting. No badges? No judging people by their birth mana? She could get behind those ideas.

Of course, that didn’t make this world all roses and rainbows, either. Knowledge was still hoarded, and governments still told people which aspects they could learn and how they should train. The Grandmaster had said so in his very first video.

Her foot tapped against the wooden floor as she waited for Kalden to finish his own lunch. Unlike her, he took small bites like a proper little Gold, always dabbing his mouth clean with his napkin.

Every once in a while, she glanced over at the State Martial who sat by the room’s entrance. The middle-aged man scanned the crowd far more often than the average patron. He and his peers had come to White Vale to find the Fugitive, and they didn’t bother pretending otherwise.

Fortunately, he hadn’t spared Relia a second glance as she left. That seemed like a good sign.

“You sure about all this?” Kalden asked in a low voice.

Akari shifted her gaze back to their table. They’d lost their sound suppressor when Relia left, so she kept her next words vague. “Of course I’m not sure.”

“It’s not too late to back out.”

“Do you want to back out?”

There was a short pause as Kalden considered that. “I just wish we had some more reassurances. That’s all.”

“We knew this would be risky,” she said. “Nothing’s changed.”

If anything, things were looking better than before. Relia might be a little cocky, but she’d also lasted several months in the wilderness, dodging Martials and mana beasts along the way. What’s more, her mana count was off the charts, despite only a few years’ difference between them. Hopefully, she’d spill her secrets before the end of the day.

Kalden gave a slow nod. “And if she’s telling the truth, that means my brother was right all along.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Won’t know for sure unless we stick with this.”

Then again, what was Relia’s end game? To escape the island? To free her master from the Martials? Akari didn’t know how high the Grandmaster rank was, but it sounded like several levels above Apprentice.

Freeing him wouldn’t be easy, no matter how much money she saved. Escaping the island might be out of the question, too. Her master had taken the Martials by surprise, and they’d still been ready for him. What sort of defenses would they have now, with two months to prepare?
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The bounty office was a corner shop tucked between two weapon stores. The room itself was barely bigger than her bedroom, and shelves of colorful booklets lined the walls.

Akari snatched up a booklet at random, flipping through the sheets of glossy paper. The cover showed a photograph of a six-legged reptile called an ironscale basilisk. The next few pages listed the creature’s diet, dimensions, and hunting patterns, along with its strengths and weaknesses.

That’s useful.

She returned the booklet when she caught Kalden eyeing the A-tier bounties. Following his gaze, she spotted several subspecies of dragons, ranging from raptors to drakes.

The raptors weren’t that large, but the booklet explained how they hunted in packs of six to ten. And, like most dragonkin, each one was a fire artist, capable of forming basic Missiles and Constructs. That, combined with their speed and cunning, made them one of the deadliest creatures out there.

The drake caught Akari’s eye next. Specifically, the reward price below the picture. Two goldnotes for a single core? Did her foster parents even make that much in a month?

Of course, you would need a whole team of mana artists to bring down a full-sized drake. Which begged the question . . .

“Won’t this draw attention?” she asked Kalden.

“What?” he asked.

“Taking the best bounties. Won’t it be suspicious?”

“We’ll be fine,” he said. “I did some research before we left, and it’s common for well-off Golds to fund hunting trips. I could have five veteran mercenaries waiting for me outside, and I’d still make a profit.”

That actually made sense. For a Silver hunter who lived paycheck to paycheck, it might be less risky to take a Gold’s money, even if you missed out on the profits. At least that way you could put food on the table no matter what you found.

“Besides,” Kalden said, “even if—”

“You in line?” A gruff voice cut in from behind them.

Akari and Kalden whirled to face a tall Gold with a full gray beard. The man was a few inches taller than Kalden, and his biceps looked wider than Akari’s waist.

She glanced back at the counter and realized they’d been slowly wandering in that direction. Now, they stood directly between the hunter and his destination.

“After you.” Kalden smiled and gestured the older man forward.

The hunter eyed him suspiciously. It was strange to see someone look at Kalden with anything but deference, but this guy was also a Gold, not to mention three times his age.

“It’s my first time here,” Kalden explained. “I might be a while with my questions.”

The man seemed to accept this answer, and he strode forward with a nod, pressing his license on the wooden counter. “Four B3s and a B9.”

“Comin’ right up,” the woman replied. She was a hefty Silver with chin-length hair the same color as her badge.

Akari craned her neck to get a better look at the chalkboard behind the counter. Those codes corresponded to specific bounties. In this case, four frostwolves and a basilisk, all from the B tier.

“Don’t forget,” the woman said, “it’s open season on raptors right now. We’ll take every core you bring in.” Then she gestured back to the board. “There’s even a bonus for taking down a full pack.”

The Gold man grunted his acknowledgment, and the woman began subtracting numbers from the bounty list.

Holding back had been the right move on Kalden’s part. Not only would this let him see the checkout process, but the other hunter wouldn’t hear him order the most expensive stuff on the menu.

“Which ones were you getting?” She leaned over to see the booklets in Kalden’s hand. As expected, he’d grabbed the drake, along with a black panther, and some giant insect called a zylusk.

“Any objections?” Kalden asked.

Akari shook her head, but her chest tightened at the thought of facing those creatures in battle. She wanted to get stronger, and every fight would help with that. Still, she’d almost died that day in the tunnels, and memories of claws and mandibles bubbled up to the surface of her mind.

And what if someone got hurt out there? Kalden had packed some potions, but they wouldn’t have Maelyn to heal them.

Another part of her couldn’t wait to see Relia in action. The girl still hadn’t explained her aspect, but it must be amazing if she could take on A-tier mana beasts.

Metal clinked against wood as the Silver woman placed a stack of tokens on the counter. Kalden had explained this process during the train ride: it was illegal to carry beast cores in White Vale without the appropriate tokens.

“So what if someone stumbles on a dead one?” Akari had asked. “Or if they kill one in self-defense? Do they just hide the core until they have the token?”

“I’m not sure,” Kalden said. “Probably something like that.”

“Sounds like a stupid system.”

He shrugged. “That’s bureaucracy for you.”

Akari’s focus snapped back to the present moment as the older hunter left the shop.

Kalden stepped forward, setting his license on the counter along with the small stack of booklets. “We’ll take these,” he said. “Plus an A4, A5, and an A6.”

“Sure thing, hun.” The lady swiped up Kalden’s license before turning around.

Kalden seemed to stiffen at the name, and Akari couldn’t help but snicker.

As she worked, the Guild employee gave Kalden the same reminder about the raptors. After some consideration, Akari ran back and grabbed the raptor booklet from the shelf, adding it to the pile. You could never know too much about your enemies, after all.

The lady returned with the tokens a second later, then she rang up the booklets one at a time. “Total comes to one silver and fifty.”

Well, that’s one way to stop people from hoarding all the bounties.

“These expire next Kelsday,” the lady said as she passed Kalden his tokens and change across the counter. “Good luck out there.”
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Once they’d finished their business in the Guild Hall, Akari and Kalden stepped back out into the cold. The wind blew strands of hair across her face, and her teeth chattered with every step. She zipped up her hoodie as high as she could, then shoved her hands into her pockets, curling them into fists.

Once again, Kalden didn’t seem half as bothered by the weather. His jacket probably had some built-in heating sigils, or some other bullshit like that.

They passed a few shorter buildings as they walked. There was an infirmary to their left, a core processing plant to their right, and a military barracks beyond that. The sorts of places you’d expect to find with so many mana beasts around. The wall loomed above everything else, dividing the city from the Contested Area beyond.

She’d seen mana walls before, but she’d never been this close to one. The wall itself stood over a hundred feet high, and it stretched on for hundreds of miles in both directions. Like all protection mana, the surface emitted a pale blue light, rippling like water on a windy day. The sight drew her in, demanding to be seen. It felt like staring at storm clouds or stars in the night sky.

Kalden stopped walking ahead of her, and she almost slammed straight into his backpack.

“Sorry,” she muttered as she staggered to the side. Up ahead, a dozen more hunters waited in line.

Her teeth chattered again, and Kalden shot her an amused look.

“Shut up,” she said.

He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Didn’t say a word.”

“You were thinking it.”

“Here.” Kalden unwrapped the brown scarf from around his neck and held it out.

“I don’t want your scarf,” Akari said.

He shrugged, not retracting his hand. “I’m getting warm, and I’m sick of carrying it.”

“Sucks to be you.”

“Sucks to be you,” he countered. “I bought you lunch, so carrying my stuff is the least you can do.”

Akari rolled her eyes and accepted the scarf, wrapping it around her own neck in the same way he’d done. She couldn’t pull it up too high without fogging her glasses, but her cheeks immediately felt warmer. It also had a faint cedar scent, which she didn’t actually mind.

Up ahead, a dozen soldiers worked to open the shield segment. Whether they were Border Guards or Guild members, she couldn’t say. A few more minutes passed, then they followed the others through the newly created opening.

How often did Relia come through here? If she was sleeping outside the wall, then it wouldn’t take long for someone to notice. Then again, maybe she hid her face? That might make her look more suspicious, but—

“Hey,” a guard’s voice snapped. “Lower your scarf.”

Akari glanced up to see a bald man in green camouflage. He gestured to the nearby camera.

So much for that idea, Akari thought as she lowered the material below her chin. Was this always a rule, or did it just start when the Fugitive showed up?

They passed through the wall without incident after that. A snow-covered field stretched out in front of them for a quarter mile, and she and Kalden followed a trail toward the forest’s edge.

There, beneath the cover of the trees, a thin, red-haired figure waited for them.

“Hey!” Relia gave a cheerful wave as they approached. “How’d it go?”

Kalden held up the booklets and passed them her way. “You sure you can handle these things?”

“No problem.” She leafed through the glossy pages. “I already killed a few zylusks that tried to get cozy in my cave. Selling the cores was the real headache. Didn’t realize how strict things were at first.”

“Speaking of cores,” Kalden said, “you know it’s open season on raptors, right?”

“Seriously?” Relia almost seemed offended by the news. “Since when?”

He shrugged. “That’s what the lady at the bounty office said.”

“Darn it. That would have made things so much easier.”

“How so?”

“I tried selling zylusk cores to other hunters, but everyone thinks I’m trying to scam them. I’ve had better luck with raptors, but no one told me why. This explains a lot.”

“People hate raptors?” Akari guessed.

“They threaten the wall itself,” Relia said. “They’re smart enough to attack the weak points from range. Drakes are way stronger, but they only hunt for food.”

If nothing else, that made Akari feel less bad about putting them down.

“But this is good news.” Relia clapped her hands together in a sudden show of enthusiasm. “These guys love to ambush hunters. That means we’ll probably run into a pack or two along the way.”

“Sure,” Kalden said with obvious reluctance. “Good news.”

Relia glanced down at the booklets, nodding to herself as she read. “Okay, let’s start with the drake. Their territory’s not far, and we can stop by my cave on the way back.”
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Apparently, “not far” still meant three or four miles of hiking. Hiking through snow used different muscles than walking on pavement, and Akari’s calves protested with every step. She tried cycling her mana, but the exertion offset any physical benefits it might’ve given her. It would be that way until after the Novice realm, according to the Grandmaster.

That might explain why Relia always had a spring in her step. Akari would be spunky too if she had supernatural strength.

Up ahead, Kalden was asking if they ever had strangers show up on Espiria or Cadria’s western shores. She’d missed his exact words, but he was obviously fishing for news about his lost brother.

Relia didn’t have much for him. Apparently, the outside world had billions of people, so one stranger wouldn’t make the news. And despite her master’s interest in the subject, he couldn’t research it too publicly. Professional reputations and all that.

Their conversation dwindled, and Akari seized the chance to ask her own question. She wasn’t good at small talk, so she just blurted it out. “How do you advance from Bronze to Silver?”

“What do you mean?” Relia glanced back over her shoulder. “There’s not much to it, really.”

“Your master didn’t talk about it in his videos,” Kalden clarified for her.

“There’s a reason for that,” she said. “Going from Novice to Apprentice is a headache and a half, but the smaller jumps are easy. Just increase your mana supply and widen your channels. The rest takes care of itself.”

Akari frowned. “Then why hasn’t anyone done it before? On this island, I mean.”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe they have, but they kept it quiet? Or maybe something’s blocking them? I’m the only Apprentice here, but I’ve seen plenty of Golds with their mana maxed out.”

In other words, Akari was still flying blind until she hit the peak of Bronze. Still, this barrier sounded like state propaganda. She’d believe it when she felt it for herself.

“Your master’s methods are different from the schools here,” Kalden said. “Maybe these lessons are stunting people’s growth?”

Relia seemed to consider that, but she didn’t look convinced.

“Or what if it’s the badges?” Akari suggested.

“The badges are harmless.” Relia waved a dismissive hand. “I pulled one apart, and it’s just metal and mag strips. No anti-mana sigils.” She glanced over at Kalden. “It’s technically possible to stunt your growth with bad habits, but that would be more unpredictable.”

“Bad habits?” Akari asked.

“Yeah. Do you guys have soulshine here?”

They both nodded.

“Some people use that to force more mana through their souls.” Relia’s face twisted as she spoke, and it was clear what she thought of the drug. “They sacrifice long-term growth for short-term gain.”

“But soulshine’s a black-market drug,” Kalden said. “Most people aren’t taking it.”

“Good form makes a difference too,” Relia said. “And bad form can make you plateau.”

Akari thought of her gym class, and how the teachers corrected nitpicky things about her body placement, all the way down to the angle of her fingers. Mana arts were a hundred times more complex, and there was no one to tell her when she was messing up. Unless she counted Kalden, but he wouldn’t know any better than she would.

“Mind looking at our form sometime?” Akari asked.

“Sure.” Relia paused, glancing at something in the distance. “And I think I have the perfect targets.”

They came to a halt when they reached the top of a ridge. From there, they overlooked a valley filled with snow and bare trees.

“See them?” Relia asked.

Akari frowned, scanning the distant tree line. “See what?”

Relia gestured more insistently with her head. “To the right, behind those pine trees.”

“Raptors,” Kalden said in a low voice.

A few more seconds passed, then she spotted dark green feathers beyond the pine needles, rising and falling in rhythmic breaths.

“They’ve been following us for a few minutes now,” Relia said, “waiting for the perfect time to strike.” She turned to Akari. “Alright, let’s see that form of yours.”

“What?” She couldn’t help but glance around. “You want me to attack A-tier mana beasts?”

“Might as well do it while we have the high ground.”

“That’s not what she meant,” Kalden broke in. “You said you’d handle the fighting.”

“Yeah, and you wanted me to critique your forms.”

As they talked, a full pack of raptors emerged from their hiding spots. Apparently, they’d abandoned subtlety once they realized they’d been spotted. Dark scales covered the lower half of their bodies, and green feathers covered the top, from their snouts to their long tails. The creatures blinked up at them with their pale yellow eyes.

“Tell you what,” Relia said, “we’ll make a game of it. If either of you takes down a raptor, you keep all the profits. And don’t worry, I’ll protect you if things go bad. Which they probably will.”

Akari pushed aside her fears and fell into her Missile stance, cycling her mana through her limbs. Kalden did the same beside her.

The raptors hurried forward with impressive speed. Their leader stopped a short distance from the ridge and gave a bird-like battle cry. The others raised their claws in unison, forming a half-dozen spheres of flaming mana.

Another shriek from the leading raptor, and they launched their Missiles in a volley.
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TARGET PRACTICE


Orange light flooded Akari’s vision as the fire mana closed in. Her instincts told her to run, but where? There was nowhere to hide on this ridge, and she couldn’t get away in time.

“Hold still!” Relia stepped forward and raised both her hands skyward. Blue light shot out from her palms, flashing through the air like lightning.

The two colors collided as Relia’s Missiles knocked the others off course. One of the fireballs crashed into a nearby maple, leaving a dark crater in the broken bark. Another hit the ground near her boots, melting the snow and blackening the leaves beneath.

Idiot, Akari scolded herself. She could have done that. Maybe not as well, but anything was better than standing around.

No sooner had the raptors shot their volley than the entire pack charged forward. They ran close to the ground, and their tails slithered back and forth like snakes.

Kalden fired his own Missile at the lead raptor. The creature snapped its head up, piercing him with its reptilian eyes.

“Solid form,” Relia hollered. “But you’ll need more speed.”

The raptor jumped at the last second, soaring a good five feet into the air. Meanwhile, Kalden’s Missile landed harmlessly beneath it with a soft puff of snow.

“Shit,” Akari hissed under her breath. “They can do that?”

“Be ready to adjust your mana’s path.” Relia’s voice was still cheerful, despite the incoming mana beasts.

Kalden nodded as he fired another attack, far faster than the first.

Akari turned her focus back on the pack. This time, she didn’t hesitate before lining up her shot and releasing her mana.

The raptor saw her Missile, and its leg muscles tensed as it prepared to dodge left. Akari stepped right as the Missile flew, altering her center of gravity. At the same time, she moved her dominant hand in a quick circle, and the Missile spun in a corkscrew pattern. She felt the impact as it struck the creature on the side of its head.

Kalden’s next attack caught a raptor on its side. This one stumbled over a log before leaping back to its feet.

The pack reached the bottom of the ridge a second later. The center was too steep to jump, so they split up, attacking from either side.

“Alright.” Relia cracked her knuckles. “Stand back.”

Akari and Kalden each took a few steps backward, letting Relia put herself between them and the enemy. The redheaded girl stretched out her arms to either side, releasing two more torrents of blue mana.

Akari had expected her to dominate the field with raw power, but Relia’s Missiles were sharp and narrow like flying bullets. Every step and technique looked precise, but effortless, like a dancer moving on a field.

Relia struck a raptor’s windpipe, and the creature’s head snapped back. Another raptor took a Missile between the eyes, and it collapsed face-first in the snow.

Akari gaped at the display, afraid to blink and miss something. In less than a minute, the pack had gone from an unstoppable force to a helpless mess.

Two more raptors struck with their fiery Missiles—one on each side. Relia took an unhurried step to her left, letting the fire pass mere inches from her face.

Kalden raised his palm and shot a raptor on Relia’s left. Akari followed his lead and aimed for the one on her right.

Relia pierced the right raptor through the eye, stealing Akari’s chance. Orange and blue flashed back and forth as she exchanged more blows with her left two opponents. It didn’t take long until the pair got clever, finding cover behind the thicker trees.

Then a second pack of raptors appeared on Akari’s side of the ridge.

This time, Akari unzipped her backpack and pulled out a G9 fire rod. Relia had said they could keep any raptor cores they killed themselves. She didn’t say anything about how they killed them.

The weapon vibrated in Akari’s hand as she pulled the trigger, releasing several fire Missiles at the approaching pack.

No one dodged this time. Instead, the closest raptor raised its claws, forming a transparent Construct between them. Akari’s Missile broke against the shield like water on a rock.

Damnit. Fire artists could repel fire. She’d known that, but she hadn’t expected it from a mana beast.

Kalden and Relia shifted their attacks on the new group. For a second, Akari could’ve sworn Relia’s Missiles were gold rather than blue, but she might have imagined it.

Most of the pack focused on Relia, but the closest one broke off and hurled a fire Missile at Akari.

Akari pulled the trigger on her rod, and fire met fire in midair. An explosion followed, and heat stung her face as she staggered back.

Her opponent charged through the haze of orange mana, swiping with its claws.

Akari pulled a lever on the left side of her rod, releasing the spring-powered bayonet. Then she swung, meeting the raptor’s claws with the steel shaft. Her swing hit the creature’s face, forcing it to bite down on the weapon. Its claw scraped against her hand, and she drove a kick into its exposed belly.

The raptor staggered back, narrowing its yellow eyes into a promise of pain.

Akari aimed the Missile rod in her left hand, then she formed a pure Missile in her right. Both attacks flew forward in the same moment.

Like most animals, the raptor moved entirely on instinct. It blocked the fire mana with another wave of its claw, but Akari altered her own Missile’s course and struck the creature on its right cheek.

She hurled another Missile before it recovered. This time, the raptor leapt into the air, launching a technique from above.

The blow took Akari straight in the chest. She flew back into the nearest tree, and the impact forced the air from her lungs. The raptor landed a few paces ahead with a crunch of snow. Before it could finish her, a wall of solid mana appeared between them. The raptor slammed into the Construct like a bird against a car window.

Relia. She’d been watching this whole time.

Akari checked herself for wounds, but the Missile hadn’t broken through her hoodie’s defenses. At least that was paying for itself. She cycled more mana into the fabric, recharging the sigils.

The shield faded, and Relia looked ready to finish the raptor.

“He’s mine,” Akari said as she fell back into her combat stance.

Her opponent prepared another blast of fire between its claws. Akari cycled her own mana as she charged forward to meet it.

The raptor hurled its technique, but Akari knocked it aside with her own Missile, the same way Relia had with the volley.

Her opponent swiped a claw toward her face. Akari raised her forearm to block, trusting her hoodie to absorb the damage once again. She threw another Missile at its legs, knocking it off balance. She forced the mana to hold its shape rather than turning to vapor. It wasn’t easy, but she’d gotten plenty of practice hitting those trees in Phoenix Park.

Akari spread out her arms, pulling the same Missile toward her and hitting the raptor several more times.

It hit the ground with a bird-like shriek, and Akari grabbed the fallen Missile rod, plunging the blade through its eye.

She sat there on her knees for several long seconds, breathing hard. Sweat coated her forehead despite the winter air, and her hands shook as they clutched the rod.

Relia and Kalden stepped forward, and Akari grinned down at her fallen opponent. “That counts,” she said.

Relia clapped her hands. “You got him!”

“Akari.” Kalden pointed a finger at her hand.

No sooner had the word left his mouth than she felt something warm and sticky on her weapon’s handle. She flipped over her hand and saw a thin red line that ran all the way from her thumb to her pinky.

Shit. Akari rolled up her hoodie’s sleeve to keep the fabric from getting stained. Her adrenaline faded, and a wave of pain struck her like a hot stove.

“Hang on.” Kalden unshouldered his backpack and unzipped the top. “I’ll get a potion.”

“No worries,” Relia said. “I’ve got this.” She raised her arm and a sphere of glowing mana formed in her palm. Akari couldn’t tell if it was green or gold. Maybe both.

The Missile left Relia’s hand, drifting slowly between them like a leaf on the wind. Another wave of pain shot through Akari’s arm as the mana touched the wound. She gritted her teeth, fighting the urge to flinch. But when she opened her hand again, the skin was sealing itself back up.

“You’re a healer?” Akari asked. That couldn’t be right; Noella and Maelyn both needed physical contact to heal someone, but Relia had done it from three feet away.

“Life artist,” the other girl said. “It’s like restoration, but way more versatile. You’ll see what I mean later.”

“Didn’t you use pure mana against those raptors?” Kalden closed his backpack and inspected Akari’s hand. She held it out for him to see, using her other hand to unscrew the top of her water bottle. Killing dragons was thirsty work, even little ones like these.

“Sure,” Relia said. “I have pure mana, too. You saw my master’s aspect video, right?”

“Yeah.” Akari took a long drink. “He said you only get one.”

“Pure mana doesn’t count. Wait long enough, and you can aspect half your mana and leave the other half pure.”

“What?” Kalden sounded as surprised as she felt. “I’ve never heard of that.”

“Me neither.” Akari wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Must have slipped your master’s mind.”

“Maybe I’m thinking of a different video.” She brought her index finger to her chin. “It’s not a popular route, especially with the casual crowd. It makes you more balanced in the long run, but you miss out on the fun stuff up front.”

She’d also seen the Grandmaster use pure mana in the first few videos, so he’d probably aspected half his mana too.

“How was our form?” Akari asked. “You never said.”

“Yeah.” Relia rubbed her chin again. “About that—I thought you guys just started a few months ago?”

Kalden nodded. “We started last Hexember. Around the same time you showed up.”

“That makes no sense,” Relia said.

Akari perked up at that. “You’re saying we’re good?”

“I’m saying no one’s that good in two months.”

“This wasn’t easy,” Kalden said. “It took us weeks to make our first Missiles. That fits with—”

“You don’t get it,” Relia broke in. “I saw you guys shifting your mana in midair.”

“You told us to do that.”

“I didn’t think you’d pull it off!” She rounded on Akari. “And you—your mana held its shape after you hit that raptor. That’s even more advanced.”

“I practiced that for weeks,” Akari said.

“A few weeks is nothing . . .” Relia trailed off, then began again. “Do either of you play an instrument?”

Akari shook her head. That sort of thing cost time and money she didn’t have.

“I play the violin,” Kalden said. “Plus I took a few years of piano.”

Of course he did.

“Okay,” Relia said, “a few years of piano. How well could you play Nohira’s Fourth Symphony right now?”

“Not well,” he admitted. “I’d need a few months to brush up.”

“Exactly,” she said. “But you wouldn’t start from scratch in that time. No one can move mana that well in just a few months.”

Akari stood a little straighter. “You saying we did the mana equivalent of what’s her name’s symphony?”

Relia waggled a hand. “I mean, these aren’t Master-level skills or anything. I’ve seen eight-year-olds who can fight like you, but they start learning when they’re three or four.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped again.

“Does everyone start that early?” Kalden asked. “Where you’re from, I mean.”

“I started early,” Relia said. “Other people start older. But you guys look like you’ve had years of experience, and some good teachers. Online videos wouldn’t do all this—there are too many small ways to mess up, and you need a real teacher to point those out.”

Weird. Maelyn had said something similar, but Akari had assumed it was the Grandmaster’s videos that made them better.

Kalden gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know what else to say. We didn’t even know where to start until we found those videos.”

“I believe you,” Relia said, but her eyes were distant.

Akari’s frown deepened at that. If she and Kalden were really too good to be true, then why did Relia believe them? Wouldn’t it be more logical to assume they were lying? And there was something off about her expression—like she wanted to tell them something, but couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Relia turned to face them again. “Do you ever dream about mana arts? About techniques you haven’t learned in real life?”

Before they could say anything else, something shook the ground beneath their boots. Akari felt the vibrations in her chest as well as her ears.

“Hold that thought,” Relia said. “Looks like the drake is here.”
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LIFE AND DEATH


Trees parted as the drake emerged from the forest. Emerald green scales covered its body from head to tail, and a column of jagged spikes ran along its back. The creature had the mouth of a crocodile and the body of a raptor.

A “raptor” that was over twenty feet tall.

Akari had seen drakes in movies, but movies didn’t do them justice. No amount of suspenseful music or camera angles could recreate this feeling. Her legs shook as she met its yellow eyes, and her head spun with a sudden sense of vertigo.

The ground shook as it took another step toward them. Fire sparked between its front claws, and the creature released a flaming Missile.

Talek. That technique was wider than a boulder.

Akari froze in place, but it had nothing to do with her lack of combat experience. She wanted to run, but Relia had kept them alive so far. Better to stay close to her.

The other girl spread her legs in a wide stance, hands loose at her sides. The Missile reached them a heartbeat later, and Relia thrust her right arm forward. Pale blue mana flowed out from her palm, forming a protective shield in front of her. The Missile struck the shield in a flash of bright light, and the sound that followed was like a clap of thunder.

Akari shielded her eyes from the light. When she opened them again, the drake’s Missile was gone, and so was the shield.

“What was that?” Akari blurted out.

“Oh, that’s right.” Relia gave a small laugh. “You guys haven’t seen the Construct video yet. Well, I’m not my master, but I guess now’s a good time for a crash course.”

The drake took Relia’s shield in stride, conjuring another flaming Missile between its claws.

“Rule number one.” Relia spoke in a calm tone, like a teacher in a classroom. “Most Constructs start as Missiles. That’s the best way to get the mana outside your body.”

To demonstrate her point, Relia shot a slow Missile from her hand. It stopped a few inches in front of her, then it stretched wide like a dinner plate. “You have to push and pull at the same time. Then it has no choice but to flatten like this.”

A second fire Missile closed in like a falling meteor.

Relia’s Construct grew wider in response. “Rule number two—your Construct should have more mana than your opponent’s attack. Otherwise it won’t hold.”

The drake’s Missile hit her shield, but it didn’t budge.

“Here’s a slightly weaker one,” Relia said as the next Missile closed in. “Might wanna step back.”

Akari and Kalden followed her advice, needing no more encouragement.

Relia’s first shields had formed directly in front of her palm, but this next one appeared five or six feet away. The drake’s Missile struck the surface, and the Construct flew toward them like a tidal wave. Relia dug her boots into the snow as she struggled to hold it back.

The ground shook again as the drake stepped closer, firing more Missiles.

“Rule number three.” Relia still didn’t sound winded. “Constructs break when they’re damaged, but more mana can keep them alive.”

The drake abandoned its ranged attacks and charged up the hill.

Relia spread out her hands in a pose Akari didn’t recognize. Mana poured out from her palms in two streams of pale blue light. At first, these came out narrow like Missiles, then they flared out at the ends, turning to vapor in midair.

Slowly, that vapor crystallized around them, forming a transparent dome.

The drake slammed into the dome a second later. Still, the Construct held over the next few seconds, and Relia recharged it with her outstretched palms. That single technique probably had more mana than her and Kalden’s combined reserves.

“How do we take this down?” Kalden asked as the drake shoved its body into the shield.

Relia’s expression turned solemn, and her shield lifted several inches off the ground. “Remember what I said about life mana, and how it’s more versatile than other healing types? Here’s why.”

A stream of green-gold light emerged from her left hand, drifting toward the ground like falling ribbons. Relia lowered her center of gravity, directing the Missiles beneath the dome, then up toward the drake’s face.

“Fire artists don’t just make fire,” Relia said. “They’re the best at opposing it. It’s the same with other aspects.”

Her techniques settled around the creature’s neck, then its body collapsed like a massive rag doll. A cloud of snow struck the shield, but there was no blood or broken bones. It didn’t even cry out in pain as it died.

“Talek,” Akari muttered. “What the hell was that?”

“I’m no expert,” Kalden said, “but I think she broke its spinal cord.”

“What he said.” Relia pointed a finger toward him. “It’s the quickest way to kill most animals.”

Including people, Akari thought. She was all for killing mana beasts quickly, especially if it spared them the pain. But she shuddered to imagine what else Relia could do. Could she make someone drop dead of a heart attack? What about a stroke, or cancer? Would it look natural?

The shield faded around them, and they stood in silence around the drake’s massive body.

“Is this aspect legal where you’re from?” Kalden asked.

Relia winced at that. It was the first time she’d looked uncomfortable all day. “It’s not illegal to use life mana. But it’s also not the best way to make friends.” Her eyes darted back and forth between them. “Before you ask—no. I’ve never killed another person before. Not even here.”

That was true. The news kept talking about how dangerous the Fugitive was, but no one had actually died against her. Just a lot of hurt feelings and broken bones.

The three of them set to work removing the cores, which took the better part of the afternoon. Raptor hide was even tougher than ordinary leather, and Akari’s hands ached from sawing through it with her knife. Even Relia had a hard time with the drake’s core, and her blade had metal mana sigils.

They chatted more as they worked, mostly about Constructs and how Akari and Kalden could take the first steps toward forming them. Apparently, you needed over fifty mana points to make one with any real combat utility. That meant that Kalden could start any time, but Akari would need to wait until Silver at the very least.

“But you’re still off to a good start,” Relia told her. “For now, keep working on your shaping exercises. Constructs are all about moving mana outside your body. The better you can do that, the better off you’ll be.”

The sun had already set by the time they made it back to White Vale. Fortunately, the core processing plant didn’t close until midnight, and Akari and Kalden dropped off their findings for the day—one drake core and thirteen raptor cores.

Relia had tried giving them a zylusk core before they parted ways, but Kalden shot down that idea.

“You tried selling these to other hunters?” he’d asked when they reached her hiding place.

“That’s right,” Relia said.

“And what if they told their friends? What if word got out that a strange girl is selling A-tier cores beyond the wall?”

“I already thought of that,” she said, “but I wore a disguise that day. They won’t have enough to track me down.”

“Still, I’d bet the Martials are watching zylusk cores, waiting to see who sells them. And you can’t get much more suspicious than a couple of high-school students.”

Akari gave a slow nod. She wouldn’t have thought of that, but it made sense. Kalden had his cover story with the mercenaries; he’d even paid a small group to give his mother a paper trail. But that story wouldn’t hold up in a Martial interrogation.

“Okay.” Relia deflated and tossed the core back on the ground. “Point taken, I guess.”

By the time they’d processed all the cores, their total came to seven goldnotes. Or seventy silvernotes, depending on how you looked at it. Most of that money would go to Relia, but Akari would get three silvernotes for the raptor she’d killed. That would easily buy her enough liquid mana to reach Silver before her sixteenth birthday. Between that and the videos Relia had promised them, things were finally looking up.

Unfortunately, the processing station could only exchange one set of bounty tokens for another. They’d need to visit the office tomorrow morning to cash out, and that meant spending the night in White Vale.
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“Bad news,” Kalden said as he stepped across the lobby. “All the apartments were booked.” In hindsight, he should have reserved a room before they’d left. They’d packed spare clothes just in case, but they hadn’t known how long they’d be here.

Akari frowned at the keycard in his hand. “What’s that mean? Is that different from a hotel room?”

He nodded. “Depends on the place, but apartments normally have multiple bedrooms, plus a living room, kitchen . . .” He trailed off, holding up the plastic card. “This only has one room.”

“And one bed?” she asked.

“No, it has two.”

Akari rolled her eyes “Then what’s wrong? Doesn’t live up to Gold standards? Can’t sleep without fountains and waterfalls?”

“No, I’m just saying—we’d have to share a room.”

“So?” Akari crossed her arms, clearly eager to get moving. “We’re staying one night. Not like we’re hunkering down for the winter.”

“It doesn’t bother you at all?” Kalden asked as he led the way toward the elevator. “You were timid as a squirrel when we first met.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t trust most Golds.”

They stood side by side in the elevator as the steel doors snapped shut. Glass walls surrounded them on three sides, giving them a clear view of the snow-covered parking lot. As the elevator car lifted, that view expanded to include all of White Vale.

“Why?” Akari asked as they climbed the first few floors. “Does it bother you?”

Kalden coughed as he considered his next reply. He’d never actually slept in the same room with a girl his age. Not even Maelyn. She’d slept over before—so had Emberlyn—but his family had more than enough guest rooms.

Akari must have taken his pause as a confirmation because she let out a small laugh. “You’re such a girl.”

Kalden met her gaze in the reflective glass. “That’s sexist.”

“Can’t be sexist against myself, can I?”

“No, I’m pretty sure you just did.”

She raised her eyebrows as if to say he’d proven her point.

“And no,” Kalden said, “it doesn’t bother me. But it’s different for Golds. Our lives are more public, so we have standards for propriety.”

“That’s because you all backstab each other.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong about that.

“Don’t worry,” Akari said, “I’ll tell everyone your virtue is intact.”

“Perfect,” Kalden said. “And if they pry further, we’ll say you tried to seduce me, but I nobly resisted.”

She rolled her eyes at the last comment, but her cheeks colored as she turned away. Well, served her right for picking on him.

The room was about what he’d expected. The sink and mirror sat in the entryway across from the bathroom, which contained only a toilet and shower. Two master-sized beds sat in the larger room beyond, along with a TV and a slider door that led out to a balcony.

They tossed their backpacks on the beds, and Kalden opened the room-service booklet on the nightstand. The restaurants were still open downstairs, but they’d both agreed this was better. This had already been a long day, and public appearances were always a risk. He didn’t expect someone to recognize him here, but you could never be too careful.

“I’m gonna take a shower,” Akari said as she pulled some fresh clothes from her backpack.

“Wait.” Kalden gestured to the menu. “Do you know what you want?”

She shrugged a shoulder. “Whatever you’re having.”

“Really? How do you know I’m not getting chocolate?”

Akari gave him a flat look. “Chocolate for dinner?”

“Alright.” He shrugged. “As long as you don’t have more allergies I don’t know about.”

She shook her head as she headed into the bathroom. “Just the one.”

Kalden ordered the room service, and Akari emerged from the bathroom ten minutes later wearing a black tank top and sleep shorts. Kalden watched as she leaned in front of the mirror and brushed the tangles from her wet hair. She was actually kind of cute when she wasn’t glaring or snapping at people.

On second thought, she was still cute when she was glaring.

Kalden’s heart threw itself against his ribcage, and he averted his gaze. Funny how it did that sometimes. He wasn’t into Akari as more than a friend, but sometimes his body disagreed with that choice.

Someone knocked on the door, causing Akari to jump and drop her hairbrush in the sink.

“Must be the room service,” Kalden said as he hopped off the bed. But when he opened the door, he didn’t see a hotel staff member like he’d expected.

Instead, he stood face-to-face with Emberlyn’s father, Zedall Frostblade.
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MARTIAL INTERROGATION


“Agent Frostblade.” Kalden dipped his head in a shallow bow.

“No need for that.” Emberlyn’s father strode past Kalden as smoothly as if he’d been invited. Like most State Martials, the man wore a dark suit jacket with a crisp white dress shirt beneath. He was Espirian like his daughter, but while Emberlyn had long golden hair, his was a darker shade of brown, cut short and receding around the temples.

“Ah.” Frostblade paused a second later when he saw Akari by the sink. “I didn’t realize you had company.”

Akari shuffled back, looking more afraid now than she’d looked all day in the Contested Area. Kalden didn’t blame her, either.

He fumbled for an explanation, but what could he say? An informant would have her own hotel room. Even if she visited her employer, she wouldn’t do it in her pajamas.

Frostblade turned back to Kalden, not sparing Akari a second glance. “We need to talk,” he said. “In private.”

“Of course,” Kalden stammered. “When—”

“The rooftop bar will do.” Despite the late hour, his tone seemed to suggest sooner rather than later.

“Perfect,” Kalden said. “Can I have five minutes to get ready?”

Frostblade gave a curt nod. “I’ll head up now and wait for you.”

Kalden shut the door behind him, leaning on the wooden frame to catch his breath.

“Shit,” Akari muttered. “Was that who I think it was?”

“Yeah,” Kalden said with a shaky nod.

“What’s he want with you?”

Kalden made a zipping motion across his mouth, then shot a wary glance at the walls on either side. The Martials knew where he was staying, and the best time to listen would be now, when they had a relative sense of safety.

Deep breaths, Kalden told himself. He didn’t know if Frostblade’s visit was personal or professional. His demeanor suggested the latter, but that was normal. This man talked to his own daughter as if she were an agent under his command.

His thoughts raced as he moved to get ready. Guessing Frostblade’s exact motive would be unproductive. Just like in a game of crowns, he’d have to consider every possible move from his opponent and plan accordingly.

He didn’t have time for a full shower, but he washed his hands and face in the sink, removing any obvious signs of dirt or raptor blood. After that, he changed into his other set of clothes, brushed his teeth, and combed his hair.

If this were any other time, Akari would have joked about all the effort he put into his appearance. But she stood there in total silence, not even cracking a smile. They’d both worried about a Martial interrogation since before they set out for White Vale. Now, it was finally happening. And no matter what he did, the power dynamic favored Frostblade in more ways than one.

The elevator reached the rooftop a few minutes later. A glass dome covered the entire restaurant, and the floor vents blasted out warm air. Snowflakes clung to the glass like white dust, while others blew in swirls against the night sky.

He’d assumed “rooftop bar” was just a description. But no, the black and white sign actually said “The Rooftop Bar” in thin capital letters. Not the most inspired name, but he’d seen worse.

A long granite counter dominated the far wall, and circular tables filled the space between them. He made his way past the other patrons until he found Frostblade sitting in the back corner with a sound suppressor on his table.

No sooner had Kalden sat down than a thin Shokenese man approached them with a pair of menus.

Frostblade held up his hand before their server could speak. “Hightown Park. Neat.”

Clearly, this man had experience dealing with impatient Golds because he took the interruption in stride as he turned to Kalden. “And for you, sir?”

Hightown Park was a single malt corzi—probably older than Kalden was. Having recently turned sixteen, Kalden still hadn’t mastered the art of ordering impressive drinks. Instead, he went with his father’s favorite.

“Ace of Fire, please. With a water.”

The server gave a brisk nod and stepped outside the sound suppressor.

Frostblade gave him a knowing smile. “You seem nervous.”

“Do I?” Kalden did his best to mirror the older man’s expression, clasping his shaking hands on the table.

“Is this about that Bronze in your hotel room?”

Kalden blinked. Akari hadn’t been wearing her badge. Unless he’d looked at her mana directly?

“She left her badge on top of her backpack,” Frostblade explained. “You’ll have to forgive my intrusion. I honestly didn’t know.”

“Ah,” was all Kalden could say. He’d prepared several explanations, ranging from the full truth to variations of it. Unfortunately, the Martial had decades more experience with this sort of talk. He’d kept his first few moves vague, leaving awkward silences for Kalden to fill. Kalden saw the tactic for what it was, but as with most skilled opponents, seeing their tactics wasn’t enough to stop them.

“She works for me,” he finally said. “But my mother doesn’t know about her. That’s why we shared a room.”

“Don’t worry.” Frostblade’s laugh was almost amiable. “You’re not engaged to my daughter yet, despite what she may think.”

Kalden released a breath, though the storm hadn’t fully passed.

“In the meantime,” he continued, “what’s the point of being Gold if we can’t have our way from time to time? Just don’t get her pregnant, and there’s no harm done.”

While relationships between ranks had always been discouraged, pregnancies were considered far worse. Now that Kalden knew more about mana arts, he saw the issue in a new light. In most cases, the child would be born a Silver. But there was a small chance of getting a Bronze with high mana levels.

Someone like Akari.

Such a person could learn mana arts with the right training. And when that happened, people would question the entire system.

The conversation paused as their server appeared with three glasses, placing each on the granite tabletop.

Once they were alone again, Frostblade brought his own glass to his lips. “Like I said, I didn’t come to White Vale to judge you.”

“You’re hunting the Fugitive,” Kalden said as he took a sip from his glass. It didn’t taste as good as he’d imagined—the smoke overshadowed the hints of salt and spice.

“What do you know about her?” Frostblade asked.

Kalden coughed on his drink and immediately brought his napkin to his mouth. “Her?”

“The Fugitive is a young woman.”

Kalden had to clear his throat several more times, then he took a long drink from his water glass. “The media seems to disagree.”

He nodded. “Can you guess why we’ve let them spread misinformation?”

“You’re luring her into a false sense of security,” Kalden guessed. And it was working. As far as Relia was concerned, no one in White Vale had seen her. She might not have shown her face in the Hunters’ Guild otherwise.

Frostblade raised his glass to him. “The Contested Area is too large for us to cover, and squads of smaller agents don’t stand a chance in a straight fight. We need her to come to us.”

“And why are you sharing this plan with me?” Kalden asked.

“Because you’ve seen her.”

Ice ran through Kalden’s veins, but he forced his face into a calm expression before he furrowed his brow. “You don’t think the girl in my room . . .”

“Of course not.” Frostblade waved a dismissive hand. “But we spotted the Fugitive in the dining hall today around lunchtime.”

Damnit. So that was how Frostblade knew he was here. He’d checked the Guild’s security cameras.

The older man sipped his corzi, but he kept his eyes trained forward. Kalden mirrored his opponent’s motion as he considered his next move. Most likely, Frostblade would ask if he’d interacted with her at lunchtime.

Kalden could deny it, but then his opponent would retort with evidence, catching him in any number of lies. He and Akari had arrived in the dining hall within minutes of Relia, and they’d ordered lunch immediately after she’d left.

What’s more, another Martial had been sitting across the dining hall, and he’d likely seen the whole thing. Denying the talk would be Kalden’s worst possible move.

What would an innocent person say?

“I was there around noon,” Kalden offered. “Someone approached my table and sat down—an Espirian girl, late teens or early twenties.” He avoided mentioning her red hair for now. Most security cameras didn’t film in color. There was a chance—however small—that they didn’t know that detail.

Frostblade raised an eyebrow. “What did she want?”

“She tried to sell us cores.”

“And you didn’t think to report that?”

“I thought about it,” Kalden said. “But I figured it was some local trying to scam tourists. I never thought . . .” He blinked several times, trying to look as overwhelmed as he felt.

“. . . that you’d just met the most dangerous person on Arkala,” the Martial finished for him.

Kalden dug his elbows into the table, clinging to it like a raft in a storm. “If my mother finds out about this, that’ll be the last time I travel on my own.”

Frostblade practically rolled his eyes at that last comment, which was the intended effect. He took another drink and continued. “The Guild has received similar reports of a girl trying to sell them zylusk cores. But those reports happened outside the walls. She’s getting more desperate, and that’s exactly how we want her. Lost and desperate, but with a false sense of safety.”

That described Relia surprisingly well. For all her power and skill as a mana artist, he couldn’t imagine a happy ending for her.

Frostblade drained the rest of his glass. “You’re heading home tomorrow I presume?”

“That’s right,” Kalden said.

He pulled a card from his jacket and slid it across the table. “Here’s my number if you see anything else.” And with that, he left a silvernote by his glass and stood to leave. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
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RISKS


Akari admired her watch the next morning as she dressed.

44/44.

That was three points higher than yesterday morning, and she’d gained it all in the Contested Area. It would have taken her a week to do that over Midwinter break, even with all those hours of constant training.

Everyone said the ambient mana was richer beyond the wall, but Akari hadn’t realized the difference until now. Actual combat mattered, too. According to Relia, your soul could sense true danger, and it opened wider to give you a temporary boost.

Just six more points until Silver.

Her daydreaming ended a few minutes later when she and Kalden rode the elevator back to the ground level. After a quick breakfast at the Guild’s dining hall, they headed over to the bounty shop to cash in their tokens. Frostblade and the others would have already seen yesterday’s core records, so there was no sense in waiting.

With that done, Kalden led them over to the next shop, where he spent five silvernotes on a portable sound suppressor.

“I should have bought one of these before the trip,” he said as they walked back toward the hotel lobby. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Would have made things easier,” Akari agreed. He’d still been paranoid after his chat with Frostblade, and they’d resorted to code talk all night. That sounded cool in theory, but it got old fast.

Maybe now they could finally make a real plan.

They’d already checked out of their hotel room, so they stepped into the eastern stairwell instead. This place didn’t get much traffic judging by the rough concrete stairs and dim lighting.

Kalden sat the sound suppressor on the floor, pressing the top button to activate it. The hum of the hotel faded, replaced with the sound of their own breathing.

“We can’t go through with this meeting,” Kalden said. “Not with the Martials watching.”

Akari frowned. “I thought your talk with Frostblade went fine?”

“That’s what I thought. But interrogations aren’t graded. He could have decided I was guilty and kept it to himself.”

“The Martials can’t follow us outside the wall,” she said. “We’d notice if they tried.”

“No. We wouldn’t. A skilled shadow artist can move through the forest unseen. Someone could have followed us yesterday for all we know.”

Well, there was some nightmare fuel. Akari glanced around the stairwell, half-expecting someone to jump out and surprise them. She’d never heard of shadow artists outside of movies. Then again, advertising them to the public might defeat the point.

“That’s probably how they got a visual on her,” Kalden said. “It wouldn’t be the first time she underestimated them.”

“All the more reason to warn her.”

“Unless warning her does more harm than good. What if the Martials follow us to the meeting?”

Akari pointed at the floor. “You said they wanted to trap her on this side.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” he said. “Frostblade could’ve been bluffing last night—throwing mud at the ceiling to see what sticks.”

She groaned. “You seriously think that?”

“No,” he said after a short pause. “Relia’s a prime suspect at the very least. But I don’t think Frostblade would share his plan for no reason. He’s moving us like pawns on a crowns board.”

“You got a better idea?” Akari asked. “Let me guess, you want to take the money and run.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Given the circumstances, it’s probably the safest thing.”

“And what about Relia?”

“She can handle herself.”

“Not if the Martials use that toxic gas again. And don’t we owe her for helping us?”

“Technically,” he said, “we only agreed to one thing—the videos for the bounty money. She hasn’t given us the videos, so we owe her nothing.”

Talek. One minute, Kalden was all smiles, and then this ruthless Gold took over. Relia had done most of the work yesterday, and, well . . . she felt like they were friends. Friends didn’t betray each other like that.

“Look . . .” Kalden’s face softened. “You can keep the money. All of it.”

“You don’t get it,” Akari said. “Money means nothing in the long run.” Every stray dog fought to live until the next day, but hoarding food just made you a bigger target. Her experience in Tidegate had etched that lesson in stone.

“You’d rather get caught by the Martials?” he asked.

“We could go early,” she said. “What time is it now?”

Kalden checked the black and gold watch on his wrist. “Almost nine thirty.”

She nodded. “We can bury the money, then message her on the dark web tonight. She’ll send us the videos, and everyone wins.”

Kalden actually seemed to consider that. “It’s still a huge risk. We have no idea what the Martials know, or how close they’re watching.”

Light flooded the stairwell as the door opened behind her. Akari’s heart leapt as she spun around, prepared to see another Martial in a dark suit.

Instead, a red-haired figure stepped forward, passing the barrier of their sound suppressor. “Morning,” Relia said, cheerful as ever.

“What are you doing here?” Kalden snapped. “We said we’d meet at ten thirty.”

She cocked her head to the side. “You guys didn’t hear?”

“Didn’t hear what?”

“They aren’t letting people out today—something about maintenance on the wall. I had to come to you instead.”

“Shit,” Akari muttered. “That was their plan all along.”

Relia frowned. “What’s up?”

Kalden pulled out the envelope of money and shoved it into her open hands. “You need to leave right now. The Martials know what you look like.”

“You talked to them?”

Kalden gave Relia the bones of last night’s events, explaining how Frostblade had shown up in their room and hinted at a plan to catch her. The words all poured out in a rush, but Akari didn’t blame him for hurrying. The Martials might show up at any second, and the three of them couldn’t look more suspicious if they tried.

Akari cleared her throat before Relia could leave. “You brought the videos, right?”

“Huh?” Relia blinked at her, then seemed to remember. “Oh yeah. They’re all here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a black and white thumb drive. Akari pocketed the drive, and Relia turned back to Kalden. “I’ll have to fight the Martials anyway when I break out my master.”

“So that’s your plan,” Kalden said. “Take them on by yourself.”

“I could do it alone.” Relia paused for several seconds as if mustering her courage. “Or we could do it together.”

And just like that, the pieces clicked. These last twenty-four hours were one giant sales pitch designed to recruit them.

“I can take a dozen Martials in a fight,” Relia said, “but it takes more than one person to stage a prison break. Moreno started hacking their files before he died. He downloaded the prison’s schematics and guard schedules, and that was just the start.”

Akari perked up at that. Another hacker? She’d known Relia’s partner was tech-savvy, but no one told her he was that good.

“You could pick up where he left off,” Relia continued quickly. “I still have his computer and all his files.” She held up the envelope of goldnotes. “We can take this and buy whatever else we need.”

Kalden crossed his arms. “Remind us again what happened to the rest of your crew.”

That took the wind from Relia’s sails. She slumped her shoulders and lowered her voice. “They weren’t even combat artists. We never meant for them to fight.”

“And you couldn’t heal them?” he pressed.

Relia shook her head, gazing down at her boots.

Kalden let out a long breath. “I get why you’re set on saving your master, but we barely know you. You’re asking us to drop everything—our entire lives. You’re asking us to fight the most dangerous organization in the Archipelago.”

“I know what I’m asking,” she said. “But if you help my master, he’ll set you up for life on the outside.” She turned to meet Akari’s eyes. “He can get you into the world’s top university. You’d be treated fairly there, and you’ll be stronger than any mana artist you’ve ever heard of.”

Her gaze shifted back to Kalden. “And once we leave the island, we can help you find your lost brother.”

“None of that matters if the Martials kill us first,” Kalden said.

“I can keep you safe.”

He raised his eyebrows, letting the obvious question go unspoken.

“I would handle all the fighting,” she said. “I promise. It wouldn’t be like before.”

“I’m sure you mean well,” he said, “but you can’t guarantee that.”

Relia bit her lip and looked away. “Guess that’s a no?”

Kalden hesitated, shooting Akari a look. “I’ll understand if you want to go, but I have to draw the line somewhere. This is it for me.”

“So?” Relia turned to face Akari next. “You’ve been quiet this whole time.”

Despite the thoughts swirling through her head, Akari didn’t answer right away. She wanted to help Relia. These past few days had been everything she’d wanted out of life. She could have stayed in White Vale forever, and Relia had promised her far more than just hunting.

But of course, this world was just a dream, and that dream had ended the moment Frostblade showed up in their hotel room. One look from him, and she felt more like a child than a mana artist.

“Kalden has a point,” she said. “This is way out of our league.”

“You said you wanted to get stronger,” Relia said. “This is what it looks like. You have to take risks if you want to advance.”

“How much mana does your master have?” Akari asked.

Relia blinked at the sudden change of topic. “I don’t know—fifty thousand points, at least. That’s the minimum to reach Grandmaster.”

So he wasn’t just stronger than Relia. He was more than twenty times stronger. And the Martials had been ready for that. Not only had they captured him in Keylas, but they’d held him captive for several months.

“The Martials only had one trick,” Relia said. “I broke through once I realized that. I can do the same with their prison.”

“One trick that you know of,” Kalden corrected. “And that proves how resourceful they are. Why don’t you go for help instead?”

She shook her head. “I’m not leaving without him.”

“Is that what he’d want?” Kalden asked. “For you to die trying to rescue him? I don’t know the guy, but most teachers would rather see their students survive.”

“Maybe I am being reckless,” she admitted. “But someone has to be. This whole place is a prison, and everyone’s too scared to leave.”

When Kalden didn’t reply, Relia turned back to Akari. “I’ve seen the way Bronze are treated here. You’ve gotten this far because you’re willing to break the rules. But you’ll never make it to Silver if you don’t think beyond these walls.”

Akari’s heart raced as she imagined getting on a boat and leaving this island behind. But her mouth didn’t move to accept Relia’s offer. Fighting the Martials wouldn’t be like fighting wild mana beasts. They’d have to be on guard every second of every day. And Akari’s life was nothing to her enemies. One stray Missile, and her story ended forever. She’d seen it happen before.

“Sorry,” she said. “I hope you find your master.”

Relia sighed as she turned to leave. Her footsteps faded as she passed the sound suppressor’s boundaries, then she opened the door and passed back into the lobby.

Akari and Kalden climbed the stairs before taking the elevator back down. From there, they walked across the parking lot in silence. Even now, Akari couldn’t say whether or not she’d made the right choice.

You’ve made it this far, she thought as she squeezed the thumb drive in her pocket. She and Kalden could keep training together. They could learn mana arts the right way, without fighting impossible odds. It wouldn’t be easy, but she’d take that over a suicide mission.

They were halfway to the train station when a pair of black and gold helicopters flew down from the morning sky, close enough to ruffle her hair.

Kalden lowered his sunglasses as they sank to the ground. “Martials,” he said in a low voice.

Akari followed his gaze to where they hovered over a grass clearing outside the Hunters’ Guild. Half a dozen dark vans closed around the same spot. Most of the civilians cleared away, but a few braver ones gathered around to watch. Akari fell in with them, and she felt Kalden keep pace beside her.

Amid the chaos, a red-haired figure stood her ground.

The vans formed a circle around Relia, trapping her inside. Their metal doors slid open, and dozens of Martials spilled out. Dark armor covered their bodies from head to heel, and they carried blades, assault rifles, and Missile rods.

One of the Martials stepped into the circle. Akari couldn’t see his face, but she recognized his voice from last night.

“Dawnfire.” His words echoed through the clearing, sending shivers down her spine. “We need to talk.”
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A DYING FLAME


Sirens flashed on the Martial vans, and the helicopters spun their blades, sending flurries of snow all over the courtyard. Akari’s instincts told her to run, but she had to see this. She had to see how strong Relia truly was.

The girl stood perfectly still amid her enemies. The only movement was her jacket and red hair, which both thrashed in the wind. She kept her face blank as she surveyed the scene.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” Relia spoke loud and clear, projecting her voice through the clearing. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“That’s good.” Frostblade nodded as if they’d just made a deal. “Neither do we. Come with us, and we’ll talk.”

“Is that what you told my master?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he replied. “But we—‍”

“Then send someone who does,” she interrupted. “My master won’t hold a grudge. Let him go, and we’ll leave in peace. No one needs to die.”

“Enough,” he bellowed. “We’ll talk later. After you’ve surrendered.”

The others adjusted their aim, making his words a silent threat.

Like all law officers, Frostblade clearly loved the sound of his own voice. He couldn’t listen if his life depended on it, which it probably did. Then again, hadn’t Relia said she’d never killed another human before?

First time for everything.

Relia lowered her eyes in defeat, but a faint blue glow colored the skin of her hands. The Martials attacked a second later. Their Missiles tore through the clearing, and the sight was brighter than ten strikes of lightning. Assault rifles fired in rapid succession, and the sound shook Akari to her bones.

A Construct formed around Relia—a perfect dome of transparent blue mana. It rippled like the sea as a hundred bullets and Missiles struck its surface. She thrust out her arms, and pieces of the shield flickered out as she unleashed her own attacks.

One Missile struck a man’s chest and hurled him back into the nearest van. Windows shattered, and clouds of dust erupted as the others slammed into the brick wall.

Several more injuries followed—all too fast for Akari’s eyes to see. Relia moved in a blur of motion. No sooner had she launched her first few techniques than she raised another shield to catch her enemies’ attacks.

“Come on.” Kalden grabbed Akari’s arm and pulled her back from the wall’s parapet. He let go before she could protest, and she followed him behind a cluster of evergreen trees. The view here wasn’t as good, but at least they wouldn’t get hit by a stray bullet or Missile.

The chaos continued, and it was impossible to say who had the upper hand. Most of the Martials had taken cover behind their vehicles, still attacking with guns and rods.

“They’re wearing her down,” Kalden said. His words sounded distant in Akari’s ringing ears.

He was right. Emberlyn’s father hadn’t used a single technique, and he was supposed to be the Martials’ best fighter. He would lose to Relia in a straight fight, but that wouldn’t matter if her mana ran dry.

Barely thirty seconds had passed, and Relia had disarmed more than a quarter of the enemy ranks. Unfortunately, she was no closer to escaping. The helicopters still loomed above, bombarding her with constant machine-gun fire. The vans surrounded her on all sides, and the Golds waited in reserve.

How could she hold that shield for so long? Akari didn’t know much about Constructs, but they obviously drained your mana faster than Missiles. Relia must have noticed the same problem, because her legs glowed blue and she launched herself at the vans opposite Frostblade.

The Golds joined the fight, raising barriers of ice between Relia and the Silvers. Relia didn’t lose her momentum. Instead, her muscles shone brighter as she charged the nearest Construct. It shattered like a sheet of glass, but more Martials stepped forward, adding their own layers to the first. All the while, the others kept up their bombardment, and Relia couldn’t attack and defend herself at the same time.

She shot several Missiles into the dirt beneath her feet, launching herself a dozen feet in the air.

A helicopter shifted, and another ice Construct formed around its base.

Relia twisted her body in midair, kicking off the newly formed shield and landing back in the circle. Several bullets struck her, but they ricocheted off her skin as if it were titanium.

The Martials seized the advantage, closing on all sides. This time, Frostblade leapt into the fray. His Missiles weren’t like the others’. While most law officers aimed to capture their foes, his techniques were harpoons of solid ice.

Relia abandoned her offensive techniques for another full shield. The Martials doubled down on their own assault, and her barrier flickered like a dying flame.

Akari caught a blur of movement behind Relia. Inside her shield.

The black-clad shadow artist materialized out of thin air, and he raised his blade for the kill. Akari could only watch it happen. Even if she’d shouted her warning, the sounds of battle would have washed it away.

The man plunged his blade straight through Relia’s back, and half of it emerged from the center of her chest. Relia spun in a blur, and the assassin’s body dropped to the ground. Her knees buckled a second later, and she collapsed in the snow.

Despite everything, Relia kept her left hand skyward, feeding more mana into her shield. Her blood pooled around her, staining the snow a dark crimson.

Talek. She was still underestimating them. She’d blunted her Missiles, aiming to injure rather than kill. She’d also held back her life mana, which was probably her best offensive tool.

Several heartbeats passed, and Relia forced herself to sit up inside her shield. She brought both hands to the flat sides of the blade and pushed the weapon back through her chest. The sounds of gunfire drowned out her screams, but she kept pushing until the blade was free. It dropped out the other side, and her chest glowed with golden-green mana as she sealed the hole.

Three more shadow artists appeared around her shield, shattering the Construct with swipes of their blades.

Relia re-formed her technique, but they’d already made it through, blades angled for the kill.

She leapt toward the nearest black-clad man, gathering mana in her palm. Akari expected another soft attack, like all the ones before it. Instead, her Missile pierced the man’s visor, and he dropped like a rag doll.

Relia snatched his blade as he fell—just in time to parry the next assassin’s strike. She shot a Missile at his knee, and he lost his balance. Then she swiped the blade across his neck, severing his head from his shoulders.

She followed through on the swing, dodging left as the next blade missed her by mere inches. Another blur of motion and mana, and she slashed the blade across his belly.

Akari looked away as more blood stained the snow. Even from back here, she swore she could taste it in her own mouth. She turned from Kalden, ready to empty her breakfast in the snow. But after taking a few breaths of the winter air, her nausea subsided.

In that moment, Akari didn’t regret her decision. She’d wanted real training, but this was a blood bath. When she finally looked back at the battle, half a dozen more Martial corpses littered the surrounding snow. Frostblade and the Golds stepped forward, boxing her in with sheets of solid ice mana. The helicopter lowered another Construct beneath its landing gear, trapping her in a massive box.

Several members of the Silver SWAT team stepped forward, carrying what looked like gas and explosive grenades. Relia slammed her body against the barriers, but they held firm. The blue glow in her muscles had begun to fade.

Frostblade moved his shield aside, and the SWAT team threw a dozen grenades into the open gap.

Akari held her breath as the enclosed space filled with a brown vapor. The edges must have been airtight because nothing escaped.

The courtyard sat silent for several heartbeats, and the survivors seemed to hold their breath in anticipation. Three full seconds passed, and the gas spread to every corner of the space.

Then the ice walls shattered into clouds of broken mana. Frostblade and his fellow Golds ran for cover as Relia hurled the grenades outward, each one encased within a sphere of pure mana.

Several explosions followed as the grenades hit the vans, and Akari felt the heat of the flames on her face. By now, the other hunters had retreated, and she and Kalden stood to follow them, heading for the train station.

When Akari glanced back over her shoulder, Relia was already gone.
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BACK TO ELEGAN


No one stopped Akari and Kalden as they left the city. Kalden got them a cabin on the next train, and they sat in silence as they pulled away from the platform. What was there to say? They’d both seen the same fight. They’d both seen dozens of people get shot and dismembered, staining the snow red with their blood.

Now Akari couldn’t stop shivering. Mana beasts were one thing, but as dangerous as those were, they felt like a glorified video game compared to the carnage she’d just seen.

She ordered a water when the attendant stopped by. She was already shaking enough without throwing caffeine into the mix. But then the water was mostly ice cubes, and that might have been even worse in hindsight.

“Want a blanket?” Kalden asked from across the cabin.

“I’m fine,” Akari said at once. Then she glanced around the small space. “Wait—they have those in here?”

Kalden stood and opened his seat cushion like a treasure chest, revealing a storage compartment inside. He opened a sealed plastic package, then tossed her the fleece blanket.

Akari unfolded the material across her lap, pulling it up to her neck. It didn’t calm her racing heart, but it was better than being cold.

Kalden just leaned back in his seat and stared out the window, watching the snow-covered hills roll by.

“Think he’ll come after us?” Akari asked. Most of the Golds hadn’t survived the battle, but she’d caught glimpses of Frostblade before they left. The healers were already tending his wounds.

“We should assume the worst,” Kalden said, “but they have bigger drakes to track right now.”

“And what if they come knocking again?”

“We’ll be honest with them,” he said.

“You want to spill the whole story?”

“No, but we can tell them how she tried to recruit us to free her master. We turned her down, so we have nothing to hide.”

Akari gave a slow nod. The Martials probably knew Relia’s plans, so they wouldn’t learn anything new from her and Kalden.

The hours rolled by as they passed the same landscapes as before. White foothills became jagged skylines as the train carried them south through Ironhaven. They turned east after that, passing miles of farmland on the way back to Elegan.

It was just past two o’clock when they stepped through Kalden’s front door. His parents wouldn’t be home until tomorrow, so they had the house to themselves.

“I’m already starving,” Kalden said as he shrugged out of his jacket.

“Same.” Akari knelt to unbuckle her combat boots. Some people didn’t eat when they were anxious, but she was the exact opposite. If anything, she only got hungrier at times like this, and the train’s free cookies didn’t cut it.

“We can get pizza,” Kalden suggested.

Akari imagined the sauce, and Relia’s fight flashed in her mind. “How about something less red?”

“That rules out most South Espirian cuisine.” He hummed in consideration. “Let’s see if the cooks left anything in the fridge.”

She followed him past the waterfall and into the kitchen with its fancy stone countertops and dark wooden cabinets. The center island was long enough for twenty people to stand around, even if they liked their personal space.

Kalden stopped in front of the fridge and pulled open a pair of stainless steel doors. Like everything else in his house, the shelves were perfectly organized, as if his servants had nothing better to do. He pulled out a few plates covered in plastic wrap and placed them on the island. One plate had sushi on it, and the others held fancy-looking fish and exotic fruits she’d never seen before. The Golds probably grew this in a secret greenhouse so they could feel even smugger while they ate.

Kalden passed her some chopsticks as he turned on the TV. A pair of news anchors with silver badges sat around a polished table. A second later, the scene cut to pictures of Relia in White Vale, just before her fight with the Martials.

They gave the usual Fugitive speech, encouraging people to come forward if they knew anything. Akari had heard this a dozen times now, and she barely listened as she ate. The sushi melted like butter in her mouth, but the fruit tasted like sour, dry wine.

They cut to more footage of broken vans and a crashed helicopter. Above it all, a single phrase caught her attention: “Twenty-seven casualties.”

“How many are there total?” she asked Kalden.

“Martials?” Kalden picked up the remote and lowered the volume. “Less than twenty agents at Frostblade’s level, but there’re hundreds in the organization. Maybe thousands if you count the noncombatants.”

In other words, Relia hadn’t even put a dent in their ranks. But why would they send so few people to White Vale if they had hundreds on staff? Had both sides underestimated the other?

“Maybe they’ll stop being stupid and finally talk with her,” Akari muttered. “Relia said it herself—she just wants to get her master and leave.”

Kalden shook his head as he finished chewing. “I know Frostblade’s style. Remember how those raptors kept throwing themselves at Relia? That’s what will happen here. They’ll let this island burn before they back down.”

Akari glared back at the TV. “And those idiots will cheer the whole time.” The news had already painted Relia as a dangerous killer, even when it wasn’t true. She’d stubbornly avoided lethal techniques until the last possible moment. Things would only get worse, now that they had actual casualties.

“Some skeptics will question it,” Kalden said. “But they’ll be called traitors and conspiracy theorists.”

“You sure we made the right choice?” Akari asked.

“What?” Kalden looked at her as if she’d just set his kitchen on fire. “We never would have survived that fight.”

“Relia never said we’d join her today.”

“I understand that, but you really want to get involved after what we saw?”

“Relia can handle the Martials,” Akari said. “She blunted her Missiles for half the fight, and she still won.”

“Barely. And it only gets worse from here.” He gestured back to her picture on the TV. “She’ll struggle just to find food and shelter at this rate, much less win battles. I feel bad for her, but there’s nothing we could’ve done.”

After dinner, they headed downstairs and plugged in the thumb drive. True to Relia’s word, all twelve videos were there.

They started with the Construct video. This was a more in-depth version of Relia’s crash course, and the Grandmaster showed them how a Missile could stretch into a shield. He went on to explain how Constructs could take any shape. For example, domes started as flat circles, then you applied pressure to the middle, warping the shape into three dimensions.

The Grandmaster made it look so easy, but Akari knew how stable mana was. Getting a specific shape would be like using fans to organize dust and dandelion seeds. But somehow, Relia had done it while removing twelve inches of steel from her chest.

Of course, she’d been practicing for years, and this was probably like preschool for her.

Next came the ambient mana video, followed by a series of shaping exercises. These later videos were longer than the first half of the series, and they formed the foundation for more advanced aspects. And like the aspect video, many of these were theoretical. In one video, the Grandmaster ranted for a full ten minutes.

“You wouldn’t expect a happy ending with your high-school crush,” he said. “And yet, this is exactly the age when most young mana artists choose their aspect. Or worse—their parents choose for them.”

Akari thought of her foster mother, Noella, and how she hated being a healer. More than once, she’d implied that her parents had chosen this career for her, and that she’d never wanted it. Akari wouldn’t say she sympathized with the woman—Noella still had a better life than every Bronze she knew. Still, she could never be a true combat artist, even if she wanted to. That was depressing in its own way.

“Most high schools won’t share these shaping techniques with you,” the Grandmaster explained. “Instead, they’ll funnel you down specific paths and regard everything else as a waste of time. They’re wrong, of course. Finding your aspect is like finding your soulmate. It takes time, patience, and years of experience to get right.”

The last video talked about the peak of the Novice realm, and how you prepared your body for the Apprentice advancement. This involved opening smaller channels and paving the way for Cloak techniques.

This was all out of Akari’s league right now. She didn’t even have enough mana to form Constructs, much less a proper Cloak. These last few videos had felt like watching infomercials for stuff she couldn’t afford.

Still, she took diligent notes, copying down every exercise. On top of that, she watched each video several times, committing every word to memory. Thumb drives and notebooks could be stolen; only her memories were truly safe.

She and Kalden sat there until well past midnight. Eventually, she found herself lying on the leather sofa, covered in two thick blankets. Kalden must have left the bar light on because the room had a faint orange glow. Thunder roared outside, and rain clattered against the windows.

Great. It was still winter, so that meant the sidewalks would be solid ice when she left.

Akari felt around on the end table and found her glasses folded up beside a bottle of water. Definitely Kalden’s doing—she normally slept with those right next to her pillow.

Oh well. Akari snuggled into her blankets and closed her eyes again. She hadn’t meant to spend the night, but it had been a long and exhausting weekend, and she couldn’t summon the energy to care.

Sometime later, a feminine voice cleared her throat.

“Shit.” Akari’s eyes shot open, and she glanced frantically around the room. A blurry form loomed in the chair just a few feet away. Akari snatched up her glasses from the table, scrambling to put them on.

When the world finally came into focus, she found herself face-to-face with Kalden’s mother.
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A GOLD’S DEMAND


Akari threw her blankets aside. Bursts of adrenaline urged her to run, but running was no use here. She’d faced mana beasts and Martials this weekend, but this was far, far worse.

“Good morning, Miss Zeller.” Kalden’s mother sat as if she were posing for a portrait—a practiced blend of grace and nonchalance. She wore her hair in an intricate knot, adorned with several golden pins that looked as sharp as daggers. Her badge hung over a crisp white blouse, reflecting the single light above the bar.

Akari swallowed before finding her voice. “Good morning, Mrs. Trengsen.” The formality tasted strange on her tongue, but now wasn’t the time to forget her manners.

The older woman studied her for several more heartbeats, but not with disdain the way some other Golds might. Rather, she seemed to take in every detail of Akari’s appearance. Finally, her gaze settled back on Akari’s eyes, and she raised a pair of expectant eyebrows.

“Sorry,” Akari said. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep here.” Her voice quivered, then she reached for the story they’d given Frostblade. “I work for Kalden, and—”

“Don’t be coy, Miss Zeller. You’ve been here fifteen times since that first visit in Hexember. Honestly, I’m surprised you don’t have your own toothbrush by now.”

Shit. How much did she know?

The older woman leaned back in her chair, crossing one tanned leg over the other. “I’m feeling generous right now, so I’ll spare you the misery of uncertainty. I know you’ve been learning mana arts with my son. He provides a computer with internet access, and you help him find technique manuals on the dark web. I also know you two went hunting in the tunnels below Elegan.”

Akari said nothing, but her heart pounded even harder. Who could have told her all this? Emberlyn? That girl had swooped in like a vulture after their first meeting, and she’d even been there when they’d fought the arkions.

“And yes,” she continued, “I also know you met with the Fugitive this weekend in White Vale.”

The adrenaline turned to ice in Akari’s veins, and she felt suddenly empty. “Darren or Maelyn told you.”

She shook her head. “Not every story ends in a dramatic betrayal, Miss Zeller. My son has two excellent informants—both loyal to a fault.”

Akari frowned. “Then who?”

“You’ve spent all this time with Golds, and you’re still this naive?” She held up a fist and began counting on extended fingers. “The gatekeeper outside this neighborhood. The security guard who escorts you around Elegan High. A line cook in the Hunters’ Guild. They all work for me.”

Damnit. Of course Kalden’s mother had her own spies and informants. The worst part was, Akari had seen this coming weeks ago. She’d known this moment would come.

“But you didn’t stop us,” Akari said. “Don’t tell me you approve.”

Mrs. Trengsen gave a sad smile. “My son is intelligent, but he can’t learn from the mistakes he’s unaware of. This makes subtlety his greatest blind spot, and I wouldn’t change a thing.”

She tilted her head to the side. “Do I approve of him learning mana arts? No. But there are worse crimes than sampling forbidden fruit. I’ve already pushed away one son—a mistake I’d rather not repeat.”

Sozen.

“I’ve answered your questions,” Mrs. Trengsen said. “Now I’d like an honest answer in return. Why did you meet with the Fugitive in White Vale?”

So, she didn’t know everything. Akari scrambled for a clever answer. Unfortunately, she wasn’t feeling clever right now. Maybe Kalden could have outmaneuvered his mother here, but he’d been dealing with Golds his entire life.

Then again, even Kalden hadn’t lied to Frostblade in the hotel bar.

Akari cleared her throat. “We wanted technique manuals like you said. The Fugitive needed money, so she traded us videos in exchange for cashing in her bounties.”

“What else?” Her gaze seemed to imply she already knew the answer.

Talek. Nothing got past her, did it? This was the sort of Gold who Emberlyn Frostblade aspired to be. Emberlyn had shouted and threatened her multiple times, and Akari always told the girl to screw herself. Meanwhile, Kalden’s mother already had her spilling secrets, and the woman hadn’t lifted a finger.

Akari reached for her water bottle and unscrewed the top. “She tried to convince us she came from the outside world. The Martials captured her master, and she’s trying to leave.”

She left out the part where Relia had tried to recruit them, and she prayed that Kalden’s mother wouldn’t press her for more. The omission left her cheeks burning, but she hid it by taking a long drink.

“I’d like you to give up mana arts,” Mrs. Trengsen said after a short pause. “And I’d like you to end your association with Kalden. In return, I’m prepared to give you one goldnote per month for the next six years, along with a letter of recommendation to the college of your choice. That money should cover your tuition, along with your other expenses.”

“Seriously?” Akari blurted out. She made it sound as if Akari were some tramp who’d lured her beloved son into a life of crime. For Talek’s sake, this whole thing had been Kalden’s idea.

“Seriously,” Mrs. Trengsen echoed. “You can study Computer Science if you’d like—put this business behind you and become a productive member of society.”

“And if I refuse your offer? Let me guess—I turn up dead of ‘natural causes’?”

The older woman furrowed her brow. “You seem to have a low opinion of me, Miss Zeller, but I’ve shown you nothing but respect.”

Akari winced. She’d always imagined Kalden’s mother as some power-hungry control freak, but she’d only gotten involved now, when her son’s life was in real danger. Not from imaginary danger, but a real conflict between Relia and the Martials.

She also hadn’t brought up Akari’s rank. Not once.

Mrs. Trengsen raised a thin eyebrow. “You think my son is a paragon of compassion while the rest of us are bigoted monsters who enjoy watching you suffer? Who do you think raised Kalden?”

Once again, Akari didn’t reply.

“I don’t operate with violence,” she continued. “And nothing will happen if you refuse my offer today. However, if you insist on seeing my son again, I will take steps to impede your efforts.”

Somehow, the woman’s calm indifference made the last part sound even more sinister. At the same time, she made her request sound so reasonable, as if Akari were acting childish for even considering other options.

Was this the reason no Bronze had ever reached Silver? Because they traded their ambitions for a life of comfort? Because they silenced themselves on a Gold’s demand?

“You have reservations,” Mrs. Trengsen said. “Care to share?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Akari replied.

“No? Then correct me if I’m wrong. You despise this society, and the fact that you’re judged for your birth-mana counts. You think if you accept my deal, you’ll become another cog in the machine. You also believe that mana arts will make everything better.”

Well, shit.

Her expression must have betrayed her, because Kalden’s mother gave a knowing nod. “I may be a wealthy Gold, but I can put myself in your shoes. If I’d been born a Bronze like you, then a part of me would rather break than bend.”

Akari raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me I should refuse you?”

“Think carefully,” Mrs. Trengsen said. “How does this crusade of yours end? Do you think you’ll lead a revolution and overthrow this corrupt society? Do you think you’ll find an evil mastermind pulling strings from the shadows?” She shook her head. “My husband and I live on top of the food chain, and we’re just as powerless to fix this world. We live in a web of organized irresponsibility. We all hold it together—from the wealthiest Golds to the poorest Bronze.”

She rose from her chair, signaling an end to the conversation. “Even if your goals are less ambitious than that, this world will never accept a Bronze mana artist. Better to learn that lesson now while you still can.”

Akari stared down at her hands, and the now empty bottle she held. “Can I have a week to think about it?”

The woman’s lip quirked in amusement. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours.”

“Forty-eight,” Akari said as she got to her feet.

Mrs. Trengsen nodded once and pulled out a black business card. “You can reach my assistant here. In the meantime, my driver waits out front to take you wherever you’d like. Go with him, or walk. The choice is yours.”
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“Kalden!” Akari shouted his name across the quad. Salt crunched beneath her boots as she jogged on the slick concrete, weaving between her fellow students along the way.

Kalden spun to face her, and Darren and Maelyn did the same. Naturally, this drew the eyes of several opportunistic Silvers. Some glanced over their shoulders and seemed to step in slow motion as they watched. Others stopped walking entirely, gathering in a loose circle.

Akari didn’t give a shit about those people, but Kalden’s eyes darted back and forth.

“Not here,” he said in a sharp whisper.

“Then where?”

“We’ll go inside.”

“Can’t talk inside. The guards tail me when I walk in.”

“Fine,” he said. “Then maybe we can—”

Akari took another step forward and whispered, “Your mom knows.”

Kalden’s eyes widened, but Darren spoke first. “Let’s move it along.” The blond boy turned to the crowd, stretching out his arms like a nightclub bouncer. Maelyn joined in, calling out specific people by name.

“You heard them.” Kalden projected his voice louder than she’d ever heard. “Get going.”

The Silvers flocked away like hens, but he might have done more harm than good. Now some of the Golds were watching, including Emberlyn Frostblade.

Kalden led her over to his usual spot on the raised concrete platform. He brushed aside some half-melted snow from a bench and set down his sound suppressor. Darren and Maelyn stood like sentries outside the transparent dome.

“You talked to her?” Kalden asked. “This morning?”

“Yeah. So much for having the house to yourself.”

“I’m sorry.” He paced back and forth in the thin blanket of snow. “I should have driven you home.”

“Wouldn’t make a difference,” Akari said. “She’s known for months.”

Kalden paused, and Akari told him everything, including the finer details of his mother’s offer. Even if the woman had told her to keep quiet—which she hadn’t—Akari had to talk with him before she made her choice. Kalden was the first friend she’d made in years. Not just that, but he was the only person in this world who might actually care about her.

That meant something, didn’t it?

Akari wanted to cling to him like a raft and stop things from changing. She looked up and pleaded to him with her eyes, hoping to Talek this played out like it had in her mind.

Kalden would tell her to refuse his mother’s offer. He’d remind her they were friends, and how no amount of money could fill the void if they parted. They would learn mana arts together, even if they had to defy his parents and the state itself.

That was the mana artist’s path. If they wanted to be as strong as Relia, they had to risk everything. In fact, they should have accepted her offer yesterday. Maybe it wasn’t too late?

“You should take the deal,” Kalden said.

Akari blinked. “I should what?”

“I can vouch for her word,” he continued, “if that’s what you’re worried about. A Gold’s reputation is everything, and your rank doesn’t change that.”

Chills ran down Akari’s spine, and she felt like he’d punched her in the stomach. “You heard her conditions, right?”

“You don’t interact with me again, or do mana arts.”

“Permanently.” Akari bit off each syllable. “Not just for the next six years. This is forever.”

“We both knew this wouldn’t last.” Kalden gestured back and forth between them. “This is the best-case scenario.”

“Our goal was to learn mana arts!” Akari clenched her hands into fists, and her hope turned to anger. “This is the worst case!”

“Worse than dying?” Kalden countered. “You were learning mana arts to survive. She’s offering you enough money to solve that problem.”

“This is why no Bronze advance to Silver,” Akari said in a dark whisper. “They sell their souls before they get a chance.” A gust of icy wind blew past her face, and her eyes started watering. She moved her glasses aside and wiped them dry on her hoodie sleeve.

Kalden’s face softened, and he stepped closer. “Look, I don’t want to stop training together either, but this is your best chance at a better life. Even if it’s not the life you wanted.”

Akari’s eyes burned harder and she put her back to him.

“Why do you need to advance to Silver?” he asked. “No Silver your age makes a goldnote per month. My mother can probably get you an apartment, too, if you ask her. This solves all your problems.”

“This knowledge belongs to everyone.” The Grandmaster’s voice echoed in her mind. “To restrict this skill is to deprive people of what it means to be human.”

She met Kalden’s eyes again. “And what about what Relia said? We’re part of the problem if we do this. We’re trading freedom for safety.”

Kalden let out a weary sigh. “My mother was right about that, too. You can’t fix this island overnight. Just look at Relia.”

“I did.” Akari raised her chin. “She’s fighting all the Martials by herself, and she’s winning.”

“That’s up for debate. One mistake, and she’s done.”

“At least she’s fighting for something. You want me to roll over and give up.”

“I want you to survive,” Kalden said. “And surrendering is the most logical choice.”

“Yeah,” she muttered. “That was your plan from the start, wasn’t it? Misery loves company.”

Kalden ignored that. “You’re trying to reach Silver, but what then? Even if your plan works, no one will accept it. It won’t improve your life in any tangible way.”

Akari looked away, clutching her fingers around her backpack straps.

“So what do you really want?” he pressed.

She knew the answer in her bones, but how could she put the feeling into words? Besides, she shouldn’t have to explain this to Kalden. He’d been by her side these past few months. He should already understand.

“I was on board with helping you survive,” he said. “But all you care about now is your pride. You want power for power’s sake.”

“Do you plan on giving up mana arts, too?” Akari stared daggers at him. “So you can live a safe and cushy life until the day you die?”

Kalden forced out a long breath. “You’re frustrated. I get it.”

“At least one of us is.” She clenched her jaw. “Your mom’s scared of mana arts, so she stalks you and treats you like a kid. How long are you gonna take that?”

“Mana arts killed my father and brother. Her fear’s not irrational.”

“Yeah,” Akari said. “And you’re still alive. The only Trengsen man with no backbone.”

“We’re done,” Kalden snapped as he went to retrieve his sound suppressor from the bench.

His hand lingered over the button, and he met her eyes one last time. “Take the deal, Akari. Make the smart choice for once in your life.”
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UNBREAKABLE


“Any news?” Kalden asked his informants. The three of them sat in his alchemy lab—a smaller space attached to his bedroom. Kalden wore his gloves and goggles as he leaned over a lotus petal, cutting out the stems and veins.

“News about who?” Darren asked.

“You know who,” Maelyn replied. Even with his back turned, Kalden could hear the smirk in her voice. “That’s the third time he’s asked since yesterday.”

Kalden snipped another piece of flower with his steel scissors, adding it to the mortar bowl on his left. “I’ll stop once she takes the deal.”

Darren cleared his throat. “She spent an hour in the library today.”

“Stalker,” Maelyn muttered.

“Says the girl who knows her cup size.”

“I know it’s smaller than yours,” she replied in a singsong voice.

“Ah, jealousy. Not the best color on you, Miss Sanako.”

Kalden ignored them as he set aside his finished petal and began cutting another. Even after all these years, he never understood their use of “stalker” as an insult. Weren’t they both professional stalkers?

“Anyway,” Darren said. “She was reading High-Stakes Negotiation by Patrik Koss, Beyond the Moons by Kazu Nobira . . .”

Kalden had skimmed the first book for his business class; it was a practical guide written by a Martial hostage negotiator. The second book was all court gossip and autobiographies from North Shoken’s Reisei Era. There was even a chapter in there about Clan Trengsen.

“So she’s considering the deal,” Kalden broke in, “and she wants to turn it to her advantage?” That sounded like the Akari he knew. He also knew she’d take the money and spend it on mana potions, regardless of her promises.

Unless . . .

“And Unbreakable,” Darren finished.

Kalden’s blood froze. Unbreakable was a book about soul oaths. Rulers had once exchanged these oaths when one faction surrendered to another, with the loser swearing never to take up arms against the victor. It was Shoken’s equivalent of the Espirian hostage exchanges.

Kalden dropped his tools on the smooth white table. “Would my mother go that far?”

Most Golds these days just signed contracts like civilized people. There were exceptions, though, especially with an enemy who had nothing to lose. If Akari swore a soul oath, she would lose her mana arts forever. She might get physically sick if she tried to cycle. Her soul might close up like a plugged drain, or she might simply lose her will to fight. The exact symptoms varied, but the result was always the same.

Kalden shuddered to imagine his friend beaten and broken like that. She was normally so intense—so focused on everything she did. Even now, with her world falling apart, she hadn’t stopped fighting.

“We don’t know what your mom’s planning,” Maelyn said. “No one mentioned oaths before.”

“That’s even worse.” Kalden spun around in his chair. “What if my mom meant to surprise Akari?”

Darren shrugged. “Or we’re all jumping to conclusions. Akari clearly got the idea from Beyond the Moons.”

“When you play crowns,” Kalden said, “you have to assume your opponent will make the best possible move. The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. My mother’s smart enough not to take Akari’s word.”

To make matters worse, Kalden’s mother would hold the power to release Akari from her oath someday. She could hold that over her head—promising to return her mana arts in exchange for favors. Most likely, those favors would relate to hacking or spying.

“She plans to make Akari her tool,” Kalden said. “She even mentioned sending her to school for Computer Science. That’s not just a bribe. It’s a long-term investment.”

He’d assumed his mother would treat her fairly—the way she dealt with Silvers and Golds. But Akari had predicted this. She’d tried to tell him yesterday, but he’d ignored her.

“Did I give her the right advice?” Kalden asked.

“Of course,” Maelyn said at once. “Your mom could make her life a living hell if she wanted to.”

“She would have gotten herself killed on the streets,” Darren agreed.

“If her foster parents actually kick her out,” Maelyn said. “I have my suspicions about that one.”

Kalden stared at his glass alchemy tubes, feeling suddenly sick. Akari refused to trade freedom for safety. He could respect that choice, and he’d been too harsh when they parted. Even if Akari had drawn first blood, Kalden was the first friend she’d made in years. She’d been fighting for so long, she never learned how to treat the people she cared about.

He turned back to his desk and began grinding up the leaf fragments in his mortar and pestle.

“How goes the world’s hardest potion?” Maelyn asked in a not-so-subtle attempt to cheer him up.

“I thought it was a pill,” Darren said.

“It’s a pill,” Kalden confirmed.

The pill treated krustoplegia—a chronic disease that caused mana to crystallize in a person’s channels. Not only was this extremely painful, but it also led to paralysis in the affected areas. Being a mana artist helped the condition, but that only delayed the inevitable, and most people didn’t survive to puberty.

With enough of these pills, they might make it to their late teens.

On the bright side, no living person actually had this condition, but refining this pill had become a rite of passage among alchemy students. Kalden had already messed up his first few attempts. Most of the reagents carried toxic mana, and the trick was getting the right ratios. Too much, and the pill would kill the patient. Too little, and it would fail to break down the crystals. This was why he’d separated the stems and veins from the rest of the leaf, organizing the pieces based on their potency.

“Well.” Maelyn drew out the word as she spoke. “How goes the world’s hardest pill?”

Kalden shrugged as he worked. “Does it matter? I can’t make the world better with alchemy.”

“You’re too young to have an existential crisis,” she said with a sigh. “Wait till you’re thirty, at least.”

“Kalden was born thirty,” Darren said.

“Hey,” Maelyn said, “he used to be kind of fun.”

They kept talking as Kalden ground up the leaf fragments, combining them to make a mixture with roughly twenty-two percent toxicity. He’d lose three-quarters to the refining process, leaving him with just over five percent. Safe for human consumption, but still strong enough to break down crystal mana.

Eventually, Darren circled back to Kalden’s question. “Most of us won’t change the world, but we can still try to live our best lives. Master a craft, then use that craft to help your community. Leave the world better than when you came in.”

Maelyn pointed a thin finger toward Darren. “He makes some good points. And you can always switch things up. Make potions to heal blind kittens or something.”

“Blind kittens.” Darren chuckled. “That’ll piss off Mrs. Trengsen.”

“And what if we’re missing something else?” Kalden said. “Another piece to Darren’s puzzle?”

Maelyn’s expression turned more serious. “You talked like this before. Before you became . . .” She trailed off as if the last word were forbidden.

“A mana artist.” Kalden removed his gloves and tossed them in the wastebasket. “You might as well say it. My mother knew the whole time.”

“Right. You thought mana arts would make you happy. Did it?”

“It did,” Kalden muttered. He hadn’t realized it before, but these past few months had felt right. Kalden didn’t believe in fate, destiny, or following your passion into the sunset. But he’d chosen mana arts himself, while his mother had chosen alchemy. That difference meant something.

Someone knocked on his bedroom door before anyone else could respond.

“That’ll be Little Miss Frostblade,” Maelyn said.

“What?” Kalden stood up and glanced toward the door.

Darren nodded. “She was watching you and Akari fight like an old married couple yesterday. I’m surprised she waited this long.”

Kalden shook his head as he passed from his lab into the main bedroom. Unless those two had Emberlyn’s knock memorized, this could just as easily be his mother, stepfather, or a household staff member.

“Come in,” he hollered.

Sure enough, Emberlyn Frostblade stepped inside. She wore a shapely red top that fell to her knees, and he couldn’t tell if it was a dress or a sweater. Her violet eyes scanned Kalden’s bedroom before settling on his informants. She smiled at them both. “Would you give us a minute, please?”

“We were just leaving,” Darren said, and the pair stepped out behind Emberlyn. Maelyn caught Kalden’s gaze in the doorway, raising her eyebrows in a familiar I-told-you-so face.

Emberlyn met Kalden’s eyes again once they were alone. “I haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“Yeah.” Kalden made a vague gesture toward his open lab. “I’ve been busy with schoolwork.” Remembering his manners, he strode past his bed and desk to where a mini fridge sat in the corner. “Would you like a drink?”

“Sure. Do you still have that bottle of Koreldon Violet I gave you?”

Kalden knelt and removed the bottle from the fridge’s bottom shelf, then filled two glasses with the dark purple liquid.

“I heard you were in White Vale,” Emberlyn said. “The same time my father fought the Fugitive.”

Kalden stepped forward and handed her a glass. “He told you about our talk?”

She nodded, taking a small, delicate sip. Her eyes never left his, and hints of pain and betrayal flashed around the edges. Had Frostblade mentioned Akari in the hotel? Probably. He had no reason to keep that a secret.

They stuck to small talk over the next few minutes, and Emberlyn continued probing for information. She asked if he’d witnessed the fight, and Kalden admitted that he had. Still, she avoided direct questions about Akari or Relia, and Kalden didn’t offer anything.

Eventually, a silence fell between them, and Emberlyn turned to face the sliding door. Snowflakes clung to the glass surface, and several inches had gathered on the stone balcony beyond.

“What happened to us?” she asked as she watched the falling snow. “We used to be so close.”

Kalden glanced at her reflection in the window. “I figured you’d find people more your speed in the Mana Wing.”

“Is that what you think?” She turned and met his eyes. “You think I want to marry a man like my father? You treat people well, and you think things through. I’d take that over power any day.”

As usual, Emberlyn put him on a pedestal in her mind.

“Besides,” she said, “I never wanted to be a combat artist. That was all his idea.” She took another drink and shook her head. “He’s obsessed with getting stronger, but he already maxed out his mana. Now he spends his days feeling like a failure.”

“He admitted that to you?”

Emberlyn laughed into her glass and shook her head. “He studies advancement. That’s why he’s obsessed with catching the Fugitive. Someone that strong must have more mana than a Gold, right? Maybe one of those Master ranks from the history books?”

So, even the Martials didn’t know what was going on here? Relia had called this place a prison. The Martials might be the guards, but they certainly weren’t the wardens. They were all trapped in this web together, ruled by their own obsessions.

“Do you ever have dreams?” Kalden asked her. “About a different life?”

Emberlyn furrowed her brow at the sudden change of topic. At first, he might have taken that look for skepticism or confusion. But no . . . that wasn’t it. It was more like he’d asked her a too-personal question.

He almost apologized and changed the subject, but his curiosity got the better of him. Some radical theories on the dark web claimed these dreams were memories of past lives, but Kalden had his doubts. Modern science had found countless links between the mind and body, and these links refuted most reincarnation myths.

Others claimed the dreams were lost memories. This had seemed unlikely at first, but now he wasn’t so sure. Knowledge artists could find and share memories, but Kalden also remembered Relia’s lesson about life mana.

If you can give something, you can take it away.

Could someone do that on a large scale, leaving them all obsessed with things they couldn’t have? It made him feel so insignificant. It also served as a cold reminder that even Relia barely scratched the surface of a mana artist’s potential.

Several more seconds passed, but Emberlyn didn’t seem inclined to answer. Still, he saw the conflict in her eyes.

“I dream of being a mana artist,” Kalden said. “Like the dreams Sozen had before he disappeared.”

Emberlyn blinked, but she hardly seemed surprised. “Always the same dreams?”

“Always.” Even as the words left his mouth, images of an Espirian city flashed in his mind’s eye, and Kalden shared bits and pieces of it.

In the dream, he stood like a general amid a field of other combat artists. He saw every detail of the battle. And he didn’t just command Missiles and Constructs the way his soldiers did. He felt the battlefield itself. He felt tactics and strategies as if they were tangible things. He commanded soldiers like pieces on a crowns board, sending commands directly into their minds.

These last few weeks, he’d even dreamt of Akari. She was an absolute terror on the field—impossibly fast, as if she were hacking reality itself. This part he left out of his descriptions.

Emberlyn took a deep breath. “In my dream, you and I are together. But you’re the mana artist, and I’m the alchemist. Real life feels backward when I wake up. Like we’re trapped here, and the dream is a glimpse outside the cage.”

Kalden took a step closer until they stood side by side in front of the wide glass window. The sun was setting beyond the trees in his backyard, just low enough to break through the ceiling of dark winter clouds.

Emberlyn rested her head on his shoulder. He felt her body heat against his, and he inhaled the floral scent of her perfume.

Kalden hadn’t mentioned his desire to learn mana arts before tonight. And yet . . . she hadn’t been surprised. She’d even dreamt of the same thing, which seemed to imply she’d already known.

“Remember that day in the tunnels?” Kalden asked. “When you saved us from that arkion matriarch?”

“Of course.”

“My mother sent you, didn’t she?”

“She did.” Emberlyn stared down at her glass, swirling the remains. “She knew you were learning mana arts, and she wanted someone to keep you safe.”

So . . . Emberlyn had known since the beginning. Had his mother also sent her to interrogate Akari that day in school? Kalden couldn’t think of a tactful way to ask, and he certainly wouldn’t be the one to bring up Akari if he could help it.

“And you’re telling me this now?” he asked. “Just like that?”

“I’d never work against you.” Emberlyn pivoted her head to the side, and her nose grazed his neck. “Even for her.” He felt the heat of her breath on his skin as she spoke.

Kalden’s own breath caught in his throat, but he fought down a dozen urges. If he turned his head, he could press his lips to her hairline and inhale the scent of her hair. If he raised his arm, he could wrap it around her waist and feel the curve of her hip.

Instead, he took a slow step away. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Emberlyn kept her voice soft, completely at ease.

His heart continued to race, and he took a moment to gather his thoughts. “I’ve taken advantage of you since we were kids. I’ve led you on when it was convenient for me—when I wanted something from you. You say that I treat people well, but I’m just as bad as my mother.”

Emberlyn’s face went still, but she hung on to every word.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated, “but I don’t feel the same way you do.”

Emberlyn looked like she wanted to cry, but she clenched her jaw and hardened her eyes. “Why?”

Kalden frowned. “What?”

“Why am I not good enough for you?”

“It’s not about that.” He raked in a deep breath. “Can I help how I feel?”

“You said you loved me once. Was that a lie?”

“I was a child when I said that.”

“Was it a lie?” she pressed.

“No.”

“Then what changed?”

Kalden gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know.”

“Of course you do. Some guys really are that clueless about their feelings, but not you.”

“All the same,” he replied. “You act like I owe you an explanation, but I don’t. We were never actually engaged.”

“You don’t owe me,” Emberlyn said. “But I’m still asking. If I’ve done something wrong, I’d rather know.”

Kalden drained the rest of his glass. It was hard to deny her that simple request, but she wouldn’t like his answer.

“It’s the way you treat people,” he said. “Especially people you consider beneath you.”

“Who?” Emberlyn blinked several times, clearly expecting a different answer. “Your retainers? I’ve never—”

He shook his head. “Golds and Silvers aren’t the only people in this world.”

“No one’s saying the Bronze aren’t people,” Emberlyn said. “But I guess I don’t interact with enough of them.”

“Your dishonesty is another thing,” Kalden said before he could stop himself. “When you put on a show for me, it’s impossible to know the real you.”

She swallowed as if her throat were dry. “I want to change—to do better.”

“I know you can if you try. When you do, I hope you find someone who makes you happy.”

Her eyes hardened like a freezing pond. “Like how you found Akari Zeller?”

There it was. Maelyn and Darren were right, as usual.

Kalden drew in a deep breath. “So that’s why you’re here.”

Emberlyn crossed her arms, waiting for an answer.

“I don’t know what rumors you’ve heard,” Kalden said, “but she—”

“She attacked me first,” Emberlyn broke in, “that day I ‘mistreated’ her. She also claimed you two made out in that supply closet.”

“That’s not true,” Kalden said.

“Of course not—she was taunting me like she always does. But I’m the one who mistreats people, right?” Emberlyn looked away for a moment, mulling something over. “I’m not proud of the way I acted, but I have dreams about Zeller, too. Dreams where we’re friends, and she betrays me. Dreams where she attacks me for no reason.”

Kalden spread out his hands. “I’m not taking anyone’s side here. And I swear to the Angels, there’s nothing romantic between Akari and me.”

Emberlyn raised an eyebrow.

“Or physical.”

“I saw you two yesterday,” Emberlyn snapped. “Look me in the eye and tell me she means nothing to you.”

He hesitated, and Emberlyn took a step back as if she’d been slapped. “That’s what I thought.” And with that, she spun on her heel and stomped out the door.

Not good.

As far as Kalden knew, he would never even see Akari again, but Emberlyn didn’t know that. By the time he thought to mention it, her driver was already pulling out of his neighborhood.

Kalden stepped down the wooden staircase, past the waterfall, and into the kitchen, where he found Darren and Maelyn. They both sat on the counter eating what looked like bowls of chocolate ice cream.

“Didn’t go well?” Darren asked.

Kalden shook his head as he stepped forward. “Do either of you know where Akari is? I think she might be in trouble.”
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BENEATH THE ICE


Akari’s Missile wove through the trees, leaving pale blue streaks against the dark forest.

She’d come to Phoenix Park to train, but also to escape the Cliftons. Mazren had just returned from another trip, and he’d bombarded her with a dozen questions about her weekend.

“Where were you?” he’d asked once they sat down for dinner.

“Oretin Falls,” Akari lied.

“What were you doing there?”

“Hunting,” she murmured into her glass. Oretin Falls was nothing compared to White Vale, but it still bordered the Contested Area, even if the Guild outpost was no bigger than this room.

Mazren slammed down his own glass. The table shook, and Akari flinched back. “You went beyond the wall?”

She shrugged, and the conversation was mostly one-sided after that. Mazren lectured her about mana beasts, and how he’d seen his workers dismembered and killed by raptors.

Most days, she liked him better than Noella; he almost always took Akari’s side when she got into fights at school. But then he had those annoying moments when he pretended to be her real father. Akari could have lied about the hunting, but why sugarcoat it? If they planned to kick her out in Tresember, they should face the cold hard truth.

“And who are these friends you went with?” Mazren asked. “I don’t even know their names.”

“You never asked.”

He ignored that. “Even if I did, you’re only fifteen. You can’t spend the night out of town without telling us first.”

This last lecture was inevitable. Her meetings with Kalden had flown under the radar, but she couldn’t hide a two-day vanishing act. Mazren’s blue eyes bore into her, and she almost felt a tinge of guilt.

Almost.

“And when I’m sixteen?” Akari asked. “Then it’s cool if I join a brothel or a street gang?”

His brow furrowed, looking more confused than angry. “Of course not.”

“What’s a brothel?” Elyna asked through a mouthful of salad. Needless to say, her foster sister wasn’t the sharpest chopstick on the table.

“Nothing,” Noella snapped, shooting Akari a glare.

Oh sure, but Mazren could talk about death by raptors, and that was all sugar and peaches? For Talek’s sake, the girl was thirteen, not three.

Akari sat up straighter, turning back to her foster father. “Well, that’s why I’m hunting and saving money now. Keeps my options open.”

Mazren stared at her as if she were speaking Shokenese. “What brought this on? You want to leave?”

“That was our agreement.” This time, Noella kept her voice calm and sensible. “She stays until she’s a legal adult.”

Mazren massaged his left temple, looking like he had a headache. Talek. He seriously didn’t remember this talk?

When Mazren looked up again, his eyes darted between his wife and Akari. “We’ll talk about this later. In the meantime, I don’t want you taking any more risks. I promise, we’ll work something out.”

Noella raised her wine glass to her lips, glaring at her over the rim. Naturally, this was all Akari’s fault, and she’d probably pay for it later. As if she didn’t have enough to deal with.

Focus. Akari gritted her teeth, pushing back the day’s memories. Tonight might be her last training session. She had to make it better than her last memories of Kalden.

“Take the deal,” he’d told her. “Make the smart choice for once in your life.”

Well, screw you too.

Her Missile flew back from the trees, straight toward her open hand. She stepped to the side, pushing and pulling the mana until it reached equilibrium. The Missile swung around her body like a moon orbiting a planet, and she used the momentum to hurl it back toward the trees.

He’d called her impulsive many times. And reckless, and short-sighted. Hardly a stretch to call her stupid after all that. But he didn’t understand—he couldn’t.

Akari lowered her center of gravity, and the Missile grazed the snow’s icy surface. She stiffened her channels, and the mana grew more stable as it carved a trench.

A week ago, that mana would have shattered from the impact, turning to vapor in midair. Most artists wouldn’t bother making their mana this strong; if Kalden’s Missiles broke, he could send out fifty more.

For her, every molecule mattered.

Unlike this training, said a voice in her head.

Akari rose from her crouch and pulled the mana back.

You’ll always be a Bronze. Nothing will ever change that.

She sidestepped again, and the mana orbited her body, completing several circuits as she held it in perfect balance.

Once again, she tried to force the feelings back. The Grandmaster’s last videos had given her more than enough to focus on. Not just theory, but actual combat techniques. Her brain felt like an overfilled platter, and her body struggled to sample everything at once.

The Missile lost its delicate balance, breaking from orbit and crashing into a nearby tree. Fragments of ice and bark erupted into the air, and Akari sank to her knees, exhausted and covered in sweat.

She forced herself to her feet, then stumbled over to the tree stump and pulled out a pint-sized bottle of liquid mana. She took a good long swig, feeling the cool mint flavor on her tongue. The taste always reminded her of that first afternoon in Kalden’s basement.

Sometimes she wished she’d never met him. Each memory was like a flame—filling her with warmth, then burning her before she could pull away.

Akari shoved the glass bottle back in its hiding place and followed the frozen river toward the parking lot. There, a single payphone waited beneath the street lamp. She reached in the front of her backpack and pulled out three copper coins. She also found Sakara Trengsen’s card in the pocket of her jeans. By now, it had crumbled in a hundred different ways, and a web of white cracks broke up the perfect black surface.

She stood in front of the phone for several long moments, still panting hard from her training. If she did this, she could never take it back. Sakara Trengsen had a hundred ways to ensure her compliance, even without a soul oath. Bribes might have been her first resort, but threats would follow.

Despite all her dark thoughts about Kalden, he was right. Taking the deal was the only logical choice. She couldn’t fight Clan Trengsen by herself. Especially not while she was homeless with no job and no money.

Akari picked up the phone, slipped her coins into the slot and raised her fingers to the cold metal buttons.

Light flashed on the nearby trees, casting long shadows on the snow. Akari spun around, blinded by headlights as a black car pulled into the parking lot.

Kalden? Her heart leapt at the possibility.

The car stopped at an angle, taking up three full spots. The back door opened, and a flash of golden hair glimmered in the street light.

Akari stiffened, still clutching the phone in one hand. Her mana pulsed against it as she cycled.

“Zeller.” Emberlyn Frostblade spoke her name as if it were a curse. The girl stepped away from the car, and her long jacket billowed in the night wind.

Fight or surrender?

With Kalden’s mother, the choice had been an overwhelming puzzle. Here, with a real enemy standing in front of her, the choice was clear as glass.

Akari doubted anyone would care if she died. But if people told her story, let them say she never gave up. Let them say she risked everything to advance, and she’d done it in a place where no one else could.

People could call her impulsive and short-sighted all they wanted. Safety wasn’t the same thing as freedom, and this world would never change if no one fought back.

Akari hung the phone back on the receiver and faced her enemy. At the same time, two boys emerged from Emberlyn’s car. One looked like her metal artist friend from the tunnels. She didn’t recognize the other one at all.

The pair stopped behind Akari, trapping her in a wide circle.

“What’s the matter?” she said to Emberlyn. “Too scared to fight me alone?”

“I see you still haven’t learned how to talk to Golds.” The other girl shook her head in disappointment. “Then again, we wouldn’t be here if you knew your place.”

Akari didn’t reply. She only cycled her mana, preparing for the attack.

“They’re here to stop you when you run.” Emberlyn took two steps forward, and her palms shone with pale blue light. “Kalden’s pet might have claws, but I don’t need help to put her down.”

Then she lashed out with two ice Missiles. Akari struck back with her own attack, moving her hand in wide circles so the mana flew in a corkscrew pattern. This knocked both her opponent’s Missiles off course and closed in.

Emberlyn raised a hand, and a wall of solid ice mana formed between them—just like the ones her father had used to trap Relia.

Akari leapt to the side, pulling back her Missile before it shattered. Her mana grazed the Construct, but it didn’t break.

Thank Talek for today’s practice session. She’d seen the Martials waste hundreds of Missiles against Relia, but she couldn’t afford to be so careless.

No sooner had Akari recalled her first Missile than she launched another blast of mana to the left of Emberlyn’s ice shield. The first shield vanished as her opponent raised a second.

Akari pulled the mana back, letting the pressure reach equilibrium until both her Missiles orbited her body. The Grandmaster had called this the Cloud technique, and it reminded her of two electrons revolving around a nucleus.

A Bronze couldn’t make true Constructs, but this was the next best thing. Emberlyn launched several more Missiles, but they ricocheted off her Cloud, fading into the forest like fleeing snakes. The girl’s face was unreadable past the swirling blue lines, but Akari imagined her shock.

The two exchanged several more blows. Akari hurled her Missiles outward and pulled them back into orbit. Emberlyn fell into a similar rhythm with her attacks and shields.

Still, something felt wrong here. Emberlyn had shown up in a storm of bravado and undisguised rage. Now, her movements were slow and methodical—almost as if she were holding back.

Another trap? Like that day in the computer lab?

More likely, the girl was biding her time. Akari couldn’t outlast her. No matter how efficiently she made her Missiles, they still took energy to move. Every exchange drained her mana a little more, tipping the scale in Emberlyn’s favor.

Time to switch things up.

Akari released both Missiles from orbit, hurling them forward at maximum speed. Then she launched another Missile to either side of her opponent.

Predictably, Emberlyn raised an ice wall to defend herself.

Kalden had once taught Akari how to play crowns, and he’d explained the difference between amateurs and masters.

“Amateurs get tunnel vision,” he’d told her. “They worry about direct attacks—defending their pieces or moving them to safety. This makes them easy to control.”

Akari’s first two Missiles shattered against Emberlyn’s Construct in flashes of bright light.

“But if you’re playing not to lose, you’ve already lost.”

Akari danced to the left, pulling back the Missile on her right. Then she mirrored the movement, recalling the left Missile. Both attacks slammed into Emberlyn’s flanks, and her Construct flickered out.

Akari charged forward, kicking up snow and seizing the girl’s other weakness. Emberlyn was a decent artist, but school tournaments were a gentlemen’s game, and she knew nothing about real fighting.

Three more strides and Akari closed the distance. Emberlyn was still regaining her balance when Akari threw a punch at her right eye.

Emberlyn staggered back into a combat stance. She raised her left hand for another Missile, but Akari closed in again, catching her arm and redirecting her palm. Then she hooked her foot around Emberlyn’s ankle, slamming the girl into the snow.

Movement flashed at the edge of her vision. Akari spun to see a flash of glowing silver mana.

Clearly, she’d gone off script with that last stunt. Now it was three against one.

Akari dropped to her stomach, letting the Missile pass over her head. The metal mana rang like a bell as it rebounded off Emberlyn’s car, smashing into the payphone behind them.

Emberlyn pushed herself up, readying another ice Missile in her palm. Akari threw a kick at the girl’s chest, and she doubled over again.

Two more Missiles closed in—one metal, the other ice. Akari sprang to her feet, and they smashed into the ground with an explosion of dirt and snow.

Talek. What she’d give for a proper Construct right now. Her Cloud technique was great when it worked, but it took way too long to set up.

Akari cycled her mana, feeling her reserves. Just over half full. No room for mistakes.

She launched a Missile at the metal artist, and he raised a Construct in response. Unlike Emberlyn’s ice wall, this looked like a shield of transparent steel.

Akari lowered her center of gravity, pushing her mana up and over the shield. She pulled it back just as it crested the top, and it curved down to hit the boy in the forehead.

Should have worn a helmet, Akari thought as he staggered back.

She hadn’t known she’d be ambushed tonight. What was their excuse? Keeping their hair nice?

The Silver attacked with another ice Missile, but his aim was off by several degrees. Akari stood from her crouch and let the mana pass harmlessly by her face. Then she thrust out her palm and shot a Missile of her own.

The boy tried to dodge her attack, but he was a split second too slow. Her Missile took him in the solar plexus, and he doubled over with a groan.

Akari forced the mana to hold its shape, and she brought it back toward the metal artist. She didn’t wait to see if the blow landed. Instead, she turned back to Emberlyn. The girl had regained her footing, and a thin river of blood flowed from a gash in her forehead.

Despite her injuries, Emberlyn took on a graceful stance and released two more Missiles. Akari tried to counter with a corkscrew pattern, but her opponent released a second pair of Missiles. Then a third.

Akari’s attacks grew wilder as true panic set in. Her channels screamed in pain as she pushed her mana past its limits.

A Missile struck Akari’s right shoulder, but her hoodie absorbed the blow. The next attack caught her left ear. Bursts of icy pain shot through her skull, and half her face went numb. She slammed back into the snow, losing her glasses as she fell.

Another ice Missile coiled around her wrist like a snake killing its prey. More numbness followed.

Move, she told herself.

Even as the numbness spread through her body, Akari forced herself to stand. The others were dark blurs, and she bolted past them in a random direction. Snow crunched beneath her boots until she felt something hard, hollow, and slippery.

Emberlyn shouted something as she ran, but Akari couldn’t make out the words.

Another Missile struck her spine, and she staggered forward. The mana wrapped around both arms, securing them close to her sides. Akari hit the ground, and her cheek met the frozen river.

Her right knee punctured a hole in the ice, plunging into the water beneath. More water pooled around her cheek, and a dozen cracks formed beneath her body.

Finally, the surface shattered like a glass window, and the water rose to engulf her.

Akari struggled to break free from her bonds, but Emberlyn’s mana gripped her body like a vice. Some primal part of her tried to scream, and water filled her lungs as she sank deeper.

Her boots found the river’s bottom, and she kicked off with all her might. It was barely five feet deep at its widest point. She could probably—

Her head struck more ice when she tried to emerge.

She struggled for several more heartbeats, looking wildly in every direction. She could have felt the opening with her hands, but the ice mana kept those pinned at her sides.

More water poured into her lungs and stomach until breathing lost all meaning. Her insides burned like lava despite the cold.

Was this what dying felt like? Had her mother felt this helpless when they’d suffocated her?

Akari fought back against her bonds, slamming her forehead against the ice ceiling. She wanted to scream, but she had no voice. She wanted to unleash her power, but her mana was gone. The pain and panic reached a crescendo inside her, and the world faded to black.
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A PERFECT NIGHTMARE


“That’s Emberlyn’s car,” Darren said as they pulled into Phoenix Park.

Kalden followed his gaze to where an 870 Noble sat almost parallel to the sidewalk. She must have left her driver behind because no professional would park that badly. And as Darren drove them closer, the empty seat confirmed his suspicion.

The scene was dark but for a single streetlight shining down on the clearing. A trio of figures stood near the frozen river, and their body language suggested an argument.

“That’s Alton Tusk,” Darren said. “He’s a metal artist. Can’t tell who the other guy is.”

“Kazo Shiro,” Maelyn said from the backseat. “Ice artist. Emberlyn’s retainer.”

The three figures stopped arguing when they spotted Kalden’s car, and they all spun to face him.

“That’s great,” Kalden said. “But where’s Akari?”

A short silence followed as Darren shifted the car into park and turned off the engine.

“Her usual spot is farther in,” Maelyn said. “Maybe they haven’t found her?”

“Maybe.” Kalden opened the car door, stepping out into the frigid night air. His hopes died as he took in more of their surroundings. Emberlyn’s car sported a dent near the back passenger door as if someone had struck it with a Missile. Directly across from that sat a damaged payphone. Half the metal keys were shattered, and the phone itself hung in two pieces with exposed wire between.

Things got worse as he closed the distance between Emberlyn and her friends. A hundred footprints disturbed the snow, along with wider imprints where people had fallen over. A river of blood poured out from an unseen wound above Emberlyn’s hairline, and another red gash ran vertically across her eyebrow. Her two friends didn’t look much better.

Alton Tusk stepped forward, crossing his thick arms. The metal artist was a few inches shorter than Kalden, but he outweighed him by at least forty pounds. He had a pale Espirian face and sharp features that were made for glaring. “What do you want, Trengsen?”

Kalden ignored Tusk and turned to Emberlyn. She looked on the verge of tears, and refused to meet his gaze.

“What happened?” he asked her.

“Exactly what it looks like,” Tusk said. “We’re training.”

Emberlyn’s father had the best dojo in town. But sure—why not go to a public park and hit your own car? Not to mention their lack of armor.

Kalden could have said this out loud, but that line of conversation was unproductive. Instead, he kept his gaze on Emberlyn. “Where’s Akari?”

“Who the hell’s Akari?” Tusk spread out his hands and gestured at their surroundings. “It’s just us, Trengsen. And you still haven’t told us what you want.”

A better lie than the first, but his delivery was too forced.

“Emberlyn?” Kalden’s voice rose, forcing her to meet his eyes. “What the hell did you do?”

Emberlyn rubbed at her cheek with a shaking hand. “I have nothing to say to you.”

She’d been upset when she left his house, but this was different. Was that guilt in her eyes? Panic?

He turned back to Tusk, who stood between him and the frozen river. The metal artist wasn’t just trying to intimidate him—he was blocking his view.

Kalden shifted his weight to the other foot, catching a glimpse over Tusk’s shoulder. Another trail of footprints led to the frozen river, ending at the shore as if someone had tried to walk across. But the trail didn’t pick up on the other side. Instead, he spotted a hole in the ice, just big enough for . . .

Oh no.

Kalden relaxed his vision, viewing the world through his Silver Sight. He couldn’t see under the ice from here, but Tusk and Shiro were both cycling their mana—preparing for a fight. Kalden realized that he’d been cycling too.

He ran a hand over his left ear, giving Darren a prearranged signal. Then he took another long breath to steady himself.

“Alright,” Kalden said as he turned to leave. “I’m sorry to bother you.”

It wasn’t much of a feint, but he’d take any advantage he could get.

Kalden spun back around, gathering mana in his right hand, striking at Tusk’s face with a closed fist.

As expected, a wall of transparent steel appeared in front of the boy.

Kalden moved his other arm across his body, releasing the Missile away from Tusk and Shiro. No sooner had the mana left his palm than he recalled it. Then he hurled his body forward, slamming straight into the two artists. This put Tusk in a direct path between Kalden and his Missile, and the technique smashed into the larger boy’s side.

By now, Darren had already drawn his rod and shot them both with ice Missiles.

Kalden didn’t stop to see the results. He bolted forward onto the frozen river, praying to all the Angels that he wasn’t too late. As he drew closer to the opening, he caught a faint blue glow under the ice, just a few paces beyond the hole.

Akari.

Kalden threw off his jacket as he ran, but there wasn’t time for anything else. He lowered himself through the opening, and the world became pitch black as he submerged his face. The icy water stung his skin, close to burning. His feet found the ground, and he crouched toward the light source.

Kalden reached out with both hands and found something that felt like a leg. He followed that to Akari’s torso and wrapped both hands around her waist. Her body hung limp as he pulled her back toward the opening.

They emerged together a second later, but the winter air brought no relief from the cold. His movements were stiff as he lifted Akari from the water. His jaw chattered uncontrollably, and he had to cycle his mana to keep the feeling in his hands.

He placed her gently on the ice, and pulled himself out next. The path behind them was already half-shattered, so Kalden picked her up and moved toward the river’s other side.

“Maelyn!” he shouted as he set down Akari’s limp body in the snow. Damnit. How did she even get under the ice like that? She’d lost her glasses, but he didn’t see any obvious wounds.

She wasn’t breathing either, and her face was as pale as the surrounding snow.

Maelyn had already begun making her way across a thicker section of ice downstream. Kalden didn’t wait for her. He pressed both hands to Akari’s chest and began pressing down with several quick pulses. He vaguely recalled something in health class about counting.

What was it again? Twenty? Thirty? Either way, it was too late for counting now.

Kalden leaned down in front of her face, using his left hand to tilt her chin upward. He used his other hand to pinch her nostrils closed, then he pressed his lips to hers and breathed enough air to make her chest rise.

Nothing happened after that, and a wave of panic ran down his spine. His eyes burned as he realized he might be too late. He’d known they were lying. He should have attacked at once, but he’d hesitated.

Now, his friend might not survive.

Maelyn reached him a second later, and Kalden moved away to give her space.

Emberlyn followed the other girl across the river, looking guiltier than before.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Kalden said.

“This wasn’t me! It was Shiro!” She pointed a shaking hand across the river to where her friends struggled in their ice-mana bonds. Darren stood guard over them both, aiming his rod at Tusk.

“You brought them here,” Kalden said.

Emberlyn wiped at her face again, pointedly not looking at Akari’s unconscious body. “I told them not to attack. They ignored me.”

Sirens echoed in the distance, and they seemed to be getting closer.

“You called an ambulance?” Kalden asked. But even as the words left his mouth, he realized how unlikely that was.

“Police,” Emberlyn muttered with a shake of her head. “Meant for them to catch her.”

To catch her doing mana arts. It was the same scheme she’d used back in Hexember when she’d gotten Akari banned from the computer lab. If Emberlyn had pulled that off, things would get even worse for Akari.

“Well”—Kalden glanced back at her unconscious body—“you messed up.”

How could she be so stupid? The plan itself was classic Emberlyn, but she should have realized when things got out of hand.

“How long was she under water?”

Emberlyn shook her head, not meeting his eyes.

“Five minutes?” Kalden pressed. “Two?”

“Somewhere in between.”

Kalden clenched his fists and began pacing back and forth.

Maelyn unzipped Akari’s hoodie, then pulled out a pocket knife and sliced through her T-shirt in two quick cuts.

Kalden averted his eyes, but he looked back when a flash of green formed in Maelyn’s right hand. Unlike her usual mana, this sparked with electricity.

Maelyn slammed the hand into Akari’s chest. Her body lurched, and a geyser of water erupted from her mouth.

Kalden sank to his knees nearby, feeling waves of relief wash over him. Akari’s eyes snapped open, then she rolled over on her side, vomiting up half the river.

“Deep breaths,” Maelyn said as she began removing her own jacket.

No sooner had Akari regained consciousness than she flinched away. Her eyes looked wild around the edges.

“Akari?” Kalden leaned closer. “It’s me and Maelyn. You’re safe now.”

“She’s not safe yet,” Maelyn said as she removed her own sweater. “Her heart could still fail.”

Kalden nodded as he sat Akari up with her back against him, then Maelyn helped her change into her dry sweater and jacket. With that done, she went back to her purse and uncorked a small bottle of liquid mana.

“Drink this and cycle,” she told Akari. “It will help warm your blood.”

Akari let the other girl pour the mana into her mouth. Some color returned to her face a few seconds later.

As an alchemist, Kalden knew how mana could speed up the body’s natural healing process. There were even special potions that worked without cycling, and most ambulances carried those for this exact purpose.

But Maelyn was right. You could still get the same benefits without expensive potions. And if cycling could save someone’s life, then why wasn’t every child trained to do this? It should have been a requirement in public schools rather than a secret program.

And that was his real problem with alchemy. People like Akari were injured like this every day. Not only did the Golds ignore it, but they profited from it, selling people cures they shouldn’t even need.

All the while, they denied them the most basic human right: the right to help themselves.

He could never go back to his old life now. Not after this.
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Akari clung to Kalden as they followed Maelyn across the frozen river. The world was a blur without her glasses, and she felt the ice crack and groan beneath their weight. Her lungs burned at the memory of drowning, and her body still hadn’t stopped shaking.

“It’s alright,” Kalden whispered. “I’ve got you.”

Akari gave a shaky nod against his chest. Her brain was probably half frozen right now, making her fears anything but rational. But knowing Kalden, he had a dozen equations running through his head, calculating the exact weight this ice could hold.

Plus, he could see, which wasn’t fair at all.

He kept one arm around her as they walked, almost like a hug. Akari did the same to him, digging her hands into the soft fabric of his jacket. It had been years since anyone had hugged her. She’d almost forgotten how good it felt.

What’s more, Kalden had jumped in a freezing river to save her life. Maelyn had healed her after that, then she’d given her the clothes off her own back.

They actually cared.

Akari wanted to take back every dark thing she’d ever thought about Kalden and his retainers. Even if she died tomorrow, this feeling was worth more than a hundred more years of life.

“Here.” Maelyn’s voice pulled Akari from her thoughts, and her blurry form dashed toward them. “Found your glasses.”

“Th-thanks.” Akari tried to articulate the word, but it came out in several jagged syllables. She spent a second getting the glasses on her face, then the world came into focus again.

Darren stood over Emberlyn’s friends, mana rod in hand. Both boys lay on the ground, but where was Emberlyn? Had she gotten away? Did the others even know what she’d done?

“We’re leaving,” Kalden said to Darren as they approached. “Get the car running.”

Darren holstered his rod and jogged toward the parking lot, shooting one last look at the restrained mana artists.

Akari pulled away from Kalden when they reached the car. By now, she’d regained the sensation in her legs, and she didn’t feel half as shaky as before. She took one last look around the park, then found Emberlyn standing just a few steps behind her.

“You.” Akari staggered forward, gathering mana in her palms. The sight of her enemy brought back all the memories of the fight, and chains tightened around her burning lungs.

“Akari!” Kalden lunged forward, putting himself between them.

“She almost killed me,” Akari snapped as she tried to push past him.

“I know.” Kalden held his ground. “But more fighting won’t help. We can deal with this later.”

Akari ignored him, aiming her hand over his shoulder.

Kalden grabbed her wrist, redirecting her aim toward the ground. “You’re not thinking straight.”

Flashes of blue and red light danced across the trees. This dragged other memories to the surface of her mind. Sirens. Ice. All the pieces of a perfect nightmare, together in one place.

Her legs threatened to give out as the police cars closed in around the parking lot. Kalden put his arm around her again, and she clutched his jacket with all her strength.

“It’s alright,” he told her. “I’m on your side. No matter what happens.”
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BLOODLINE


Akari shifted in her chair, staring down at her hands on the metal table. Almost twelve hours had passed since the battle, and rays of sunlight speared through the room’s barred windows.

Last night had been a mess of healers, police, and interrogations, and she hadn’t slept for a minute of it. She’d tried closing her eyes in her cell, but her brain had other ideas.

Footsteps echoed down the corridor outside. Akari sat up straighter, and her cuffs scraped against the table. Unlike ordinary handcuffs, these had no chains or hinges connecting the bands. And while most cuffs were stainless steel, these were made of impedium.

Whenever Akari cycled mana to her hands or feet, one of the four cuffs repelled it like a magnet, sending it back to her soul. This restriction might go unnoticed to someone who didn’t know mana arts. But she’d been cycling for more than a hundred days straight, and blocking her mana felt as unnatural as holding her breath. It made her want to cycle even harder. And after a whole night of this, her body felt like a wrung-out rag.

Her captors hadn’t even removed the cuffs when she slept or showered. A layer of padding protected her skin, so they weren’t nearly as uncomfortable as most restraints. Still, that only made her more nervous.

How much longer would this last?

The door opened across the room, and her foster father stepped inside. Mazren wore his usual work clothes—a button-down shirt tucked into a pair of khaki pants. A silver badge hung from a cord around his neck, reflecting the morning sun like a mirror.

“Are you okay?” he asked with genuine concern.

Akari just shrugged.

Mazren lowered himself into the chair opposite her, and slid a cardboard Jumpstart mug across the table. “Figured you’d need this.”

“Thanks.” Akari opened the plastic lid and inhaled the steam. It smelled like Jumpstart’s regular dark roast, but she wasn’t complaining. Any caffeine was a gift from the Angels right now.

After a brief silence, her foster father spoke again. “You’re a mana artist.”

“They told you everything?” Akari guessed.

He nodded, running a hand through his light brown hair. “Read the report while I was waiting.”

That meant he already knew about the videos and the dark web. Akari had been carrying her thumb drive when they’d captured her, so she couldn’t hide that part of the story. Besides, it wasn’t technically a crime to learn mana arts, even for a Bronze like her.

“I knew something was up with you,” he said, “but I never knew it was this big. All those nights you didn’t come home. That hunting trip . . .” Another pause. “What made you want to do this?”

Akari wasn’t in the mood to bare her soul, so she just shrugged her shoulders again. Besides, did she really need a reason? The Grandmaster had said this was a basic human right, and she agreed with him.

“What else happened last night?” she asked. “No one told me anything.”

Mazren appeared to gather his thoughts for a moment. “They talked to everyone separately. Kalden Trengsen’s story matched up with yours. He says Frostblade and her friends attacked you, and you defended yourself. His retainers said the same.”

Akari gave a quick nod, feeling a surge of hope in her chest. She’d feared the police would believe Emberlyn’s story and ignore everything else. Just like the day she’d been banned from the computer lab. But if they talked to Kalden, she might actually have a chance.

“Emberlyn Frostblade even admitted to attacking you,” Mazren went on.

Akari almost spit out her coffee. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. She refused to talk at first, but her lawyer encouraged her to cooperate.”

Mazren went on to summarize Emberlyn’s interrogation. In her words, she’d been testing Akari to see if she really knew mana arts. Things escalated from there. Emberlyn’s retainer—Kazo Shiro—had hit Akari as she retreated over the ice. Emberlyn had wanted to pull Akari out, but Alton Tusk objected, insisting they wouldn’t get caught if they left her there.

Bastard.

Akari felt her shoulders sag as everything settled in. “They’re gonna get away with this, aren’t they?”

“Frostblade and Tusk will be fined for the damages,” Mazren said.

“Oh good, as long as they’re fined.”

“The school board will decide whether they stay in the mana arts program. Things don’t look good for Tusk on that front . . .” He trailed off and gave a helpless shrug. “But you’re right. It’s not fair. It never is with these people.”

Akari clenched her hands into fists. She tried cycling her mana, but the cuffs repelled the movement in all four limbs, sending back waves of pain.

She should have seen this coming. A Gold could technically go to prison for murdering a Bronze, but that would only happen if they’d killed her in cold blood, in front of a live audience. Anything else was too complicated for real justice.

“What about me?” she finally asked.

“There’s been some talk about pressing charges,” Mazren said. “But they’re having trouble finding a crime. You defended yourself in every version of the story. Three against one.”

Akari looked up, feeling her spirits rise again. “And learning mana arts isn’t illegal, right?”

He shook his head. “Officially, it’s impossible for a Bronze to learn. This means there aren’t any laws or precedents.”

Huh. How about that? The propaganda worked in her favor for once. Still, Mazren didn’t look hopeful. There must be a catch.

“But the three families want to make an example of you,” Mazren explained. “A quiet example, without a trial.”

Akari swallowed, still not sure whether to feel relieved or afraid.

He spread out his hands on the table. “If Noella and I keep you under house arrest for the next three years, you can avoid prison time, and keep your record clean.”

“And house arrest means what?” She’d heard the term on TV, but she’d never gotten an exact definition.

“You can go to school and work,” he replied. “Otherwise, you stay within a one-block radius of our house. All other appointments need to be cleared through the Martials’ office.”

Three years just for defending herself?

“Those cuffs you’re wearing”—he gestured to the table where she clutched her coffee cup—“they come with built-in trackers. That’s how they’ll know if you stay within your radius. They’ll also get an alert if you remove or tamper with them.”

Akari’s blood froze, and the impedium felt as heavy as cast iron on her wrists. “The cuffs stay the whole time?”

“I’m sorry,” he said with a grave nod. “I couldn’t do anything about that.”

“What if I refuse the deal? I get a trial, right?”

He hesitated. “Apparently, Agent Frostblade has evidence that links you to another crime. He wouldn’t say what, but it sounded serious. Do you know what he’s talking about?”

Akari pursed her lips, trying to force her features into confusion.

“They can’t listen to us in here.” Mazren gestured at the door. “Whatever it is, I’ll keep it between us.”

Frostblade obviously knew about her meetings with Relia, but she’d never talk about that out loud. Not to the Martials, or to Mazren. Relia Dawnfire was the only person on this island who dared to challenge the system. Betraying her would betray everything Akari stood for.

When she didn’t answer, Mazren spoke again. “He could be bluffing. but I wouldn’t risk it. There’s no winning against Golds.”

No winning against Golds. Now more than ever, Akari felt the weight of those words in her bones. She hadn’t even responded to Sakara Trengsen’s offer, and things had already worked out in the woman’s favor.

Mazren was right. This game had been rigged against her from the start. How could you beat opponents who played by entirely different rules?

“So I’d take the deal,” he said. “It’s the best you’ll get.”

“And I can live with you for three more years?” Akari asked. “Just like that?”

His face seemed to soften with sympathy. “We were never going to kick you out.”

“That’s not what your wife said.”

He let out a slow breath. “She meant we can’t support you forever. Worst-case scenario, you can get a job and pay us rent. I’ll make sure it’s not too much.”

“No,” Akari countered. “She was pretty clear. ‘The day I turn sixteen.’ That’s what she said.”

“I’ll deal with Noella.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m responsible for you. I made you feel like you wouldn’t be safe next year. That’s why you took all these risks, right? That’s why you learned mana arts?”

Akari shrugged. He was half right, though. Without the ticking time bomb, she might not have pursued mana arts with the same urgency. She could have approached this more slowly, pissing off fewer Golds along the way.

“We’ll figure something out,” he said. “I promise, you’ll never be homeless, no matter what happens. I’m sorry I let you think that.”

Akari narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t get it. Why are you responsible? We’re basically strangers.”

He frowned. “You’ve lived with us for years.”

“Doesn’t mean we know each other.” Honestly, she was far closer with Kalden and his friends, and she’d known them a fraction of the time.

“Yeah.” He rubbed at his temple. “Guess that’s my fault, too.”

“But why?” Her voice rose for the first time. “Why do you give a shit about some orphan Bronze? You agreed to kick me out before.” She smacked her cuffs on the table, and the metallic clang reached every corner of the room. “These give Noella more reasons to hate me.”

“She doesn’t—” Mazren started to speak, but then he stopped himself.

“Why?” Akari crammed all her questions into a single word. Why did Mazren care, while Noella hated her? Why had a Silver family taken in a Bronze? Why would they help her now?

Mazren sat in silence for a long time. She’d never seen a grown man look so unsure of himself. Almost . . . afraid?

Akari bore into him with her eyes, studying his Espirian face. She was half-Espirian herself, but she’d inherited most of her mother’s Shokenese features, including her dark hair and eyes. But unlike Kalden and Maelyn, Akari didn’t have the characteristic tan skin. Her skin was paler—almost as pale as Mazren’s.

Her thoughts raced faster as she considered her initial mana count, and how she’d started somewhere in the mid-twenties. Halfway between Bronze and Silver. If her father had been a Gold, then she would have been a Silver. If he’d been a Bronze, her own mana counts would have started closer to zero.

But no . . . she was half-Bronze, half-Silver.

Her heart thundered in her chest, and chills crept up her arms.

Mazren had taken her in. He’d been civil to her this whole time, while his wife had been actively hostile. And he was sitting here now, offering her a home for three more years.

Akari swallowed, finding her throat suddenly dry. When she tried to speak, she couldn’t bring herself to ask the real question on her tongue.

“You knew me,” she said, “before I came to live with you. You were looking for someone specific.”

His head moved in an almost imperceptible nod. “Sixteen years ago, I was with a woman named Emeri Zeller.”

Emeri Zeller.

Her mother’s name.

Akari closed her eyes, feeling the room spin around her. She’d prepared for this in her mind, but that did little to soften the blow.

She’d dreamt of her father since she was a child. In her dreams, he was always a powerful mana artist from the outside world—someone like Relia’s master. Maybe even a Mystic. And Akari had seen herself as the heir to some ancient clan with ancient bloodline techniques.

She’d never spoken of this dream aloud. Most days, she hardly even dared to imagine it. Even so, that spark of hope had given her the courage to go on. It made her believe the rules on this island didn’t apply to her—that she would be the first Bronze among thousands to advance to Silver.

But real life didn’t work like a mana arts movie. If this were a movie, she would have discovered her bloodline technique and saved herself from drowning last night.

Akari looked back at Mazren and found her eyes blurry with tears. She removed her glasses and wiped them dry with the back of her hand.

“I’m sorry,” Mazren said with a heavy sigh. “I should have told you this before.”

“No,” Akari said. “I get it. You weren’t so bad as a foster parent. For a real parent, though . . .” She shook her head and gave him a thumbs-down.

He winced at that, and Akari fought down the urge to elaborate. Did he know her school uniforms were the only real clothes she had? Did he know what Noella did to her when they were alone?

Saying that out loud would just make her feel like a victim, and she’d had enough of that lately. Besides, Mazren wouldn’t believe the last part. Without the scars to prove it, Akari even doubted herself sometimes.

“That’s not why I kept it a secret,” he explained slowly. “I could lose my job for admitting that publicly. Noella knows, but that’s it. No one else does.”

“I get it.” Akari rubbed at her eyes again. “Bronze shouldn’t act like real people, and they sure as hell shouldn’t sleep with Silvers or Golds.”

Emberlyn had tried to kill her for getting too close to Kalden. And they were just friends, for Talek’s sake.

Mazren stared down at his hands. “It’s too late for me to make things right, but I’m trying my best.”

Akari stared at the wall, unable to reply. She still couldn’t reconcile this man with the powerful Mystic from her dreams. And despite the evidence, a part of her refused to believe it was true.

“How’d you meet my mom?” she asked after a long silence.

“It’s complicated.”

Akari rolled her eyes. “You can tell me if it was a random hookup. Won’t break my heart or anything.”

Still, he didn’t explain, and Akari’s mind went to darker places.

Mazren must have seen the worry in her eyes because he held up his hands defensively. “No, it was nothing like that! I’m sorry, it was—we cared about each other. I even have memories of meeting her in the diner where she worked. But I don’t trust them.”

“You don’t trust your own memories?”

“It’s complicated, like I said. Those memories only showed up after I found you. It was like my mind was filling in the gaps—trying to make sense of something it couldn’t.”

Akari blinked. Mazren’s words sounded crazy, but a part of her understood his meaning. Her own memories from the last few years were clear as glass, but everything before that was a blur.

Still, a few things stood out amid the sea of chaos. She remembered her mother’s face, and she remembered her bedroom with the Midwinter lights hanging around the ceiling. She even remembered a certain neighborhood boy teaching her how to fight.

But what about the rest of her life? She could remember elementary school if she tried, but those memories felt different—almost artificial. Akari hadn’t considered that difference until now, but she agreed with Mazren. They didn’t feel trustworthy.

“So what do you remember?” Akari asked.

“Nothing specific,” he said. “But far too many feelings to fit in one night. I loved her. I know I did.”

“What about Noella?” Akari asked. “You’ve been married for eighteen years. Doesn’t take a genius to realize you cheated on her.”

“I didn’t cheat on her,” Mazren said with surprising confidence. “Or . . . maybe I did. I don’t know. I can’t imagine myself doing that, but the past is vague. Sometimes this life feels like a lie, and the truth is something I can’t see.”

Akari nodded, still clutching her coffee cup. “Then you know why I became a mana artist.”

He stayed with her until it was time to leave, then they stepped out of the police station together. Akari was glad to put that place behind her, but her cuffs weighed her down with every step. She might be leaving one prison, but this island had walls she couldn’t see.

Why fight back when the rules were rigged against her? The only solution was to leave. To think beyond this island, and find something greater.

Relia Dawnfire had offered her a chance to do exactly that. Now, Akari just had to find her.
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GRADUATION


Step one: find the system that controls the cuffs.

“Alright.” Kalden clapped his hands together as he paced in his basement office. “What do we know so far?”

Maelyn sat up straighter on the sofa. “Akari’s handler is a junior agent named Canin Stormspear. He works at the Martials’ office here in Elegan.”

Kalden wrote the agent’s name on the blackboard.

Stormspear. Why did the old Espirian clans get all the cool names? Trengsen meant “blood poem,” hinting at his ancestors’ strategic battle prowess. But most people wouldn’t know that unless they spoke High Imperial Shokenese.

“He handles her day-to-day movements,” she said. “For example, she had an optometrist’s appointment last week. That’s three miles outside her radius, so her foster parents cleared it in advance. He can increase her range, or disable the cuffs entirely.”

Kalden wrote a list of bullet points under Stormspear’s name, getting all the intel in one place. More than a month had passed since the fight with Emberlyn, and he hadn’t spoken to Akari once during that time. The Martials were watching around every corner, and so was Kalden’s mother. This put any direct communication off the table, including meetings or phone calls.

Instead, Darren and Maelyn handled everything through proxies. Kalden also hid these movements through a web of obscurity, sending letters and phone calls to dozens of others, asking for irrelevant favors or items along the way.

He’d been careless before, and Akari had paid the price several times. That might still happen again, but she knew the risks. This whole plan was her idea, after all.

“And we’re sure these cuffs are controlled from a computer?” Kalden asked. “I thought they ran on mana sigils.”

“They run on the wearer’s mana.” Darren spoke up. “But the sigils only handle the location functions. All the data is sent through radio signals, then processed digitally.”

“Plus,” Maelyn said, “Stormspear can control the cuffs from his home if he needs to. That implies remote internet access.”

“Does anyone else have control over her cuffs?” Kalden asked. “Other agents?”

“Probably their HQ in Shoken Port,” Darren said. “But that place will be locked up like a fortress. Stormspear’s the weakest link.”

Kalden tossed his chalk between his open hands. “So there’s a website out there somewhere. Something Akari can hack into.”

“In theory,” Darren said. “But we’d need a starting point. Their Elegan branch doesn’t even have a public-facing site.”

“What about their main site? Do they have a page for Elegan?”

“They list the address and phone number,” Maelyn said. “That’s it.”

“No staff directory?” Kalden asked. “No department numbers?”

She gave a helpless shrug. “Akari says we might need to social engineer this step—fish for info the old-fashioned way.”

Great. Impersonating the IT staff might work on the gullible old ladies at school, but that wouldn’t work on the Martials. Then again . . .

“Do you still have that burner phone?” he asked Maelyn.

“Sure.” She retrieved the black device from her purse and set it on the coffee table. “You really think you can fool a Martial agent? Even the junior ones are no pushover.”

“We don’t have to fool the agents. You said Stormspear is the weakest link, but that’s not true. They’ll need more office workers to keep the wheels spinning.”

Maelyn wrinkled her nose. “They won’t know anything useful.”

“This is only step one,” Kalden replied, underlining that part of the blackboard for emphasis. “We’ll worry about access later. But the Martials aren’t web experts. They probably contract with a third party. If we can get a name—”

Darren snapped his fingers. “Pretend to be an account auditor—someone who already has access to these records. We can say there’s a discrepancy with the billing. That should be enough to finagle some basics.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Maelyn slid the phone toward Darren.

“What?” Darren said. “Not me!”

“You’re the accounting major.”

“I also sound like a thirteen-year-old,” he said without a hint of shame. “Your voice is so mature and refined.”

She snorted. “If it’s mature you want, then Kalden should do it.”

Kalden shook his head. “I might sound mature for my age, but I won’t pass for a scary auditor.”

“I’m not scary!” Maelyn protested.

“Unless you’re mad,” Darren said. “Then you look like a pissed-off librarian.”

“Librarians are scary?” Kalden asked.

Darren nodded. “Have you seen Mrs. Kamoto?”

“You’re an idiot,” Maelyn deadpanned.

“There!” Darren slapped the table. “Do that voice for the Martial accountants. They’ll give you whatever you want.”

They spent the next few minutes hammering out the details of their script. Then, after bouncing between a few departments, Maelyn got the name of the Martials’ web firm.

The battle was all downhill from there. She called the firm later that afternoon, posing as a prospective client. The salesman was all too happy to discuss their government contract, and how they’d built the interface on a system called Crosshair. After some more prodding, he even sent them a non-indexed URL for the control panel.

Everything was password-protected, of course, but that wouldn’t matter for long.
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Step two: find a weakness in the system.

“The system is called Crosshair,” Kalden messaged Relia in the chat room. He’d been worried about finding her again after the battle in White Vale. Fortunately, she’d retrieved her computer from the Contested Area.

“Coming right up.” A few seconds passed, then she sent him a compressed archive file with dozens of exploits and scripts.

Kalden had already researched this software before messaging her. Apparently, it had been developed in Espiria a few decades back. No one used it in the outside world these days, so those exploits were all strictly academic. But software engineers were rare on Arkala, and hackers were even rarer. Even if they’d fixed most of these exploits, they only needed one to work.

“Can you test these yourselves?” Maelyn asked as they pored over the list.

“This is all gibberish to me,” Kalden said. “We’ll need Akari . . .” He trailed off, turning away from the monitor to face his friends. “Things only get riskier from here. If Akari and I escape, we’ll be free. But you two . . .”

“I’m staying,” Darren said. “You can’t pull this off by yourself.”

“Same,” Maelyn said. “We’ll see this through to the end.”

And that was the extent of their explanations. They still didn’t believe him about the outside world, and he couldn’t share any specifics without implicating them in his crimes. Still, they risked everything to help him get there.

Maelyn cleared her throat. “Not to be Captain Obvious, but what can Akari do without internet access?”

A fair question. Her foster parents didn’t own a computer, and she was still banned from the lab at Elegan High. Security guards trailed her all day, and there were no internet cafes within her radius.

To make matters worse, the Martials knew her exact schedule, and they would investigate any discrepancies. Sneaking back into school was out of the question.

But school was the only place they could pull this off without drawing attention. They just had to find a time when no one would miss her.
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Step three: get access to a computer.

Akari stood under the hot spring sun, roasting with a hundred of her peers. They’d all gathered in the quad for graduation day, and the end couldn’t come fast enough.

Unfortunately, when your clan name was Zeller, you were the last one to walk.

Her sixteenth birthday had come and gone, and she’d stayed with the Cliftons that entire time. Akari had endured it for more than a hundred days, biding her time for this moment. If she and Kalden failed, the Martials would put her in prison until she was old and gray.

If they succeeded, they would never be safe again. But she would have her mana arts back. More importantly, she and Kalden would leave this island together. Then they’d have a chance at real advancement.

The hours rolled by, and Akari shifted in her seat, sweating beneath her blouse and blazer. Waiting was the worst part of any fight. Nothing to do but imagine all the ways she might fail.

“Darren Warder,” the announcer said into the microphone.

Darren rose a few seats to her left and stepped toward the stage.

“Rina Watase.”

A Shokenese girl stood up next, and the wind caught her long black braids.

“Folan Yacksbane.”

A red-haired Espirian boy followed.

Seriously? His clan name was Yacksbane? How had she gone to this school for three years and never heard that? And what in Talek’s name had his ancestors done to that poor yack?

“Akari Zeller.” The announcer pulled her from her thoughts.

She stood and followed the others. Darren had accepted his diploma by now, but he didn’t return to his seat. Instead, he vanished into the shadows behind the stage.

With so many eyes on her, Akari’s restraints felt twice as heavy as usual, rubbing against her ankles and wrists with every step. She’d spent the last few months wearing long-sleeve blouses to school, and these did a decent job of hiding her cuffs.

PE class was harder, of course. Elegan High’s uniform was just a simple blue T-shirt and a pair of matching shorts. Mazren had gotten her some athletic tights and a compression shirt, but the other girls had still seen her change in the locker room. After that, it hadn’t taken long for the rumors to start.

They said she was a Bronze tramp who’d tried to seduce Kalden Trengsen. Why? That depended on who you asked. Some people claimed she wanted to get pregnant so she would have a Silver child. Others said she just wanted his money.

No one knew the exact story from Phoenix Park, but they knew Emberlyn and Akari had dueled there. Apparently, Emberlyn had nobly fought for Kalden, declaring her love for him.

Akari was the violent one in every version of the story. People said she punched and kicked at Emberlyn, using dirty street-fighting tricks rather than real mana arts. Others said she got her hands on Kalden’s Missile rods and used those.

The more “outlandish” rumors claimed Akari had learned a secret Bronze version of mana arts. However, these powers came at a cost. They eroded away her sanity and self-control, making her attack people in fits of primal rage. The cuffs stopped that from happening.

At least they knew the cuffs blocked mana. Somehow, most people ignored that fact.

She wondered if she could have drawn less attention by wearing the restraints as a fashion statement rather than a shameful secret. Kalden could have pulled that off. Then again, Kalden didn’t even take PE classes. He spent most of the day at Elegan Community College, and she only caught glimpses of him in the morning.

As usual, it was easy to act cool and composed when the rules didn’t apply to you.

Akari took ten more steps toward the front of the stage, trying to hold her head high rather than shrinking back from their gazes.

Even the other Bronze had turned against her—probably so they didn’t end up in the crosshairs themselves. They’d given up a long time ago. And if Akari had been more like them, she wouldn’t have these restraints weighing her down.

But careful people didn’t change the world. She’d have to change it for them.

Akari accepted her useless piece of paper, then she followed in Darren’s footsteps behind the stage. Her path took her through the quad and toward the school itself. A pair of guards waited outside the main entrance, so she followed the sidewalk around the corner.

“Look for Alec,” Kalden had said in his last message. “He’s the guard who escorted you to our first meeting.”

She spotted the lanky man near a side entrance and tried to walk past him. He held out a hand before she could.

“I need to use the bathroom,” Akari told him.

He shook his head. “Can’t let you in there without an escort, Miss Zeller.”

“Seriously?” She crossed her arms. “School’s over. I graduated.”

“It’s still the rule.”

“Well, I’ve been holding it for two hours. Any longer, and—”

“I can escort Miss Zeller,” a girl’s voice said. Akari turned to see Maelyn standing right behind her on the sidewalk. She smiled at the guard as she stepped toward the door. “Won’t let her out of my sight. I promise.”

Akari grinned as she followed Maelyn into the school. At first, she’d assumed Kalden had paid off Alec to escort her and look the other way. In hindsight, that would only get him in trouble, and that wasn’t Kalden’s style.

After stopping at the bathroom (she hadn’t been lying about that part) they made their way to the computer lab. Maelyn looked both ways, then knocked in a rhythmic pattern.

Darren opened the door a second later, gesturing them inside. Kalden was already sitting at a computer, and he spun around in his chair to face her. After months of sneaking around and exchanging notes, seeing them all together felt strangely surreal.

“Hurry.” Kalden gestured toward the other computers. “My guess is we have thirty minutes before someone misses us.”

Thirty minutes. Akari had dealt with worse constraints when she’d snuck in here between classes. In many ways, she’d spent an entire semester preparing for this exact moment.
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ESCAPE


Step four: disable the cuffs.

Akari lowered herself into the familiar cushioned chair. Her fingers stretched over the mechanical keyboard, and it felt as surreal as seeing her friends again. She hadn’t touched a computer since that last night in Kalden’s house—the night everything went downhill.

“I already logged into my home computer,” Kalden said from the seat beside her. “Hopefully I did it right.”

Akari nodded her approval at the open terminal window. They’d definitely be screwed without his VPN.

Her gaze flicked to Kalden’s monitor, and she remembered the security cameras. She and Maelyn had already passed two to get into the computer lab, and they’d have to pass another one to get out.

Akari reached down the front of her blouse and pulled out the login info she’d hidden there. “This might still work,” she told Kalden as she slid over the paper. “Grandhall caught me in the lab, but he doesn’t know I hacked his account.”

Kalden’s hands flew across the keyboard beside her, and she saw the North Elegan Security page pop up.

“Got it,” he said. “Pausing all recording for today.”

As he worked, Akari opened Relia’s folder of exploits. “Try to overwrite today’s footage with yesterday’s,” she told him. “Harder to get it back that way.”

Of course, they might still recover the footage if they kept redundant backups, but Akari didn’t expect much from that firm.

The Martials, on the other hand . . .

She scrolled through the list of Crosshair exploits, considering her options. Brute forcing the passwords was off the table here, and they probably guarded against basic code injection. Akari had learned those techniques on shady websites, which meant her enemy could learn them, too.

What else?

She found a few scripts that ran server-side code directly from the address bar. The scripts themselves were far beyond her skill level, but that didn’t matter. All she had to do was modify the variable with an admin’s email address, then she would bypass the login screen.

Akari pulled out Agent Stormspear’s card and typed in his email address. The control panel opened a second later, and she released a long breath. She’d only been gone from the awards ceremony for five minutes, so this was great timing.

The control panel was a barebones page with only three options. The first two let her disable the cuffs’ alarm feature or extend the radius for a specified amount of time. The third option disabled the alarm and unlocked the cuffs.

Her heart thundered in her chest as she hovered her mouse over the final option and pressed the button.

Nothing happened at first, but a progress bar filled up in the browser’s bottom right corner. Akari held her breath, bracing herself for the feeling of freedom.

A bright red error message flashed across the page: Unapproved IP address. Please request approval by clicking the link below.

“What?” Her blood froze as she stared at the message. Kalden had printed out Crosshair’s documentation, and she’d spent the past few weeks poring over every detail. This wasn’t a native feature. In fact, she’d never heard of this happening on any system.

Akari tried clicking the top two options. Disabling the alarm wasn’t ideal, but it might give them enough time to remove the cuffs manually.

The same error message popped up.

Kalden leaned closer. “What’s wrong?”

“We’re screwed.” Akari wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt and scrolled back through Relia’s list of exploits. Everything here revolved around getting past the login wall or reading the database. The Martials knew they couldn’t patch every exploit from the outside world, so they’d invented something new.

If Akari were a real hacker, she could have improvised a way around this. She liked to boast, but she knew the truth in her heart. She stood on the shoulders of geniuses, but she never could have written these scripts herself.

“We still have time,” Kalden said in a surprisingly calm voice. “You can do this. Just relax.”

If only it were that easy. But he was right about one thing—this wasn’t over.

Akari clicked the link in the error message, and it took her to a simple contact form. They also had a list of emails where you could request access manually.

She copied the addresses to a separate text file, then backtracked to the login page. From there, she ran the same scripts as before, entering the admin’s email rather than Agent Stormspear’s.

Success. Another version of the control panel popped up. This one had far more options than the first. Feeling a surge of hope, Akari navigated to the same page as before and found her name from a list of hundreds.

She clicked the button, and . . .

Unapproved IP address. Please request approval by clicking the link below.

Damnit. Even the admins weren’t immune.

“Where are the IPs stored?” Kalden asked.

Akari shook her head. “Probably some file on the server. There’s no way I’ll reach it.”

“Can you use the VPN to trick it? Make it seem like you’re connecting from the Martials’ office?”

“No.” She clutched the mouse so hard she thought the plastic casing might break. “It’s not that accurate.”

Kalden went silent, clearly out of ideas.

The door creaked open behind her. Akari glanced up, having flashbacks from the last time she’d been caught in here.

“Someone’s coming,” Darren whispered as he stepped inside. “Headteacher Grandhall, plus three guards.”

“Damnit.” Kalden rose from his chair. “We need more time.”

“Should I try to stall them?” Darren asked.

He shook his head. “Help me move the furniture. We’re gonna barricade the door.”

They set to it. In less than a minute, they had three wooden desks barring the room’s only exit.

On Akari’s left, Maelyn reached into her purse and pulled out a ten-inch hacksaw. “There’s always Plan B if we need it.”

Akari bit her lip and turned her eyes back to the monitor. If they broke the cuffs, they would alert every Martial on the island. She and Kalden would never make it out of this school, much less the city.

The boys moved more desks, and Akari clicked frantically through the pages. The admin users had hundreds of options, but most were irrelevant to her current problem.

However, one section caught her eye—a set of uploaded code files that interfaced directly with the cuffs. She copied the files over to her local code editor, reading the lines one by one.

The door rattled behind her, and muffled voices echoed from the other side. Kalden and Darren piled another desk on their wooden mountain.

Focus, Akari told herself. Just like mana arts. Keep fighting until the end.

One function triggered the alarm if someone tampered with the cuffs. But disabling that would be useless. The alarm would still trigger in places outside of this website.

Two more functions executed the code for disabling or removing the cuffs. Unfortunately, she had no way to trigger those functions without access to the site’s codebase. Only those control panel buttons triggered the event, and those were locked behind the IP checker.

But what if she copied the second function’s code and put it inside the first function?

“Alright.” Akari rolled up her leggings to reveal the cuff on her left ankle. “Start cutting.”

Maelyn’s eyes widened as she knelt down on the carpet. “You serious?”

Akari nodded, gesturing at the code editor. “I’m gonna reprogram this.”

“Great,” the other girl said. “So why—”

“I can’t run the code from the server.” Akari began combining the two files. “But I can modify this first function. It’s supposed to trigger an alarm when someone breaks the cuffs. I can make it trigger the unlock function instead.”

Maelyn began sawing at the small control box. “You sure that’ll work?”

Hell no. The Martials might have a failsafe to prevent this sort of thing. What if they got the alarm before the server code fired? Or what if she made a syntax error somewhere?

“Of course I’m sure,” she told Maelyn. Then she saved the code adjustments and prayed to all the Angels this worked.

Two more cuts from Maelyn’s saw, and the control box snapped open. The compartment was no bigger than a watch head, and Maelyn exchanged her saw for a tiny screwdriver. Her movements were quick and precise, almost like she’d done this before. Maybe Kalden had ordered a practice set for them to experiment on.

The second screw popped out of its hole, and the cuff loosened around her ankle. Akari tightened every muscle in her body, bracing for the alarm.

Instead, her other three cuffs clicked open and clattered to the floor.

Thank Talek.

Mana raced through her channels in a strange mix of pain and pleasure, and she had to stop herself from forming Missiles in her palms.

“Nice job,” Kalden said. “Now let’s move.”

He jumped on top of the nearest desk and began shifting the ceiling tile inside. Maelyn gathered up Akari’s fallen cuffs into her purse and climbed up on the desk beside him.

After clearing her trail and shutting down the computer, Akari followed.

Kalden boosted Maelyn up first, then he turned back to Darren, who was still holding the mountain of desks against the door.

“Someone has to stay behind,” Darren said through gritted teeth. “Never liked narrow spaces, anyway.”

Kalden nodded at his friend. “Thanks for everything. You were—”

“Yeah yeah,” Darren said. “Let’s not get all sentimental. Just say hi to Sozen for me, okay?”

Akari reached for the ceiling next, pulling herself into the crawl space. It was far easier now than it had been last year. Her mana arts had hardened her muscles, making her feel twice as strong. And while her hands hadn’t tasted mana in several months, that just gave her more time to build the muscles themselves.

Kalden climbed into the ceiling next, and they moved the tile back into place behind him.

Almost free. Just a little farther.

Akari drew in a deep breath to calm her shaking hands, then she led the others through the dark crawl space.

[image: ]


Step five: get out of town.

Kalden followed Akari through the crawl space, dodging pipes and wires along the way. It still felt wrong to leave Darren behind, but they’d known this might happen. His friends had helped him escape, but they had no desire to leave Arkala themselves.

Understandable. They hadn’t heard Relia’s story about the outside world, and Kalden wouldn’t share that story lightly. The less they knew, the less they had to lie when the Martials came knocking.

Even Akari hadn’t chosen this fate until they’d backed her into a corner. As for Kalden, he’d been preparing for this moment since his brother left. But these last few months had tipped the scale in earnest. It wasn’t just about how the state treated Akari, but the way they chose ignorance over knowledge.

Akari had become a Bronze mana artist—something they’d claimed was impossible. And how did they react?

They ignored it.

They didn’t even try to deny it or reason it away; they knew that would only fuel the fires. Instead, they’d hidden her away without a trial, just like Relia’s master.

How many more discoveries had they buried over the years? What happened to the scientists of old who’d asked real questions and sought to prove themselves wrong?

If this was the world they lived in, then Kalden wanted no part of it. But he couldn’t expect his friends to share that drive. Even if they did, who wanted to brave the hundred-foot tides of the Inner Sea? Not to mention all the fights between here and the shore.

I’ll come back for you, he thought as he crawled over another pipe. He and Akari would train until they were strong enough to oppose these unseen enemies. They would become stronger than Relia—stronger than her master, even. Whatever it took, they would free the people they’d left behind. Not just Darren and Maelyn, but all their friends and family. Everyone they’d ever known.

After another minute of crawling, Akari stopped and perched on a wooden support beam, gesturing to a particular ceiling tile on their left.

“Girls bathroom is down here,” she whispered.

The bathroom wasn’t the only exit, but it was definitely the safest. The toilets gave them an easy way to climb down without damaging the ceiling tiles. They also reduced their risk of being spotted in here.

But if Kalden had realized that, then so could others. What if Grandhall had placed a dozen guards beyond the door? That seemed a little dramatic for a high school, but Kalden was done underestimating his enemies. He still didn’t know why they’d closed in on the computer lab. Had they gotten a tip from Emberlyn or Tusk? How long would Darren keep them busy?

“You’re up,” he whispered to Maelyn. “Scout ahead—radio us what you find.”

Maelyn gave him a half-salute as she shifted the foam-like tile aside.

“And don’t drop your glasses in the toilet,” Akari said.

“Speaking from experience, are we?” Maelyn grinned, but she took Akari’s advice and held on to her silver frames as she lowered her head.

“So far so good.” She placed both hands on the support beam and climbed backward through the opening.

Kalden moved the tile back into place behind her and pulled out his handheld transceiver. If this went badly, they’d have to seize Maelyn’s distraction and make a run for it.

“All clear,” Maelyn said through the radio a few seconds later.

“We’ll be right down,” Kalden replied as he moved the tile again.

The corridors were empty like Maelyn had said. He couldn’t even hear the guards banging on the doors anymore. Hopefully, that meant Darren had bought them more time.

They went their separate ways when they passed the school’s main entrance, with Maelyn heading toward the car with Akari’s cuffs. She planned to re-enable the cuffs a few minutes later and lead the Martials east toward Tidegate.

Meanwhile, he and Akari would head west toward Ironhaven.

Kalden held up a hand when they reached the school’s back door. Unlike the front doors, this would trigger an alarm without the proper keycard.

He reached into his pocket and produced the custodian’s card they’d copied earlier that week. The light turned green when he swiped it, and the door popped open on its own. Kalden pushed it open several more inches, then he used a pocket-sized mirror to peek around the corner.

This side of the school was empty as usual—just a few dumpsters and recycling bins. But a white van sat directly across the street.

“Martials?” Akari whispered.

“Can’t tell,” he said, “but it’s too risky. We’ll never get out of town if they spot us.”

“Great. Any ideas?”

Kalden considered that for a moment, then reached for the radio he’d clipped to his belt. “Maelyn? You still there?”

In hindsight, they should have invented codenames in case the Martials tapped into their channel. How had they forgotten that? He’d always wanted his own codename.

“Still here,” came her voice among bursts of static. “Just admiring your car.”

“We need a distraction,” Kalden said. “There’s a van parked across Timber Street. Could be the Martials—we’re not sure.”

“Need me to turn the cuffs back on?”

“Negative,” he said. “That’s a last resort. For now, just be as conspicuous as possible.”

“Copy that.”

Thirty seconds passed, and the only sounds were the echoing voices from the quad’s closing ceremonies. Finally, Kalden heard the familiar purr of his car’s engine. Maelyn pulled behind the school, straight toward the white van. Then—as if she’d just noticed it there—she did a U-turn in the road before tearing off in the other direction.

Not bad, Kalden thought with a grin. He could almost see the gears turning in his opponents’ heads. Were these kids smart enough to make a diversion, or were they dumb enough to run away?

They must have chosen the latter option because the van started following Maelyn.

Once it was out of sight, Kalden and Akari headed for the real getaway car.
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FUGITIVES


Akari sat in the front passenger seat, watching the farmland roll by. They’d been driving for almost fifteen minutes now, and the sun fell like a dying flame on the horizon.

Kalden’s knuckles were white as he gripped the leather steering wheel, but Akari couldn’t blame him for being scared. Her own heart still pounded in her chest, and her eyes darted in every direction, half-expecting a squad of police cars to pop up in the rear-view mirror. Or worse: a Martial helicopter.

How long would it take them to realize what happened? What if Headteacher Grandhall had put the pieces together? Would he report her to the Martials? How much time would Maelyn’s diversion buy them?

Their destination was more than an hour away. If even one Martial saw them leave, they’d never make it there in time. Sure, the school parking lot had looked empty, but what about shadow artists? What about—

“I’m sorry.” Kalden’s voice yanked her from her thoughts.

“What?” Akari blinked at him. “Did I miss something?”

“For what I said last time.”

“Which was . . .”

“Outside school,” he clarified, “the morning after you met my mom.”

Talek. That was their last conversation? Kalden had pulled her from the river, and they’d exchanged plenty of notes over the past month. But he was right, they hadn’t really talked since that day.

“I told you to take her offer,” Kalden said.

“Yeah. I remember now.”

“A part of me thought money would fix things,” he continued. “But Emberlyn and Tusk proved me wrong. This sort of thing has been happening to Bronze everywhere, and I’ve ignored it.”

Akari just shrugged. “I’m sorry for saying you don’t have a backbone. After what you did today . . .” She bit her lip before continuing. “You’re the most badass Gold I know.”

He grinned at that—an amusing mix of pride and embarrassment. “Hey, I’m not the one who hacked the Martials.”

“They didn’t put cuffs on you, either.” Akari rubbed at her wrists, still enjoying her newfound freedom. “You could have walked away. Forgot about me.”

Kalden shook his head. “When I was younger, my father told me stories about our ancestors, and how they’d sacrificed themselves on the battlefield. I never understood back then. I couldn’t imagine how any cause was worth dying over.” He tore his gaze from the road to meet her eye. “But I get it now. How much is your life worth if you don’t believe in something?”

They drove in silence for a few more minutes before Kalden spoke again. “Did you talk to Mazren before you left?”

“Not much.” Akari leaned back against the soft headrest. After how tight-lipped he’d been about their relationship, she didn’t feel too bad for leaving him in the dark. “What about you? Say anything to your mom?”

“I would have, but Sozen already tried talking to her about the outside world. She’s only doubled down since then.”

“Yeah,” Akari muttered. “I know the feeling.” She’d never brought up the outside world to anyone before she met Relia; that would just earn her the title of conspiracy theorist. However, she hadn’t kept quiet about Bronze mana artists over the years, especially when her teachers spewed their propaganda in class.

They’d practically called her a heretic after that, as if modern-day science was just another religion that ran on hopes and wishes.

“It’s easy to fool people,” Relia had told them before. “But convincing them they’ve already been fooled? That’s one of the hardest things in the world.”

“I left her a note in my alchemy lab,” Kalden continued. “Someone should find it eventually.”

Why didn’t she think of that? Mazren had been there at the graduation ceremony, and he’d even talked about helping her find a job. He wasn’t perfect, but he was trying to make things better between them.

After all that, it felt a little heartless to leave without a note. But she and Kalden would come back here someday. When they did, they’d be strong enough to tear down this whole society.

They continued talking over the next hour, sharing all the things they couldn’t share in their months apart. Finally, Kalden pulled off at a seemingly random exit outside of Ironhaven. The sky was dark, lit only by the moons and the pale green light of the auroras. They took a right when they crested the offramp, turning north into a cavern of tall trees.

“It should be here somewhere,” Kalden muttered as he drove. “Relia said she hid it by the first speed-limit sign.”

Akari kept her eyes open, for all the good it would do. Kalden’s vision was way better than hers, even after she’d updated her glasses last month.

“There.” He put some pressure on the brakes, then stopped the car next to a white and black sign.

“Weird place to hide a note,” Akari said.

Kalden shrugged as he opened the driver’s side door. “Even rest stops have cameras. No chance we’ll be seen this way.”

Akari eyed the pitch-black forest. There could be Martials hiding just behind those trees.

You’re a fugitive now, she reminded herself. Get used to it.

Akari grabbed the G9 Missile rod from under her seat and pushed open her own door. Gusts of cool night air blew through the corridor of trees, tossing strands of hair across her face. She clutched her weapon in both hands and followed Kalden off the road.

He knelt by the base of the speed-limit sign, shining his flashlight on a pile of damp leaves. Several long seconds passed as he searched with no results. Great. They probably had the wrong sign or even the wrong exit. This would be a long night if—

Kalden reached into the dirt and pulled out a cylindrical container, about as long as her outstretched hand. He unscrewed the cap, then unrolled the paper he found inside.

Akari stood on her tiptoes and tried to read over his shoulder, but the entire note was gibberish. A block cipher, maybe?

“The key’s in the car,” Kalden said as he made his way back. “You can interpret as I drive.”

Akari followed him with a nod. A few months ago, she might have rolled her eyes at all this secrecy. But she’d seen the sort of people they were up against.

“What about my hoodie?” Akari shivered as the wind picked up again. She’d given her backpack to Maelyn before the graduation ceremony, so it should be somewhere in the car.

“Oh.” Kalden’s face took on a guilty look. “You wanted that?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Not funny.”

He grinned as he unlocked the trunk and popped it open. More than a dozen bags had been crammed inside, along with enough armor, Missile rods, and liquid mana to fuel an army.

“Talek,” she muttered. “Where’d you get all this?”

“Emptied my savings account last week.” He handed her his flashlight and began rummaging through the bags. “My mom’s monthly statements won’t matter once I’m gone.”

That would also explain this extra car. It wasn’t as fancy as the one Maelyn had taken to Tidegate, but it was still nicer than what her foster parents drove.

“Here we go.” Kalden pulled out a worn backpack from the pile and tossed it to her.

Apparently, Mazren had used this same bag in college, and he’d kept it stored in the basement all these years. She’d originally been annoyed at him for refusing to buy her a new school bag.

Now, it was all she had to remember him by.

Akari unzipped the largest pocket. Sure enough, her things sat right on top. She threw the hoodie over her shoulders and attached the mana watch to her left wrist, ignoring the number that had been taunting her for the past month.

Then, after some consideration, she grabbed her mother’s old watch and attached it to her right wrist. This watch had been broken for as long as she could remember, and it had more knobs and dials than any watch she’d ever seen.

It also looked far fancier than the rest of her stuff, with an antique brass case, and a matching strap. Akari hadn’t dared to wear it outside the house before today. But after everything she’d been through, losing it seemed like the least of her worries.

Kalden pulled out the cipher key from another bag, and Akari made quick work of it once they were on the road. The note had them drive north for another twenty miles, taking a series of winding back roads. Akari traced the route on the map, and it put them somewhere in the mountains between Ironhaven and White Vale.

Akari rummaged through the backpack as Kalden drove, taking stock of the things Maelyn had left her. She pulled out a pair of black combat boots, along with several black tank tops, shirts, and dark-wash jeans. Everything was the right size, of course. It was kind of creepy how Maelyn knew stuff like that, but Akari wasn’t complaining.

Their route took them deeper into the wild, and Akari did her best to navigate. Unfortunately, she’d spent most of her life riding trains, and she had no experience with cars or maps. It didn’t help when the road signs were hidden behind trees or bushes. More than once, they had to backtrack and find a street they’d missed.

Thank Talek the Martials weren’t chasing them right now, or this would be a really short trip.

After what felt like hours of driving, they found the intersection from the note. It was pitch black in every direction, and they hadn’t passed a driveway or street light for several miles.

“Great,” Akari said. “This is how horror movies start.”

“Never seen a horror movie,” Kalden said as he shifted the car into park.

“Seriously? What do you do on Angels’ Eve?”

“Homework,” Kalden said. “Same thing I do every holiday.”

She blinked. “I can’t tell if you’re kidding or not.”

“We should split up,” he said with a straight face. “We’ll cover more ground that way.”

“Yeah,” she deadpanned. “You’re definitely . . .” Akari trailed off when she spotted a flicker of movement ahead. Almost as if the air were rippling—warping the light from Kalden’s car.

Oh, shit.

She’d seen that effect in White Vale. Akari opened her mouth to warn Kalden, but she was too late.

The air distorted further, revealing two black-clad shadow artists.
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REBEL BASE


Kalden watched the figures emerge from the darkness. They were both Espirian—a man and a woman in their late thirties. The woman wore her hair in a tight brown bun behind her head, while the man sported a short military cut, about the same length as his beard.

A Martial with a beard? That was new. This guy might be undercover, but still.

Kalden relaxed his vision, seeing the world through his Silver Sight. Neither of them cycled their mana, which seemed like another good sign. The man was a Gold, judging by the glowing light in his chest. Not as strong as Agent Frostblade, but still hundreds of points beyond his own level.

The woman, however . . .

“Step on it!” Akari said. “Those are Martials.”

“They’re not Martials,” he replied. “The woman’s a Bronze.”

“What?”

“Relia never said she’d meet us herself.” Her messages had all been vague, but he couldn’t blame her for that. The Martials had already ambushed her once, after all.

Akari ignored him, adjusting the grip on her Missile rod.

“Think about it,” Kalden said. “Why would they ambush us here? Why tip their hand so early when they could follow us to Relia’s hideout?”

She let out a long breath, coating the windshield with a layer of gray fog. “Explain the armor, then.”

Kalden glanced forward again, and the man raised his hand in a friendly wave.

Yes, they definitely wore Martial armor. Shadow artists didn’t have Cloak techniques—no one in the Novice realm did. Instead, they relied on special clothing to refract the light.

However, this armor was far from pristine. The material showed signs of wear near the pockets, and the hems were frayed around the leg openings. Their leather boots were equally well worn, with layers of mud caked around the rubber soles.

“Let’s ask them,” he said as he opened the car door.

Akari pushed open her own door, muttering curses under her breath.

“Kalden and Akari?” the man asked as they approached.

Akari pointed her rod straight at the man’s face, diplomatic as ever.

They both displayed their open palms without a hint of unease.

“That’s us,” Kalden said.

“I’m Jared Redwater,” the man replied. “This is my wife . . .”

“Viviana,” she finished with a wave. “We work with Relia.”

A Gold married to a Bronze? No—he must have seen that wrong. Kalden looked through his Silver Sight again, but the evidence was as clear as an empty vial. The woman’s soul was no brighter than Akari’s. Closer to Silver than most Bronze, but Bronze, nonetheless.

“Cute,” Akari said without lowering her weapon. “But where’d you get the armor?”

The man cleared his throat. “My previous employer.”

“The Martials?” Kalden guessed.

He nodded once. “I was a shadow artist.”

“So you deserted?”

“Retired. Four months ago. We are allowed to leave, you know.”

“Sometimes,” the woman muttered.

Akari didn’t relax at that, and Kalden felt his own worries rise. Relia had proven herself as a combat artist, but she had blind spots when it came to judgment. If she was recruiting for her cause, then what stopped the Martials from infiltrating her ranks?

He’d need Darren and Maelyn to look into this “Jared Redwater” and find out . . . But no, he’d left his friends back in Elegan. It could be years before he saw them again.

If their enemy had planted a spy, then why hadn’t they attacked by now? Relia was gathering more recruits and resources by the day. Meanwhile, the Martials were as prepared as they’d ever be.

What’s more, Relia’s advice had been invaluable in their escape. She’d been certain that disabling Akari’s cuffs would be enough, and that the Martials wouldn’t predict that level of hacking. A Martial informant would explain a lot, in hindsight.

Still, you didn’t chug a potion just because it probably wasn’t lethal.

“How did Relia end up trusting an ex-Martial?” Kalden finally asked.

Redwater didn’t miss a beat. “We met in Keylas the night she and her master showed up. The Martials had protocols for dealing with invaders—especially powerful mana artists like them. And this guy—Relia’s master—cooperated every step of the way. It seemed like he wanted to help, but the others lured him into a gas chamber. No one told me why.”

Well, that seemed to fit Relia’s story.

“They took him to Mount Khasa,” Redwater went on, “after they cuffed and poisoned him.”

“Cuffs and poison,” Akari echoed with clear skepticism. “That worked on a Grandmaster?”

Fair question, that. As far as durability went, impedium ranked somewhere between aluminum and copper. Maelyn’s hacksaw had broken through it in mere minutes. Meanwhile, they’d seen the Grandmaster crush stone with his bare hands.

“These weren’t the same cuffs they used on you,” Redwater explained. “They were mixed with another material. Some kind of unbreakable crystal.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Kalden said.

“That makes two of us,” he said. “And everything about it is classified.”

Interesting, but that was a tangent. They had to make a decision—preferably in the next few minutes.

Redwater cleared his throat. “Relia went on a rampage a few minutes later. I threw down my weapons and stepped aside when we crossed paths. She let me go, and I found her again after her fight in White Vale.”

Kalden nodded, turning to face the Bronze woman. “And you?”

“I was Jared’s CI for a couple years,” she said with a grin. “Things changed when he finally woke up.”

CI? Kalden wasn’t up to speed with Martial lingo, but he thought the “I” stood for informant. The “C” either meant “criminal” or “confidential”—he couldn’t recall which.

“We want to leave this island,” the woman continued. “Same as you.”

Kalden shot a glance at Akari. She still seemed skeptical, but she’d lowered her weapon at some point. Good enough.

“Alright,” he said. “How’s this work? We follow you back to Relia?”

Redwater nodded. “Our car’s parked a mile up the road. Give us a ride, and we’ll go from there.”
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After driving the Redwaters to their car, Kalden followed them deeper into the mountains. They eventually broke off the main road onto a long, single-lane driveway. The car rumbled on the gravel, and every pothole made him cringe inside.

Several trees hung over their path, and some looked ready to collapse in a gentle breeze. At one point, their route carried them around a cliff edge with no railings between them and the drop-off.

How did people live out here in the middle of nowhere? Did they drive an hour to get groceries? How did they get their mail? Who plowed the snow?

Both cars stopped when they reached a massive iron gate. A pair of guards stood on the battlements above, armed with Missile rods and assault rifles.

“Wow,” Kalden muttered as the gate slid open. “Relia’s not messing around.” He’d assumed things would get harder for her after White Vale, but apparently not.

Once the gate was open, he followed the other car beneath the archway. A log cabin greeted them on the other side. Well, calling it a cabin made it sound modest. The structure was as big as Kalden’s own home—three stories high if you counted the garages on the bottom. The facade was a mix of logs, flagstone, and tall glass windows. Dozens of warm lights shone from within, making it glow against the surrounding trees.

A pair of garage doors opened on the bottom level, and the Redwaters’ car pulled straight in.

Kalden hesitated at first, but then a familiar redheaded girl stepped out from the cabin’s front door and gestured him into the garage. Relia wore a red flannel shirt and a pair of light blue jeans. Amusingly, she was barefoot despite the cold night air. Did Apprentices even get cold, or did their Cloak techniques fix that problem? He’d have to ask her sometime.

Kalden pulled his car into the next available stall, and he heard the gravelly sound of the garage door closing behind him.

“Hey!” Relia said when they stepped out. “Glad you made it.”

Kalden forced a smile as he glanced around the garage. “You seem to be doing well. How many drake cores did it take to buy this place?”

“Who says it’s mine?” She tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Did you guys think you were my only recruits?”

The Redwaters exited their own car, and Kalden shot a questioning glance toward them.

“Believe it or not,” Jared said, “this belongs to a Bronze family.”

Kalden knew wealthy Bronze existed, but he’d never met any. Clearly, they stayed far away from Golds like him.

“Sorry for not meeting you myself,” Relia said as they headed for the door. “Jared’s been doing the pickups for a while now.”

“True.” The ex-Martial stepped up and clapped Relia on the shoulder. “This one might be a powerhouse, but subtlety’s not her strong suit.”

They all stepped into the kitchen, where they feasted on leftover pork, rolls, and potatoes. The cabin’s interior was far cozier than the outside, and it reminded him of the Hunters’ Guild with its rustic walls and wood plank floors.

Relia gave them the grand tour after dinner, introducing people as they went. Only one family lived here, but Kalden counted at least three generations. Most were dressed for battle, wearing sigil vests over their clothing with Missile rods or handguns on their hips. Akari always complained how her fellow Bronze were too scared to fight back, but this painted a very different picture.

They were halfway through the tour when Kalden realized he was the only person wearing a badge. He yanked it off when no one was looking and stuffed it in the pocket of his dress pants. For most of his life, that metal disc had been an easy source of respect, but things would be different here. Relia had earned her notoriety in battle, and he would have to do the same.

“Sorry,” Relia said as they approached the main floor’s bedrooms. “This is awkward, but I never asked before.” She gestured a finger between Kalden and Akari. “What’s your status?”

“Tired.” Akari moved her glasses to rub at her eyes. “Long day.”

Kalden nodded in agreement. He’d been too anxious to sleep last night, and he felt that in every inch of his body. Adrenaline could only carry you so far.

“No, no!” Relia shook her head. “I mean—are you guys a couple?”

“What?” Kalden blinked at the absurd question. “No. We’re just friends.” Seriously—how had Relia not known that? They’d spent an entire day together in White Vale.

“Oh. Well, this is really awkward then, because we already made some assumptions.” She paused as if for dramatic effect. “We have you two sharing the last bed down the hall.”

“Ah.” Kalden cleared his throat, feeling his ears go hot as their talk drew more attention. “I’ll sleep on the floor or something. It’s no big deal.”

Akari just snorted. “She’s messing with us.”

“I am.” Relia’s grin widened, and several Bronze soldiers broke into laughs. “Kalden can bunk with the other guys in the loft.” She pointed up to a wooden balcony that overlooked the living room and kitchen. “Akari can stay with me downstairs. That’s where the computers are, so I figure you’ll want to be close to those.”

Their tour took them into the basement, where he noticed two billiard tables, a bar, and a walkout porch with a pool outside. Clearly, this place hadn’t always been a secret rebel base.

“And here are the computers,” Relia said as they passed through another door.

Kalden followed them into the office, where three desks sat against three walls. The middle station had multiple monitors, including Relia’s thin portable computer.

“We’ll set you up tomorrow,” Relia said to Akari. “Maybe there’s still time to work your magic against the Martials.”

Finally, she took them to a balcony that wrapped around the front of the cabin. They had a clear view of the iron gate from here, and both sides stretched into a ten-foot wall of solid stone. Between that and the narrow driveway, this place would be a nightmare to attack.

The Martials would need explosives or grappling hooks to get past the wall, and either option would leave them too exposed. Even helicopters were no match for Relia’s Missiles.

This group was safe for now. Unfortunately, the Martials knew their next target. All they had to do was wait.
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THE PEAK OF BRONZE


Akari sat in the darkness, surrounded by a ring of glowing monitors. Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she tried to hack the Archipelago’s most secure databases.

The Martials’ mainframe was still off-limits, of course. That thing was ancient, and you had to go through a physical terminal in their Shoken Port office.

Instead, she searched for weaknesses in their satellite offices. Jared had known about this secret prison in Mount Khasa. That meant the other Martials knew about it, too. And if they knew that much, then maybe she could find answers to her other questions. How did they contain Relia’s master? What cell was he in? What poison did they use? What about that classified crystal they used in his cuffs?

They’d already been in this cabin for twenty-four hours, and they had another twenty-four before they launched their attack. Every answer she found today might save lives tomorrow.

Relia had apologized for overworking her, but this was nothing compared to Akari’s time in house arrest. She’d just spent the past two months feeling helpless and alone, with only a sliver of hope for her future. Now, she was surrounded by like-minded people, working toward a common goal. She also had unlimited access to a computer, and all the coffee and snacks she could want.

Eve of battle or not, things could be much worse.

And so she kept pushing for weaknesses, using a combination of Jared’s entry points and Relia’s list of exploits. It was slow, monotonous work, but—

Akari jumped when footsteps echoed from the nearby staircase. Her eyes flicked back to the clock on her center monitor. Just past midnight. Must be Relia heading to bed. The garage took up most of the cabin’s bottom level, and they shared the only bedroom down here.

Still, Akari couldn’t relax until she knew for sure. She rolled back her chair on the hardwood floor, peeking around the corner.

Sure enough, Relia stumbled down the stairs a second later. Was she drunk or something? Akari hadn’t known Relia for long, but the other girl normally moved as gracefully as a dancer. Now, she gritted her teeth in pain, and she barely caught herself on the bar’s granite surface.

Akari was about to go out there when Relia flipped open a small metal case, placing it on the bar. Akari couldn’t see the contents from here, but a blue light shone from within, illuminating Relia’s face in the dim lighting.

Some kind of alchemy pill?

Relia grabbed a glass from a nearby cabinet and filled it with water from the faucet. Then she eyed the open box as if torn between two tough decisions. Several heartbeats passed, but Akari couldn’t pull her eyes away from the scene. They were all placing their lives in Relia’s hands tomorrow, counting on her to handle most of the fighting. If these secrets endangered their group . . .

Relia pulled a glowing blue pill from the case; it must have been half as big as her thumb. Then she threw back her head and downed the pill in a single swallow. A golden-green light burst from her core, spreading through her channels until her body shone like leaves in the summer sun.

The glow faded a second later, and Relia closed the metal case. The only light source came from the orange lightbulbs that hung over the bar.

Akari chose that moment to step out of the office.

“Oh, hey!” Relia stuffed the case into her pocket and grinned over at Akari. Her smile looked so real, as if she hadn’t been struggling a few seconds before.

“What’s up with the pills?” Akari asked.

Relia shrugged. “Nothing.”

Akari raised an eyebrow. “You a drug addict or something?”

“Of course not! They clear out my channels. That’s all.”

That’s why you stumbled down here like a drunk person? And since when do channels need clearing out? But Akari kept those last few questions to herself. She could have pried further, but she had more important questions. Best not to piss off the one person who could help her.

Instead, she unclipped her mana watch and placed it over her chest.

Relia took a step closer, narrowing her eyes to make out the screen. Akari already knew what it said—that same number had been taunting her for the past thirty days, stubborn as a brick wall.

“You’ve been working hard,” Relia said when the watch finished measuring her soul.

Akari just shrugged. “There’s more than one way to train.”

“Did it hurt?”

Like hell, Akari thought. For the first few days of her house arrest, she’d tried pushing mana past the restraints, hoping she could break through with willpower alone.

Eventually, she’d gotten creative and focused on other parts of her body. Hands and feet were the easiest way to release mana, but they weren’t the only way.

It was painful, but she’d pushed through it. She’d trained under her blankets when she should have been sleeping. She’d trained while walking to school and while sitting in class. Despite her restraints, she’d trained several hours every day until she reached the peak of Bronze.

49/49, her mana watch said. One point away from Silver.

She should have broken through by now, but it hadn’t worked. She’d removed her cuffs, but she couldn’t shake these invisible chains around her soul.

Akari took a deep breath as she refastened the watch around her wrist. “I’ve been stuck at this number for a month.”

Relia winced. “I’m sorry. Reaching Silver is supposed to be effortless, but this island is different. I don’t know why.”

“Why blame the island?”

“Viv has the same problem as you.”

“Really?”

“Jared’s been training her,” Relia said. “She hit forty-nine last year.”

Akari rested her elbows on the bar, considering the possibilities. Before, she’d worried that she’d been born defective, or that she’d somehow damaged her soul while training. Knowing that someone else had the same problem lifted some weight off her shoulders.

Unfortunately, she was still no closer to Silver.

“How do I fix it?” Akari asked as a dozen new fears raced through her mind. What if a Bronze from these islands could never advance? What if they were biologically different from Relia’s people, and this was as strong as she’d ever be?

“I don’t know,” Relia admitted.

Akari glanced down at Relia’s pocket. “You said that keeps your channels clear. Do I need something like that?”

Relia shook her head. “Alchemy won’t fix this.”

“Says the girl who’s popping magic pills.”

“These don’t help me advance,” she said. “Any pill that gives you power today will stunt your growth in the long run.”

Kalden had said something similar once: “All alchemy comes with side effects. The more you meddle with nature, the worse those effects are.”

Relia reached into her jacket and pulled out the container. “These pills are for a nasty condition I was born with. Trust me—I wouldn’t take them if I had a choice.”

“Oh.” And Akari had just accused her of being a drug addict. “Sorry . . .”

“No worries.” Relia shoved the container back in her pocket with her usual smile.

“Running low?” Akari asked. She hadn’t seen inside the container, but half the light had vanished when Relia swallowed the pill.

Relia patted her stomach. “This one will last me a couple weeks, and I have one more after that. If all goes well, we should be safe in Espiria by next Talekday.”

To Akari, Espiria was a continent from history books. Now, it was about to become a very real place. A place she could live, and study her mana arts without restrictions.

If she could actually advance. That remained to be seen.

“This doesn’t just affect Bronze,” Relia said. “The Silvers and Golds can’t advance, either.”

That made sense. Maelyn’s own parents were trapped at the peak of Silver. Akari had known this from the start, but she’d ignored it, hoping it wouldn’t apply to her.

“So you have no idea what’s causing this?” she asked.

Relia gave a helpless shrug. “This whole place is weird. Some of your timelines don’t match up with the outside world, and you all have those weird dreams and lost memories.”

“The dreams are an island thing?” Akari asked.

“Maybe.” Relia tilted her head from side to side. “But my master had dreams like yours.”

“Oh yeah? What about?”

“Old friends and students. He just sees bits and pieces, though. He thought he’d find answers here.”

“So these dreams show us our past?”

Relia pursed her lips, not answering.

“Because mine feel more like the future,” Akari said. “I can’t tell for sure, but I swear I’m older in some of them.” If nothing else, she was certainly more powerful. Maybe even more powerful than Relia.

“It’s complicated,” Relia said. “My master can explain it better.”

“What? Is he a dream expert or something?”

“Actually, yes.” Relia moved her hand across the bar and let it rest on top of Akari’s.

Her muscles stiffened at the sudden contact, but she resisted the urge to pull away. Relia’s skin was soft, and her touch was gentle. It felt nice—like the night Kalden had hugged her in Phoenix Park.

“Whatever this is,” Relia said, “we’ll figure it out together.”

Her enthusiasm must have been contagious because Akari found herself nodding.

Relia squeezed her hand, then pulled away. “Try to get some sleep, okay? We have a big day tomorrow.”
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CELL THIRTEEN


Kalden ran in a half-crouch as they left the cover of the trees. The prison was a quarter mile out, but a Martial sharpshooter could still spot them if they weren’t careful.

Fortunately, their distraction was on the way.

An engine roared from deeper in the forest, and Kalden shifted his gaze to the north. There, a sphere of glowing blue mana soared down the road like a comet. He couldn’t see the details from here, but he knew there was a pickup truck inside the sphere. Relia Dawnfire stood in the truck’s cargo bed with a raised hand, supporting the Construct around the vehicle.

Jared brought his transceiver to his lips. “You’re five hundred yards out.”

The ex-Martial had given her a lecture before they left, warning her not to pull any punches tonight.

“They’re brainwashed,” Relia had said as they loaded supplies into the vans. “They think they’re protecting their families.”

“They still chose to fight you tonight.”

“But they’re following orders.”

“So was I until I stopped.” He fixed her with a hard look. “You think these are a bunch of dumb kids who got dragged away from their homes? They’re smart enough to see what’s wrong with this island. They just don’t give a shit.”

Relia remained silent, seemingly deep in thought.

“I get it,” he said after a long pause. “You don’t want to butcher weaker mana artists. But they won’t share your sense of honor.” He made a broad gesture toward Kalden, Akari, and the rest of the group. “Your friends will pay the price if you hold back. It’s their lives or the Martials’. No one likes it, but that’s war.”

A gust of cool wind blew over the open grassland, pulling Kalden back to the present moment. Chills ran down his spine despite his heavy armor.

“Two hundred yards,” Jared said.

Kalden fixed his eyes on the darkness ahead, bracing himself for the enemy’s attack. He still didn’t know what to expect from this battle, or which side had the advantage. Akari had hacked into a Martial database last night, and she’d learned a great deal about the prison’s layout and security. She’d even discovered the exact cell where they held Relia’s master.

They also had Jared, who knew the inner workings of the organization, down to their weapons and tactics. Not to mention Relia, who was easily worth a hundred Martials in a fight.

For all that, the Martials knew Relia’s exact goal. The only question was when she would strike.

If it were up to Kalden, he would have headed straight for Keylas and returned later from a position of strength. But Relia wouldn’t leave without her master.

“One hundred yards,” Jared said.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than a hundred Missiles streaked the night sky. Most collided with Relia’s Construct, and Kalden shielded his eyes at the blinding light. Others struck the surrounding landscape, and dirt erupted like a dozen small geysers.

Her driver didn’t slow down, not even when the Missiles struck the road ahead, forming craters in their path. Not even when they reached the end with its metal spikes and ice-mana Constructs.

Relia waited until the last possible second, then she shot several pure Missiles into the road beneath them. This sent the truck flying through the air, over the barriers, and into the Martials’ ranks.

Kalden couldn’t see what happened next, but he didn’t envy those Martials on the front lines.

“Okay,” Jared said, “that’s our cue. Remember the plan.”

Kalden nodded, mentally replaying the rules in his head. Don’t raise your weapons or shields unless they spot us. Drop if you see a light.

Jared and Viv ran through the open field. Kalden and Akari followed, and a pair of Bronze soldiers held up the rear. They jogged for several minutes until they reached the cover of a short ridge. On an ordinary night, they never would have gotten this close without being spotted. Now, with everyone focused on Relia, they might have a chance.

The structure itself didn’t match his expectations. Most prisons had tall, chain-link fences, reinforced with sigils and lined with barbed wire. But this was a plain brick building surrounded by brick walls. The road ended at a small parking lot with no signs or landscaping of any kind. It was the sort of secret government base that raised eyebrows, but not much else.

Their jog continued, and Kalden’s armor felt heavier with every step. More light flashed from the north as Relia’s team engaged the bulk of the Martials.

“Down!” Jared ordered from up ahead.

Kalden dropped to his belly with the other five, taking cover behind the grassy ridge. In the same moment, he caught another flash of light from the prison.

Something hard struck his helmet as he fell. Another bullet struck his left shoulder pad.

“Everyone alright?” Jared hollered back.

Kalden patted his new armor and found it unbroken. “I’m good,” he replied with the others.

More bullets struck the ridge, sending chunks of grass and dirt into the air.

“That’s a machine gun,” Jared shouted over the chaos.

They would need to leave their cover to continue. They could activate their handheld shields, but those wouldn’t last long against the gun’s pressure. Neither would their armor.

The bombardment continued, and Kalden’s ears rang until he couldn’t tell noise from silence. His heart pounded, and the whole experience felt strangely surreal. Four months ago, all these people would have been strangers to his eyes. He would have been sitting in his alchemy lab, taking measurements or grinding reagents.

Now, he was lying in an active war zone, mere seconds from death.

“I’ve got this one,” Viv said as she raised her Missile rod.

Jared nodded. “I’ll draw their fire.”

The pair sprang into motion. Viv activated the sigils in her armor, refracting the light and becoming almost invisible. At the same time, Jared shot several Missiles of shadow mana along the ridge. Those could easily be mistaken for a sprinting shadow artist from a distance.

The bullets chased Jared’s Missile as expected. Viv fired her rod, then took cover behind the ridge.

“Anything?” Jared asked.

“No good,” she replied. “They’ve got a shield around it.”

He considered that and turned to Kalden. “How’s your mana control, kid?”

Kalden saw his line of thought. Unlike Relia, the Martials couldn’t make complete domes with their mana. That meant a pure artist like him could probably guide a Missile around the shield and take out the gunner.

“Gunners can be replaced,” Kalden said after some more thought.

“That’s a damn good point,” Jared muttered. “But unless you’ve got a better—”

Something metallic fell from the sky, striking a Bronze soldier on the side of his helmet. It took a moment for Kalden’s eyes to process the sight, but Jared was quicker.

“Grenade!” he shouted.

The ex-Martial and his wife were already moving, and Kalden and Akari leapt further down the hill. An explosion followed, shaking the ground beneath their boots. Shards of metal ricocheted off their armor, but they’d cleared the blast in time.

The two Bronze weren’t as lucky. The grenade tore one man’s body in two, separating his torso from his legs. The second man retreated up the ridge, and the machine gun caught him when he crested the top.

They were still recovering when a Martial squad appeared at the bottom of the hill. A second squad appeared at the top, raising their Missile rods.

Surrounded.

Jared and Viv activated their armor, vanishing into the shadows. That left Akari and Kalden to face the enemy alone.

“Back to back!” he told her.

Akari complied, pressing her back against his, facing the soldiers below. Kalden focused on the three above.

The enemy fired their Missile rods, releasing spears of solid ice mana. Kalden pulled his shield from his belt, activating the Construct with a press of a button. The protection mana formed an ellipse around the steel handle, wide enough to stop all three attacks.

His arm shook from the impact. The Construct held, but it wouldn’t last for long.

Viv appeared behind the Martials in the same moment. She swept her dagger in a wide arc, cutting two Martials in a single swing. The third man aimed his rod toward her, but Kalden seized the distraction and hurled a Missile at his left knee.

The man lost his balance, and Viv’s blade found a weak spot in his armor.

Kalden spun to see another Martial charging Akari. She dodged left, letting a frost Missile pass between her and Kalden. Then she countered with a Missile of her own. Her opponent raised a shield, but she arced her mana around it, slamming into his left flank.

Had her Missiles gotten even stronger?

The man hit the ground in front of Kalden, turning his next attack toward him.

“Never hesitate,” Jared had said. “Not even for a second.”

Kalden kicked the man’s forearm, knocking his Missile off course. At the same time, he cycled his own mana, gathering a burst of power in his palm.

The Martial’s eyes widened as Kalden struck. His instinct screamed at him to stop, but he ignored them, pressing his palm to the man’s left eye. The mana left his hand, and he pushed the bulk of its power into the center, sharpening the Missile into a blade.

Blood shot out from his victim’s broken face, drenching Kalden’s hand and forearm. A few drops even reached his visor.

The Martial kicked him in the thigh, and Kalden staggered back against the hill. The man’s body writhed and squirmed for several more seconds before he fell still. A quick glance around the hill confirmed the other Martials were dead as well. So were the Bronze soldiers, judging by Viv’s face as she checked their wounds.

Jared knelt over Kalden’s victim, cleaning his dagger on the man’s shirt. “First kill?” he asked with a glance at Kalden.

Kalden gave a shaky nod. When he moved his fingers, he found them sticky with his victim’s blood. He wiped his hand on the grass, but that didn’t help.

“Let me guess,” Kalden said. “It gets easier?”

“Not really, no.” The older man sheathed his blades and gestured over the hill. “About that machine gun . . .”

Kalden surveyed the bodies in the dirt. “Can you find me another grenade?”

Jared knelt by the closest Martial and opened a chest pocket. “You know how to use this?”

Kalden nodded. “I have four seconds to hit the wall after I pull the pin.”

The older man nodded and extended his arm.

Kalden accepted the explosive, and the four of them climbed back to the top of the ridge. Jared formed a Construct once they’d crested the top, refracting the light around them. Viv drew the gun’s fire with her shadow Missiles.

Only one chance to get this right.

Kalden released a breath and cycled his mana, aiming above the stationary machine gun. Then he pulled the pin with his left hand and released a Missile from his right. Instead of forming his mana into a blade, he put pressure on the edges, cradling the explosive as it flew.

Three seconds . . . two seconds.

Kalden slowed his Missile a few yards from the gunner and redirected it upward, separating the mana from the grenade.

An explosion hit the wall a second later. The Construct flickered out, and the gun stopped its barrage.

“Nice shooting, kid.” Jared clapped him on the shoulder. “Now let’s move.”

They activated their portable shields and broke into a run. The mana on Kalden’s shield rippled as he ran, and he felt the impact from the snipers’ bullets. His battery was still at forty percent, though. He’d make it.

They reached the outer wall a few seconds later, and Viv began unraveling a grappling hook from around her torso.

“Stay here,” she told them. “And don’t get killed.”

Kalden and Akari raised their shields as the shadow artists vanished.

“Great,” Akari said. “Guess we’re the bait again.”

He grinned at her sarcastic tone, mostly because it was something familiar to ground him.

Viv shot the grappling hook over the wall with her Missile rod. Gravity brought it back down, and it coiled around the parapet. The hook and rope both refracted the light, just like the shadow artists’ armor.

That’s useful, Kalden thought as the pair scaled the ropes. It never would have fooled anyone in broad daylight, but the Martials didn’t have the best vantage from inside the prison.

Screams followed a few seconds later, and Jared waved for Akari and Kalden to climb up behind them.

“Go ahead.” Kalden gestured to the rope.

Akari gave it a few tugs, then she scaled the wall as if it were flat ground. She’d been all skin and bones when they’d first met, barely able to do a single chin-up. Her frame hadn’t changed much, but she’d clearly put on more muscle during her house arrest.

Kalden waited until she’d reached the top, then he followed her into the prison.

[image: ]



Akari’s arms felt like jelly as she crested the prison wall. She’d done plenty of pull-ups on the Cliftons’ swing set these past few months, but it clearly hadn’t been enough. No one told her she’d be wearing half her weight in armor.

Viv offered her a hand. She accepted it, and the older woman yanked her over the metal parapet.

Akari fought down the urge to collapse and catch her breath; that wasn’t how a real mana artist behaved in a battle. Instead, she shot a wary glance around the courtyard, taking in the sights and searching for enemies. The prison itself was a long brick building—four stories high, with cylindrical chimneys protruding from one side. It looked about as big as Elegan High. Just older and creepier.

A gravel road led through the main gate, and the cars had to pass through a cage of razor wire and protection mana. Aside from that, the inner courtyard was as barebones as the outside. Most prisons had yards for the inmates, but not this one.

A few bodies littered the walkway around her feet. Akari clutched her Missile rod, expecting more guards to leap out from the shadows.

Silence greeted her instead.

She glanced up at Jared and Viv. “Where are the rest?”

“Hiding,” Jared said with a shrug. “The Golds will be here any second. No sense playing hero till then.”

Right. These guards were all Silvers with minimal combat training—not full agents like the ones Relia had fought in White Vale. Those would come later.

Viv helped Kalden up next, then she retrieved the rope and wrapped it back around her torso.

“There’s another machine gun farther down,” Jared said. “Trengsen and I will commandeer that—see if we can help Dawnfire outside.” He gestured toward Viv and Akari. “You two open the gate.”

Kalden jogged down the wall with the ex-Martial, and Akari helped Viv search the bodies for keycards. Looting corpses was far more unsettling than attacking living opponents. Despite their wounds and lack of pulse, they still felt like people. Warmth radiated from their skin, and half of them hadn’t bothered to close their eyes.

Still, she searched their belts and pockets one at a time, pulling out utility knives, flashlights, wallets, and radios. One man carried a black handgun at his side, and Akari took the holster and attached it to her own belt. People expected Missiles, and it never hurt to have a surprise up her sleeve.

Finally, she reached into a dead officer’s pocket and grasped what felt like a plastic keycard. She tried to pull it out, but the man’s body gave a violent twitch.

A high-pitched scream escaped her lips, and she staggered back.

Viv looked up with a smirk. “Oh yeah. They do that sometimes.”

Akari cleared her throat, lowering her voice as deep as it would go. “I, uh . . . felt a card in his pocket.” She pointed a finger at the shaking corpse.

Viv’s smile widened. “Too scared to get it yourself?”

Akari retracted her finger and raised her middle one instead.

“You’re adorable,” Viv said with a laugh. Then she reached into the twitching body’s pocket and pulled out the plastic white card. “Yeah, this should work.”

They found the nearest staircase and followed it down to the ground level. Viv found the security terminal there, swiped the card, and flipped a few switches.

The mana barrier flickered out a second later, and Relia joined them inside the courtyard. Unlike the rest of their group, she wore her usual flannel shirt and jeans. There was only so much armor to go around, and she’d claimed her Cloak techniques were stronger.

“Anyone need healing?” she asked as she stepped through the open archway. Her hands were already glowing with golden-green mana.

Viv shook her head. “We lost two soldiers outside, but the rest of us are fine. Jared and Kalden are upstairs.”

Relia gave a grim nod. “A land mine got our truck. I was the only survivor.”

Akari swallowed, feeling a wave of ice wash over her. It always happened this way in movies, too. The Bronze soldiers died first while the stronger ones pushed on. It never bothered the audience much. The Bronze were just background characters, after all.

But in this case, Akari was one of those Bronze soldiers. And if that first grenade had landed a few inches closer, she might not have cleared the blast in time.

Jared and Kalden met up with them soon after, and they all stepped toward the prison’s entrance, where two metal doors impeded their path. Viv tried the keycard on the terminal, but it gave her a buzzing red light. She tried it again and got the same result.

“They’ll be in lockdown mode,” Jared said. “Good thing Dawnfire’s got the master key.” He stepped aside, and the others did likewise.

Relia planted her feet in a wide stance, gathering pure mana in both of her palms. The technique doubled in size over the next few seconds, glowing brighter than every light in the courtyard. The wind tugged at her clothes and hair, and she looked like something from a movie poster.

The Missiles shot forward like a battering ram, and both doors flew clean off their hinges. The ground shook from the impact, and Akari felt the vibrations deep in her bones.

The five of them pressed on, stepping onto a sterile white floor. Relia took point down the first corridor, followed by Kalden and Akari with their portable shields. The shadow artists held up the rear, following more than five paces back.

“Anything on their radios?” Viv asked Jared in a low voice.

“Nothing on the usual channels,” Jared said. “I don’t like it.”

The interior walls were half brick and half concrete, all covered with a layer of thick white paint. Icy air blasted from the vents, and fluorescent lights flickered from the ceiling above. Why did these places always have air conditioning and fluorescent lights? As if they didn’t feel cold enough already.

“Take a left up here,” Jared said when they reached a junction.

As usual, Relia deferred to the ex-Martial, and she led them down another corridor with numbered metal doors. Akari counted the doors as they walked, watching the odd numbers on her left. Seven . . . nine . . . eleven.

“This is it,” Relia said. “Cell thirteen!”

They all paused while Relia pressed her hands to the door. Unlike the prison’s outer door, this had no handle, lock, or hinges. The surface was solid steel, polished to a mirror shine.

“Can you blast through that?” Akari asked.

Relia shook her head. “They’re called ‘blast doors’ for a reason.”

Kalden gestured a finger down the hall. “There’s a security booth down that way. Maybe the computers open the door?”

Akari followed his gaze to a smaller office surrounded by glass on three sides.

Relia nodded, and they set off in that direction. Viv swiped her keycard on the next terminal, and the door popped open with ease.

Akari eyed the glass as she passed through, and it looked thick enough to stop a bullet or Missile. Good to know. They might need a place to hunker down if things got heated. She also spotted a switch to override the card terminal and lock down this booth from the inside.

So why hadn’t the Martials hidden in here? They might have assumed Relia could break through, the same way she’d done at the main entrance. Still, this seemed far too easy.

Jared sat down at the closest computer and turned to Kalden. “You got those usernames?”

Kalden nodded as he pulled out a piece of paper from his bag. Akari had thrown that together last night when she’d found a list of the prison staff.

Jared accepted the list with a nod. “Now we just need a password.”

Akari started rummaging through the file-cabinet drawers, hoping to Talek that one of these guards had a bad memory. Her search was rewarded a second later when she found a yellow sticky note with a string of random letters and numbers.

“Got one.” She sat down next to Jared and placed the sticky note between them. “I’ll start from the bottom of the list.”

“Right,” he said. “I’ll take the top.”

After a few dozen failures, they finally matched the password with a username somewhere in the middle. Akari and Jared each logged in with that account and started clicking around, opening the various Martial applications.

On one monitor, she pulled up the outdoor security cameras, revealing a courtyard full of black, unmarked vans. The van doors slid open to reveal dozens of Gold Martials.

Her hands moved faster as she found another program for controlling the cell doors. Each cell had a value of 1. Akari found cell thirteen, switched the value to 0, and pressed save.

Metal ground against metal as the blast door opened down the hall.

“That’s it,” she said.

Relia bolted out of the room, and Akari followed.

They paused when they reached the doorframe. The room was far larger than she’d expected. At least ten feet wide, and half again as deep. A steel cylinder loomed on the opposite end, stretching all the way from the floor to the ceiling. Gusts of icy air escaped into the hallway, and it felt like an open freezer.

“Stay here.” Relia stepped into the cell, and her muscles glowed with her Cloak technique.

Akari nodded, shooting a wary glance down the hall. The reinforcements should be inside by now. What were they waiting for?

Relia reached the ice-mana chamber in three steps, and she pulled a heavy lever on one side. A series of metal clamps snapped open, and a burst of white fog blew out from the opening.

Akari squinted through the mist, struggling to see the Grandmaster over Relia’s shoulder. But the chamber was . . . empty?

Oh, shit.

Footsteps echoed from inside the cell. The light warped, and several shadow artists appeared out of thin air.

“Behind you!” Akari shouted.

Too late. The ceiling opened, and a metal net fell around Relia. It must have been impedium, because the glow faded from her muscles.

In the same moment, a shadow artist ran his blade across the back of her neck. Her body went limp, and they threw her face-first into the chamber.
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PINNED DOWN


Akari leapt to her right, taking cover by the cell’s doorway. Steel clasped against steel as the ice chamber sealed behind her.

Silence followed, and her heart pounded like war drums in her ears. She barely had time to process everything before she heard a familiar voice.

“We’ve got her,” Frostblade said into his transceiver. “Move in and kill the others.”

That was Akari’s cue to run. She bolted straight down the hall, back to the open security booth.

Pale blue light flashed behind her as an ice Missile closed in.

Akari dodged left, but the mana changed its course in midair. Her head slammed against the brick wall, and stars flashed in her vision. Waves of ice coursed down her spine as her whole body went numb. Her legs buckled, and her back struck the tile floor.

Footsteps echoed down the corridor as a black-clad figure approached. Akari raised a shaking hand to her face, adjusting her glasses and bringing the world back into focus.

Agent Frostblade loomed over her, gathering another ice Missile in his palm.

The light warped beside the Martial, and Jared appeared out of thin air, slashing his dagger toward his opponent’s throat.

Frostblade pivoted his head, and an ice shield formed between them. Jared’s dagger struck the wall of mana, but he might as well have struck solid stone. He lost his grip on the weapon, and it clattered to the floor.

Frostblade shoved the Construct back, slamming Jared against the wall. His bones broke under the pressure, and Akari closed her eyes just before his face caved in.

Strong hands grabbed her under her arms, pulling her to her feet.

“Come on,” Viv said in a shaky voice. “We’ve gotta run.”

Akari still couldn’t feel her legs, but they moved on their own as the older woman pulled her away.

Kalden appeared beside her a second later, meeting the Martials’ Missiles with his own.

Ten more steps.

Chunks of stone flew off the walls as their attacks collided. Akari kept running with Viv. Her body braced for the impact of another attack, but none came.

Five steps.

Kalden and Frostblade exchanged several more attacks as they neared the safety of the security booth.

Three . . .

Two . . .

A blade of ice mana soared past Viv, striking the glass window in front of them.

Talek, that was too close. If he’d—

Viv let out a cry of pain, and they both collapsed near the booth’s doorway.

Akari scrambled to her feet as more mana flew around her. Then she spotted a pair of black-clad legs on the ground.

Just legs. Nothing else.

She followed a trail of blood to where Viv’s torso lay face-first on the tile floor.

Kalden shoved her into the booth, locking the door behind them. A web of cracks covered the thick glass, but it held for now.

Akari collapsed against the file cabinets. The scent of blood clung to her nostrils, and bile rose in her throat. She ripped off her helmet and took a deep breath, barely stopping herself from puking.

They were dead. They were all dead. Relia . . . Jared . . . Viv. He’d killed them all.

“Akari!” Kalden’s voice sounded distant, as if she’d fallen under another frozen river. “Stay with me.”

“They’re all gone,” she muttered. “It’s my fault.”

The Martials had known she was a hacker. They couldn’t stop her from hacking their databases, so they’d planted false information instead. They’d left this booth unguarded, and they’d planted that password in the drawer. They’d even held off the reinforcements to give Relia time.

“Stop,” Kalden snapped. “You can feel sorry later. We need to focus.”

Akari remained silent. Mana struck glass as Frostblade tried to force his way in.

“It’s just us now,” Kalden said. “But this isn’t over.”

She glanced up to see more Martials enter the hall behind Frostblade. This was over. Their three best fighters were dead. For all they knew, the Grandmaster wasn’t even here.

Even if he was, they were pinned down in this room with no way out.

“You didn’t give up before,” Kalden said. “If we’re gonna die, then let’s go down fighting.”

Akari blinked up at him, wiping her eyes dry on her sleeve. How the hell was he so calm? How had he gone up against Frostblade and lived? That hadn’t been part of the trap. The Martial had wanted them all dead.

Akari looked down at Kalden’s hands, and she realized they were shaking as hard as hers. He just pretended to be brave. She could do the same.

“Okay.” Akari rubbed the snot from her nose and forced herself to stand straighter. “Got a plan?”

“Same plan as before—we find the Grandmaster. He’s our only way out.”

Akari stumbled over to the computer and collapsed in the chair. Her hands were still shaking, so she pushed her back against the cushion and took several more deep breaths. “What if he’s not here?”

“Ice chambers need a constant flow of mana,” Kalden said. “Moving him would be risky.”

“And what if he’s dead?”

“Only another Grandmaster could kill him.”

So Relia had said. But she’d also clung to this plan against everyone else’s advice, and she would have said anything to justify it. Still, Akari kept her doubts to herself as she opened the cell control panel.

How many ice chambers could they have in this prison? Maybe two or three at the most. The others were probably close to Relia’s, too. Ice mana didn’t travel through wires like electricity. It was slow, and it would lose its potency along the way.

An explosion shook the room.

“Shit.” Akari jumped back, almost falling out of her chair. A wider crack formed in the window.

“That glass won’t hold for much longer,” Kalden said.

He was right. They needed more time. Akari brought her attention back to the monitor and the list of cells. She scrolled to the bottom and found the options she’d ignored before:

Open all prisoner cuffs.

Open all prisoner cells.

She’d seen the list of prisoners last night. These weren’t serial killers or rapists waiting to destroy society. These were powerful mana artists who’d pissed off the Martials.

In other words, they were exactly what she needed right now.

A few more clicks and the halls burst into chaos. Prisoners in blue jumpsuits emerged from every cell, colliding with Frostblade and his troops. Mana flashed in a hundred colors, sending up clouds of dust in every direction. She brought up the security cameras and found similar things happening on every floor.

“Nice work.” Kalden leaned over the monitors. “Now where’s Relia’s master?”

“Here.” Akari pointed to one particular camera from the next hallway. The blast door had opened with the others, and four Martial agents stood guard outside, fending off any prisoners who got too close.

“Cell thirty-seven,” Kalden muttered. “That’s the cell right behind Relia’s.”

“But how do we get there?” Akari glanced up at the war zone outside the window. Relia could have forced her way through, but they wouldn’t last ten seconds without her.

Kalden extended a finger toward the ceiling, and Akari followed his gaze to the open vent.

“Hell no,” she snapped back. “We can’t fit in there.”

“I can’t,” Kalden said.

“Neither can I!”

“You’ll fit. It might be tight, but it’s our best chance.”

“You don’t know where that vent leads.”

Another blast shook the booth, but the glass held.

“It goes to the next hallway.” Kalden pointed to the schematics he’d unrolled from his bag. “Keep your transceiver on, and I’ll guide you there.”

Akari ran both hands through her hair, pacing back and forth in the small office. She still didn’t like it, but Kalden had a point. No matter how dangerous that vent was, it was still safer than charging down the hall with nothing but hopes and wishes.

“Fine.” She removed all her armor, including her leather boots. That left her in just a black T-shirt, jeans, and socks. She also kept her belt with her stolen gun, her transceiver, and a few vials of liquid mana. Those last items might slow her down, but they were too important to leave behind.

Kalden boosted her toward the ceiling, and she squeezed into the narrow space. It was about as small as she’d imagined—barely two feet wide, and half as high. She had to crawl on her belly with both elbows tucked at her sides. The path ahead was dark, but that didn’t matter. She barely had enough room to lift her head.

Static crackled in her ear, followed by Kalden’s voice. “Can you hear me?”

“Yep,” Akari grunted as she crawled over a sharper section. Talek. Why couldn’t this be smooth and shiny like the air vents on TV?

“You have a junction coming up. Take a right.”

“Got it,” she replied.

Back on the ground, it had only taken a few seconds to run the length of the hallway. Now, she had to crawl for several minutes to reach the first junction, and that was barely half the trip.

Hopefully Kalden could hold out that long. She wasn’t ready to lose him, too.
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A blade of ice mana broke through the glass. Kalden activated his shield and forced it back with all his might.

Frostblade retracted his mana, leaving a thin hole in his wake. A few more holes like that, and the whole window would collapse.

Their eyes met, and a look of surprise flashed across his enemy’s face.

“Kalden Trengsen?” The older man stepped back, raising the visor on his helmet. His agents formed a protective barrier around him, raising their shields against the prisoners’ attacks.

Kalden didn’t reply. He just held up his shield, ready to deflect the next attack.

“Where’s the other Bronze?” Frostblade asked.

“Dead,” Kalden said.

The older man eyed the booth with clear skepticism. Fortunately, Kalden had closed the vent behind Akari, so there wasn’t much to see.

“This is over,” Frostblade said. “It’s time for you to surrender.”

Even now, Kalden got special treatment. No one else had the chance to surrender. Not even Jared, his fellow Gold.

“You’ll have to kill me too,” Kalden said.

“You think I want that?” Frostblade took a step forward. “To tell your mother her worst fears came true? And for what?” He spread out his hands, gesturing to the surrounding chaos. “Because you trusted a terrorist and her lies?”

So Relia was a terrorist now? Well, they couldn’t exactly call her a foreign invader. But if Frostblade wanted to talk rather than fight, then Kalden wouldn’t stop him. Akari was already on her way to the Grandmaster’s cell. Time favored him until then.

“What did she tell you?” Frostblade asked. “That you’ll find some utopia beyond the sea?”

“She brought proof,” Kalden said. “I know the outside world exists.”

“Don’t be naive,” Frostblade said. “Yes, there are still people out there, but that’s a world hardened by storms and war. A world where the strong dominate the weak.”

“Sounds familiar.”

“It’s worse than here,” he said. “Far worse. These islands aren’t perfect, but we’re doing our best. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done to protect it.”

Kalden raised an eyebrow. “How’s your advancement coming?”

Frostblade’s eyes hardened.

“You’re a prisoner too,” Kalden said. “Just like the rest of us.”

“There are different types of freedom. You can’t even leave this room. Even if you do, I have Darren Warder and Maelyn Sanako in custody. I’ll make sure they suffer for the rest of their lives.”

Kalden kept his face blank. He couldn’t back down now, just because the temptation was real. This was how the Martials had maintained control for so long. This was how they’d stopped thousands of people from leaving.

“And Dawnfire is still alive,” Frostblade said. “I can kill her right now. I just need to overload her chamber.”

Kalden smiled at that. “I’ve seen you try to kill Relia once. I’d love to see you try again.”

“The Martials have powerful benefactors,” he said. “Far stronger than Dawnfire or her master.”

Kalden had figured as much already. They’d clearly prepared for outsiders, and even Jared hadn’t understood those cuffs. Still, whoever these benefactors were, they weren’t involved with the day-to-day activities.

Frostblade couldn’t kill Relia tonight. Not while Kalden and Akari kept fighting.
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Akari released a burst of mana from her palm, destroying a fan in a single blast. Two months ago, her Missiles never could have broken something so sturdy. But wearing those cuffs had been like running with a weighted vest, forcing her to exert more force through her channels.

She gritted her teeth as she crawled through the rubble, then she squeezed around another corner. Corners were the hardest part of crawling through vents. She’d nearly trapped herself the first time, curled up halfway into a ball, unable to go forward or backward.

Now wouldn’t that be a sad way for a mana artist to go?

She reached the next vent after a few more minutes of crawling. There, she spotted two black helmets through the grates. Mana flashed from their hands as they engaged the escaped prisoners.

She thought about waiting to see how the fight played out, but that was too big a gamble. If they killed the prisoners, she’d be worse off than before. Besides, Kalden’s life was on the line.

Akari cycled her mana, then began raining Missiles on her enemies.

Her mana struck its targets, and both men dropped their shields as they stumbled forward. Another pair of Missiles tore down the hall, leaving flaming red craters on the Martials’ torsos.

Footsteps drew nearer, and Akari crawled backward in the vent. The prisoners probably wouldn’t attack her, but why risk it?

A few more figures paused beneath the open vent, but they seemed more interested in looting the Martials’ corpses.

The footsteps faded a second later, and Akari pushed open the grates and dropped to the floor. It wasn’t the most graceful landing, and she hoped Kalden wasn’t watching through the cameras.

Actually, scratch that. If Kalden was watching, then it meant he was still alive.

She glanced to her left and saw a cell that looked identical to Relia’s. Another ice chamber sat against the far wall, and she hurried inside before someone spotted her.

Talek. There better not be more Martials hiding up in the ceiling. No sense in worrying about that now, though. She was screwed no matter what if they popped out.

Akari stepped forward and pulled the lever on the ice chamber. White mist shot out from the pressure valves, and the steel casing slid open.
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THE GRANDMASTER


Relia’s master had the same broad-shouldered build as in his videos. He even wore the same tight-fitting black T-shirt. Close-cropped silver hair framed his face, and a day’s worth of stubble covered his sharp jawline.

Akari had half expected to find a caveman, considering how long he’d been trapped here. Apparently, hair didn’t grow in ice chambers.

His eyes were closed, and a dozen restraints held his body in place. Some were steel, but others were solid black. Were those the unbreakable cuffs Jared had mentioned?

“Hurry,” Kalden’s voice said in her ear. “The Martials are closing in.”

Akari’s heart skipped a beat when she heard Kalden’s voice. Still alive. She stepped forward, reaching out to remove the restraints.

The Grandmaster’s eyes shot open, and she staggered back. He twisted his head both ways, and the black collar broke off from the chamber. Then he stepped forward, snapping the steel restraints like tree branches.

He straightened his back and stretched his arms, towering over Akari by more than a full head. His brown eyes darted left and right, taking in the cell’s white brick walls. Footsteps echoed down the hall as the Martials closed in.

His gaze settled on Akari. She took another step back, raising her hands in surrender. “Um—I freed you?” Her words came out like a question, which made her sound like a stereotypical teenage girl. Her cringe completed the image.

The Grandmaster rubbed at his eyes as if to clear them. “Emeri?”

What the hell? That was her mother’s name, but her mother had never left this island.

“No, I’m Akari.”

He hummed in consideration. “Yes, I suppose you are.” There was a short pause as he cleared his throat. I’m Elend Darklight.” He gave her a shallow bow, then his lip quirked when he saw her feet. “Ah, so that’s how it is. They sent an unshod girl to interrogate me.”

Akari glanced down at her socks. Seriously? That was his first question? Her chest was still heaving from the previous battles. Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw Jared’s broken face, and the trail of blood pouring from Viv’s torso. She didn’t give a shit about her missing boots.

“You’ve been frozen for half a year,” Akari told him.

His smile faded, and his shoulders sagged with the weight of her words. “And my crew?”

“The Martials killed the knowledge artist,” Akari said. She’d already forgotten the boy’s name, and she didn’t bother guessing. “Happened a few weeks after they captured you.”

His eyes hardened, and his skin glowed blue with his Cloak technique. He worked a finger between his neck and collar, trying to pry it free.

Nothing happened.

He tried again with the cuffs on his wrists and got the same result.

“And Relia?” he asked.

Akari fought down the urge to stare at her feet. “She came here to get you, but the Martials set a trap . . .”

“Where is she?” he demanded.

Akari shook her head. “I saw them cut her throat. They—”

“Take me to her. Now.”

She glanced at the cuffs on his wrists and ankles. “Can you fight with those on?”

“Won’t be a problem,” he said. “Impedium only blocks ninety-nine percent of all mana.”

Well, she hoped to Talek he was right. Akari pressed the button on her transceiver. “You still there?”

“Still here,” Kalden said. “You’ve got about forty Martials waiting for you in the corridor. They have grenade launchers, Missile rods, and—”

The Grandmaster strode through the cell’s doorway.

Chaos followed, as expected. Akari took cover in the cell, covering her ears as a hundred explosions and gunshots sounded in rapid succession.

Silence followed, and she peeked through the doorway to see the Grandmaster standing unharmed amid clouds of smoke. Bodies littered the floor around him. Half the lights had broken, and burn marks scorched the floor and walls.

“Woah,” Kalden said in her ear. “Did you see that?”

“Yeah,” Akari muttered. She actually hadn’t seen anything, but she wanted him to hear her voice.

Talek. And this was one percent of his total power?

The Grandmaster—or Elend Darklight, as he’d called himself—walked down the hall, and Akari scrambled to keep up through the sea of bodies. There was more Martial than tile at this point, and she practically hopped between the clear spots.

They reached the main corridor, where more Martials attacked from the left.

Elend raised a hand, and a solid brick wall appeared between them and the enemy. It matched the prison walls perfectly.

“What the f—” Akari trailed off, then began again. “What aspect is that?”

“Dream mana.” Elend fired a red Missile down the opposite hallway. The mana warped as it flew, growing a head, limbs, and a freaking tail. Akari blinked, and the transformation was complete. A raptor charged toward another group of Martials. Scales and feathers covered its body, and it looked as real as the ones they’d fought in White Vale.

Dream mana. So these were just illusions?

The Martials hit the creature with a storm of bullets and Missiles. Their bullets glanced harmlessly off its scales, and the Missiles turned to mist.

Very durable illusions.

The raptor reached them a second later, closing its teeth around one man’s arm. A scream of pain followed as he collapsed on the floor, staining the white tile with his blood.

The Grandmaster didn’t even pause. “They’ll be fine. None of it’s real.”

The raptor began conjuring Missiles in its claws, attacking more of the retreating Martials. Angels above. Now his Missiles were shooting Missiles. And this was still just one percent of his total power.

They kept walking until they reached the security booth. Kalden unlocked the door and stepped outside, raising his hands in a non-threatening gesture.

“That’s Kalden,” she hurried to explain. “He’s with me. Kalden, this is Elend, the Grandmaster.”

Elend gave him a curt nod. Kalden responded with a deeper bow, then he passed Akari her boots and hoodie. The Grandmaster just kept on walking, and she didn’t have time to put them on.

“Where’s Frostblade?” Akari asked Kalden as they walked.

“He just left with the others. They’re probably outside.”

Too bad. She’d been hoping to see a dream raptor bite off his arm.

Their route took them past Jared and Viv’s bodies, but Akari didn’t look. Escape first, mental breakdown later.

They rounded the next corner into Relia’s cell, and the mana chamber was dark and smoking.

“Damnit,” Kalden muttered. “They actually overloaded it.”

Elend strode forward without a word. His fingers wrapped around the lever, but it didn’t budge. He pulled harder, snapping it off its hinges.

Akari glanced at Kalden, and she saw her own worry reflected on his face. Were they too late?

The Grandmaster held out his hand, gathering pure mana in his palm. Akari braced herself for an explosion, but the mana formed into a Construct instead. It was small—about the size of a knife or dagger.

He drove the weapon into the chamber, slicing the steel hinges like chunks of cheese. Relia fell backward through the open doorway, still tangled in the metal net.

Elend dropped the mana dagger and it plunged straight into the tile floor. He untangled Relia from the net and lowered them both to the ground. The cut on her neck still hadn’t healed, but the blood had frozen over. Icicles hung from her braid, and her skin was purple with frostbite.

“I have healing potions,” Kalden said as he unshouldered his bag.

Elend grabbed the bag, but he didn’t open it. Instead, he used it as a pillow for her head.

“Come on, lass.” He pressed a hand to her forehead and closed his eyes. “You’re not dead yet.”

Nothing happened for several heartbeats. Akari glanced at the walls and ceiling, wary of another trap.

“Come on!” Elend raised his voice, forcing his mana into her forehead. “You can do this.”

Relia’s body shone with a familiar green-gold light. Fresh skin closed around her neck wound, and the purple faded from her face.

Elend gave a weary smile. “She’ll be fine.” Then he looked up and met Akari’s eyes. “I’ll defer to you for our next step.”

Akari wasted no time before dropping the burden on Kalden’s lap, and he summarized the past few months, including Relia’s time as a fugitive and how they’d met. Finally, he explained how they’d planned to take the truck to Keylas and fight their way through any Martials who stopped them.

“Not much of a plan,” Elend said with a frown. Still, he seemed much calmer now that Relia was safe.

“Yeah.” Kalden gestured to Relia. “This was her idea. Minus the ambush.”

“I told her to stay on the beach,” Elend said. “To get help if something went wrong. I should have known she wouldn’t listen.” He gathered Relia in his arms, then draped her over his shoulder as if she were a small child.

“Well then. Let’s get out of here, shall we?”
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Kalden followed the others outside the cell. These hallways had been so sterile when they’d first arrived. Now, corpses covered every square foot—prisoners and Martials alike. Sirens echoed beyond the walls, along with the muffled voice of someone speaking through a megaphone.

Could they really survive this battle? Even with the Grandmaster on their side? Half the Martials on Arkala must be waiting out there. The rest would be guarding Keylas, or the roads between.

He doubted they could kill Elend tonight, but what about Akari and him? One mistake, and this was all over.

Jared and Viv lay among the sea of black-clad bodies, indistinguishable from the Martials. And that was exactly how the media would spin the story. Just two more people who’d died at the Fugitive’s hand.

We’re coming back, Kalden reminded himself. No matter how long it took, he and Akari would return to this island and free everyone. And if Jared and Viv had families, he’d make sure they learned about their sacrifice.

Kalden was still surveying the scene when the lights snapped off, shrouding the hallway in pitch blackness.

“Huh,” Elend’s voice said from nearby. “Took them long enough.” An amber-colored flame sprang to life in his palm, chasing away the darkness. It was several times brighter than a real fire. Brighter than a flashlight, even.

Elend looked down the hall to their right. “I’m guessing that way’s the front door?” His “torch” flickered in slow motion, like a flag blowing in a soft breeze. What was that, anyway? Another Construct, like his dagger? His techniques were like something out of a movie—too nonsensical to be real.

Kalden nodded. “That’s where we came in.”

Elend dropped his torch, letting it float like a balloon in midair. Then he fired a volley of red Missiles down the hall. The Missiles warped into a full pack of red raptors, charging toward the exit at full speed.

“That ought to keep them busy,” he said as he retrieved his torch.

They might get out of the prison, but could they really make it to Keylas? There was only one road leading to that part of the island. Relia had been confident last night, but Kalden wasn’t so sure. What was stopping the Martials from collapsing the tunnels or blowing up the bridges?

Elend turned around and began strolling away from the exit.

Kalden shot a glance at Akari. She shrugged a shoulder, and they followed him together. Their route took them past the security booth and through another door that Kalden hadn’t seen before. From there, they followed him into a dark stairwell with creaking iron steps.

Elend took the stairs two at a time, and the sound echoed into the vast emptiness above. His right hand glowed with mana as he walked. It formed into some vague mechanical shape, the same way it had when he’d conjured the dagger. But this looked more like . . . a grappling hook?

“Dream mana,” Akari muttered to Kalden as they walked.

“Not this time,” Elend replied from up ahead. “Just a pure mana Construct.”

“So it’s not an illusion?” she asked. “Thought Constructs were all simple shapes.”

“Aye,” he said. “That’s true for you. But Novices rely on their bodies for mana arts. Masters don’t.”

Kalden cleared his throat. “You realize there are helicopters outside, right? They’ll spot us if we try to climb down.”

“I’m counting on it,” Elend said.

The stairs ended with a metal door labeled “Roof Access.” Elend paused before lowering Relia to the ground. She was still unconscious, but the ice had faded from around her cheeks.

“Stay here,” he said to Akari and Kalden, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “And protect my student. I’m quite fond of her.”

Kalden swallowed thickly, then nodded.

“Good lad.” Elend clapped him on the shoulder and burst through the final doorway.

His clothes blew in the wind as the helicopters closed in. Three spotlights shone down from the sky, painting the concrete roof with pale white light. The Grandmaster conjured a dome of pure mana around his body, absorbing a storm of bullets, rockets, and Missiles. Then he conjured a second layer of mana inside the first.

Two helicopters closed in while the third hovered outside Kalden’s field of vision. Missiles crashed against his outer Construct in a storm of thunder and lightning.

Elend spread out his arms, and the outer shell broke into a dozen smaller pieces. The shards rotated in the air, each one at a different angle. They spun slowly at first, like gears on a heavy machine. Then they picked up speed, spinning as fast as saw blades.

One blade tore a helicopter vertically down the center, and both pieces collapsed into the courtyard below. He struck the second one horizontally, severing the main rotor from the hull.

He threw his grappling hook at the third helicopter—the one Kalden couldn’t see from inside the stairwell. It must have tried to retreat because the rope went taut.

Elend’s boots slid across the concrete, but he widened his stance and Cloaked his muscles. His body glowed with mana, becoming a bright blue silhouette against the night sky. His back shone brighter as he reeled the helicopter in. More bullets rained from above, but the attacks broke against his shield.

The tires hit the roof a second later. Kalden wouldn’t call it a clean landing, but it was soft enough to leave the vehicle intact.

The Martials slid open the metal doors and leapt onto the roof. Some ran for the cover of the stairwell while others trained their weapons on the Grandmaster.

Kalden activated his mana shield while Akari readied a Missile. Fortunately, their efforts weren’t needed. The Martials had barely taken two steps before Elend released a storm of offensive techniques. His mana seemed to aim itself, and the Martials dropped like insects. That included the man in the helicopter’s cockpit.

Elend nodded at his work, then he gestured toward the stairwell. The spinning rotors drowned out his voice, but Kalden could still read his lips. “Get in!”

Kalden released a long breath as he gathered Relia in his arms. He’d expected her to be light like Akari, but her muscles were like iron despite her slender frame.

He followed Akari across the roof, then they all climbed into the open cabin. Like all Martial helicopters, the hull was solid black with a long profile. Machine guns protruded from either side, and the cabin had enough seats for half a dozen troops. Kalden also spotted a gravity mana generator behind the last row of seats. They could use that to lighten the load, or to move heavier objects.

Akari took one of the machine guns, and Kalden secured Relia in the seat beside her.

“Now”—Elend brushed his hands together—“who’s flying this thing?”

Kalden froze, turning to face Akari. “I thought—”

“That was a joke, lad.” His face broke into a grin. “I could use a navigator, though. Never been here before.”

“Oh.” His shoulders sagged with relief. “I can do that.”

They all put their headsets on, and Kalden settled into the co-pilot’s seat. There must have been over a thousand different dials, buttons, and switches—not just on the front console, but on the walls and ceiling, too. It made his car look like a kid’s toy by comparison.

Elend began flipping switches, seemingly at random. “Everyone ready?” His voice came loud and clear over the headphones this time.

“All set,” Kalden said.

“Ready,” Akari said from the back.

Elend stretched his left hand out the nearest window, and two dark Missiles flew out from his palm. Instead of raptors, these Missiles warped into a pair of helicopters. Each one was a perfect replica of the one they sat in. And when Kalden peered closer, he even saw another version of the Grandmaster piloting them. The interiors were less detailed than the outer hulls. Not blurry, but more like a general impression rather than the real thing.

One helicopter took off, heading straight over the prison’s courtyard. A Construct appeared below the landing gear, absorbing the storm of Martial attacks.

Elend flicked his wrist, and a second helicopter flew toward the south. More bullets and Missiles followed, but their effort was more half-hearted this time.

Kalden grinned as he imagined their confusion. Relia had kept her master’s aspect hidden until now, and he could see why. The less people knew about these techniques, the more effective they were.

Finally, Elend wrapped his fingers around the steering stick. The vehicle shook beneath them, and they took to the sky.
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KEYLAS


Kalden clutched his armrests as they soared over the courtyard. Hundreds of Missiles erupted from below, streaking the sky like a reverse meteor shower.

Elend’s shield repelled them all. The helicopter dove toward the grass, weaving between the larger techniques. Meanwhile, Akari kept up a constant barrage from her machine gun, sending the ground troops scrambling for cover.

There must have been hundreds of them down there. And they all believed they fought for the right reasons. It almost made Kalden doubt himself; how could so many people be so wrong?

The helicopter picked up speed, and he relaxed as they put the bulk of the army behind them. At first, he’d imagined this playing out like an action movie with Elend fumbling his way through the controls, escaping the enemy with sheer luck. But the Grandmaster was clearly a competent pilot, thank the Angels.

Another minute passed, then they reached the safety of the forest. By now, the sounds of battle had faded to a distant echo. Elend flew them low above the trees, probably to avoid being spotted from across the island.

Speaking of which . . .

“Can you make us invisible?” Kalden asked over the headset. Normally, that would be impossible, even for a shadow artist. But the Grandmaster had just made two helicopters from scratch.

“Any other day.” Elend waved his right hand, gesturing to the black cuff on his wrist.

Kalden closed his mouth. Apparently, it took more mana to hide an existing object than to make a new one. He still didn’t know any of the rules regarding dream mana.

Elend lowered his hand, then clutched at his chest. His breaths came out ragged, and his lips pulled back in a grimace.

He’s not invincible, Kalden realized. He’d pushed through the pain so far, but he couldn’t keep that up forever.

“Now talk to me, lad. What’s our heading?”

“West. Um . . . 270 degrees.” Kalden sat up in his seat, surveying the landscape below. Mount Khasa was a cluster of lights to the north. He couldn’t make out the highway beyond the trees, but he knew it passed directly through the city.

“There’s a stretch of road at two o’clock,” he continued. “That will take us straight to Keylas.”

The Grandmaster turned their nose several degrees to the south. “They’ll be watching that road. Also a good place for a trap.”

True enough. Despite his power, Elend had shown far more restraint than Relia so far. Too bad he wasn’t a better influence on her. Then again, that trap in the prison wasn’t completely Relia’s fault. She’d admitted to being a bad tactician. She’d been relying on the others, but no one else had spoken up. Frostblade had lured the group into a false sense of security, and they’d all paid the price.

“You mentioned a boat,” Elend said. “Where is it?”

Kalden reached into his bag and pulled out the map. “Our friends have a campsite south of the city.”

“Aye, but we should assume they’ve been compromised.”

Kalden was about to retort, but he held his tongue. The water artists had taken the boat more than a week ago to avoid suspicion, but someone could have noticed it on the road. The Martials might not have acted right away, but that proved nothing.

“We can still cross the sea without water artists,” Elend said, “but we’ll need that boat.”

“Maintain heading 270,” Kalden said. “I’ll find the lake once we’re closer.”

They rode in silence for the rest of the journey, following the forests north of the Contested Area. If they’d taken a car like they’d planned, this trip would have taken the better part of two hours. Probably even longer if the Martials put up a fight.

With the helicopter, it barely took them half an hour to reach Arkala’s western coast.

“That’s it,” Kalden said as he compared their coordinates to his map. The lake was bigger than he’d expected—well over eight hundred acres, with a cluster of islands around the southern quarter.

Sirens flashed on the northern side, and more than a dozen Martial vans clustered around the shore.

Kalden swallowed as the helicopter sank toward the water’s surface. Elend had been right; their friends were either captured or dead. Probably the latter, considering how much they knew about Relia. The Martials clearly weren’t interested in her story, and every survivor was a loose end.

But where was the boat? He strained his eyes, but he couldn’t make out much in the haze of blue and red. Presumedly, the water artists had hidden it somewhere on the lake, but—

“There!” Elend said. “On our ten.”

Kalden shifted his gaze to the water below. At first, he saw nothing but dark ripples reflecting the moons. But then Elend activated their floodlights, revealing a white motorboat nestled between them. It was barely fifty feet long, hardly his idea of a seaworthy vessel.

Then again, maybe size didn’t matter when the tides rivaled skyscrapers.

They had a bigger problem, though. How would they get this boat to the sea? They’d need the trailer to transport it. And if the Martials were smart, they’d already taken that trailer far from here.

“Bringing us down,” Elend said as he hovered over the boat. “There’s a gravity generator in the back. Should be some cables, too. I’ll need you and Akari to hook things up.”

“Wait . . .” It took Kalden a moment to process the words. “You want to carry the boat to Keylas? That must weigh ten thousand pounds.”

“I’d guess sixteen,” Elend replied. “Reduce the gravity by ninety-five percent, and be quick about it. Won’t take the Martials long to investigate.”

Kalden climbed into the back cabin. Relia was still strapped to the bench opposite the cockpit, and her chest rose and fell with steady breaths.

Akari uncoiled herself from the gunner’s seat, holding on to the nearby handrail for support. She’d been wearing a hoodie and jeans when they first took off. Now, she wore a form-fitting black bodysuit.

Kalden raised an eyebrow. “Is that shadow armor?”

“Found it back in the prison,” she said as they gathered the cables. He also noticed a ten-inch blade strapped to her right leg and a Martial handgun in the small of her back.

He understood the weapons, but why bother with the armor? The protection wasn’t any better than her hoodie, and only a shadow artist could activate the sigils. Jared and Viv had confirmed that.

He’d have to ask her about it later. Assuming they all survived the next hour.

They lowered Relia’s unconscious body into the boat, then they ran the cables from the hull to the base of the helicopter. Elend explained the rest of his plan as they worked, and It was completely insane—far more so than anything else they’d done tonight.

“Why go through Keylas?” Akari asked. “Can’t we just fly over the mana wall?”

“Wouldn’t count on it, lass. There’s more than one shield around this island. Trust me—Keylas is the only way in or out.”

Well, that was ominous. Still, it fit with Relia’s earlier descriptions.

With everything else secure, Kalden lowered the gravity generator into the boat. This was a clunky metal device, about as big as an air conditioner. He adjusted the dial, then tied it down between two passenger seats.

“Hang on down there!” Elend shouted, projecting his voice over the wind and the rotors. “Things are gonna get rough.”

Bursts of night air struck his face as they flew over the water’s surface, and Kalden ducked behind the boat’s windshield. “Don’t look down,” he muttered to himself. “Don’t look down.”

The view had seemed like an abstract curiosity from inside the helicopter—no different from looking out a regular window. Here, he was just inches from falling over the edge. His knuckles went white as he gripped the handlebar, and his muscles went limp with vertigo.

Elend flew them through a corridor of thick trees. From there, it didn’t take long to spot the northern mana wall. Its pale blue light illuminated the landscape for miles, and it seemed to grow taller as they approached.

Keylas appeared as a haze of light at its base. The city was far larger than he’d expected—more of a military operation than a simple outpost. Chain-link fences surrounded the base on all sides with twisted razor wire along the tops. Two dozen brick buildings filled the interior, along with landing pads, garages, and control towers.

They inched closer with every second, and Kalden’s body tensed with anticipation.

And here comes the crazy part.

The helicopter jerked toward the sky, then Elend slid down the middle cable, leaving the vehicle empty.

“Down!” he shouted.

Kalden and Akari ducked their heads, and the Grandmaster severed the cables with blades of pure mana. The helicopter continued its upward path, and the boat flew straight ahead.

Somehow, Elend kept his balance as he formed a full sphere of mana around them. Hundreds of attacks broke against the shield as they fell. The explosions were brighter than the sun and louder than any storm.

Kalden’s hand found the dial on the generator, as he waited for his next orders.

“Keep us at ninety-five,” Elend said through gritted teeth. He must have been able to see through the chaos because he kept them on course with bursts of power from his outstretched hands.

Kalden glanced ahead, but he saw nothing but mana and explosions—the shield, the outer wall, and the Martials’ attacks. They came in every color imaginable, from deep orange fire to pale blue ice. He knew he’d hurt his eyes if he looked, but a part of him couldn’t resist. Ordinary mana was mesmerizing enough, and this was like nothing he’d ever seen before.

“Alright, lad. Seventy-five!”

Kalden adjusted the dial, and the boat plummeted to the ground. Elend layered more shields around them like a giant onion. The outer layers became blades, attacking their surroundings as they flew. Kalden couldn’t say what they hit. He could barely tell up from down at this point.

The outer blades spun on their own, and Elend gathered two giant Missiles in his palms.

Kalden craned his neck to look ahead. Barely ten seconds had passed, but they’d already reached the outer wall.

Elend thrust both arms forward, releasing his Missiles like a battering ram. The gate shattered, and a pair of steel pillars collapsed in their path. Elend’s sphere knocked them aside like a drake charging through a forest.

Everything went dark as they passed beyond the wall. The Martials ceased their attacks, and Elend dropped the sphere, collapsing to his knees on the boat’s wooden deck. He righted himself just before they hit the ground. Another burst of mana sent them over a ridge, and Kalden saw the sea ahead.

Almost free.

“Ninety-five,” Elend said to Kalden. His voice sounded breathless, and he clutched at his chest.

Kalden let go of the handrail and reached for the generator’s dial.

Mana flashed at the edge of his vision, and something sharp struck his shoulder. His body went limp and frozen. At the same time, the boat crashed into another ridge.

Elend launched a Missile into the ground, tilting the boat on its side. Kalden reached for the handrail with his good arm . . .

Too late. The impact flung him over the edge, and his vision spun in a blur of trees and sky.

He hit the ground on his stomach. More attacks streaked his vision, cracking the nearby trees.

Kalden took several deep breaths, surveying the damage to his body. Hot waves of pain raced out from his shoulder, his ears rang, and his chest hurt when he tried to breathe.

Shouts echoed in the distance as the Martials closed in.

He forced himself to his feet, staggering over the ridge. From there, he had a full view of the Inner Sea. The boat landed with a splash, some twenty yards from shore. Kalden staggered down the hill, but another Missile struck his right leg. His knees buckled, and he hit the ground again.

The boat’s motor spun in the water, sending up clouds of white foam. Kalden’s heart thundered in his ears, and he dared to hope they’d come back for him. Elend had faced hundreds of Martials back in the prison. What were a few more compared to that?

Instead, the boat vanished into the darkness, leaving him behind.
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SILVER


“Turn around!” Akari shouted as their boat hit the waves. “We lost Kalden!”

“I know.” The Grandmaster’s breathing came out rough and ragged. His eyes were weary as he gazed at the sea ahead.

“Then turn around!” she repeated.

A brief silence followed as the waves smacked against their hull. “The Martials were right behind us,” Elend said through clenched teeth. “These cuffs were worse than I thought. I can’t—”

“Can’t, or won’t?” Akari broke in.

She understood the pain of these cuffs better than most. They’d brought her to tears several times in her training, and she’d failed to force any mana through. Not only had Elend fought through the pain, but he’d performed several amazing techniques. For Talek’s sake, they’d just flown through the mana wall on a freaking boat.

Akari cycled as she paced on the wooden deck. She’d felt like a caged animal this past hour, unable to fight or change the tide of the battle. The Grandmaster had taken charge the second she released him, and everything had passed in a blur.

She hadn’t complained before. Why would she? She was getting exactly what she’d always wanted—freedom, and a chance to advance.

But now Kalden was gone.

Elend gave her a serious look, gesturing a finger between them and Relia. “I’ll risk all three of our lives if I turn around.”

“You’d be an ice cube without Kalden,” Akari snapped back. “You owe him.”

“I did everything I could.” Elend kept his voice annoyingly calm. “I’ll permanently damage my soul if I push too hard. Then the tides will kill all three of us.”

Damnit. She wanted to call him a coward, but she couldn’t argue with his logic. She’d seen Elend struggling during that last fight. He’d nearly crashed the boat after they passed through the wall. He’d also dropped their shield too early, which was the whole reason Kalden got hit.

If Elend doubted his ability to keep them safe, then he was probably right.

Still . . . Akari glanced over her shoulder to see the retreating island. How could he give up so easily? Why weren’t they at least discussing their options?

“Maybe we don’t have to fight,” she said. “Maybe Kalden got away.”

“He took an ice blade to the shoulder,” Elend said with the same even voice. “It pierced his armor. Do you think Kalden would want us to die trying to save him?”

Kalden would tell them to keep running, no question about it. But he was also her friend—the best friend she’d ever had. What would he do if their places were reversed?

Akari turned to Relia, who lay strapped down on the larger seat. “Can you wake her up?”

“Probably,” Elend said. “But she’s in no state to fight. She used the rest of her mana healing herself, and that chamber damaged her channels. She’ll recover, but it will take a few days.”

“What about those fancy pills?”

Elend shook his head. “Her pills won’t solve this.”

Akari kept cycling. Her mana felt like it was bursting at the seams, and a part of her wanted to hurl a Missile over the water’s surface.

Kalden was right there on the beach, less than a quarter mile from shore. This shouldn’t be so hard.

Akari finally gave in to her soul’s demands. She gathered the mana in her palm, then released it off the side of the boat. It parted the waves like a cannonball as it flew. No sooner had she released the mana than a sharp pain twisted in her chest. She grimaced, pressing a hand to her sternum.

Talek. What was this? It felt like her soul was being ripped apart from the inside.

Akari stopped cycling, and the pain faded to a dull ache.

But no . . . this wasn’t the sort of pain you avoided. This was a pain you faced—something you leaned into. Some pain caused permanent damage, but other pain made you stronger.

Akari started cycling again, and the sensation returned in full force. It felt like the first time she’d ever used her mana. Like taking a breath of air after drowning. Painful, but necessary.

She released more mana from her hands, and the pain reached a crescendo in her chest. It spread in waves through her arms and legs, and up into her face. Her vision went dark, and she tasted mana in the back of her throat. She collapsed on the deck, dizzy with a thousand sensations.

The Grandmaster stopped the boat, then he pivoted in his chair to face her.

Akari drew in several deep breaths. She must have lain there for a full minute before she found the strength to speak. “What the hell was that?”

His lip curled up at the edges. “That, my dear, is advancement.”

Akari’s vision blurred, then she saw a web of blinding light. Elend sat in the chair beside her, and mana glowed from the center of his chest. It twisted like a Missile with its infinitely complex patterns. His channels extended through his arms and legs, blocked by the collar and cuffs he wore. Smaller channels broke off from the larger ones, reaching every inch of his body.

She turned to Relia and saw a fainter glow, then she examined her own body to see something fainter still.

Could it be . . .

Akari focused her eyes again, and the world snapped back to her ordinary vision. She rolled up her sleeves and glanced down at her wrist.

50/50.

“Silver,” Akari said. “I’m Silver now.” Relia had been right before. That place was a prison, and all she had to do was leave. But now she had to go back. Elend and Relia might be drained, but they weren’t the only mana artists on this boat.

“Turn around,” she told him. “I’ll fight the Martials myself.”

Elend considered that for a moment. “I know you feel invincible right now, lass. Trust me, I’ve advanced five times. But you’ve been training for what—four months? That’s nothing in the grand scheme of things. We can come back for Kalden later. With a few years of training, you could be as strong as Relia.”

“If Kalden’s still alive when we get back.”

He’d aided the two biggest public enemies, and he’d helped them destroy half the Martials’ numbers in a single day. Even if they didn’t kill Kalden tonight, they would charge him with treason. Even Golds could get the death penalty for that.

Besides, she and Kalden weren’t like other mana artists. Relia had said so that day in White Vale. They learned quicker, unlocking skills that should have taken months.

This felt right. She knew it in her heart, the same way she’d known to become a mana artist.

“This is what I want,” Akari said. “And I know the risks. Been fighting Golds my whole life.”

Elend steered the boat back toward the shore, but he didn’t accelerate. “There’s a field of knowledge mana surrounding this place. I didn’t notice it the first time, but I think it’s lowering our inhibitions. It made me surrender to the Martials, and it made Relia rush in to save me.”

Akari hesitated. Now that he mentioned it, she did feel different. More fearless than usual.

“It’s a subtle thing,” Elend said. “And you could choose to resist it if you wanted. I just thought you should know all the variables.”

“I still want to help Kalden,” she said.

Elend nodded. “I’ll wait for you as long as I can, but no promises.”

Her heart pounded as they neared the shore. Elend was right—she had felt invincible earlier. Now that feeling faded at the prospect of fighting so many Martials by herself.

The island drew closer, but there was no sign of civilization from this side. Where was the mana wall? Its blue glow should have been visible for miles.

Akari checked her weapons and armor. She still wore her hoodie beneath her shadow jacket. That should stop at least one bullet or Missile—maybe more if she recharged it quickly enough. As for weapons, she had the stolen Martial pistol, a portable shield Construct, and a ten-inch blade enhanced with metal mana. She’d tested all of those back on the helicopter, and they seemed to be in working order.

Finally, she pulled out the shadow artist’s headpiece and slipped it over her head. It clung tightly like a ski mask, pulling at her hair from half a dozen awkward angles. No wonder Viv had always worn her hair in a tight knot.

Her advancement also hadn’t fixed her eyesight, which meant the goggles pressed against her glasses. Oh well. She’d met enough near-sighted Silvers and Golds to know it wouldn’t be that easy.

“One more favor.” Akari gestured down at her black bodysuit “Can you charge this?”

Elend raised a silver eyebrow. “Why me?”

“It runs on some fancy light mana,” she said. “Your mana has some light in it, right? That’s how you make those illusions.”

He held up a finger from the steering wheel. “You don’t need light mana to craft illusions. You’re better off manipulating a person’s perceptions.”

“That wasn’t a no,” Akari said.

He shrugged, drawing his lips back in a thin line.

“I know those cuffs suck, but this is pocket change for you.”

Another short pause as the island drew nearer. “This better be the last favor,” Elend said.

“Promise.”

He nodded, then held out his hand.

Akari stepped closer and offered her arm. They clasped wrists, and the Grandmaster sent a burst of power into the armor. He winced as the mana left his body, but it barely took him a full second.

“I’m no expert,” he said. “But I doubt that’ll last you more than thirty seconds. Better make it count.”

They reached the shore a minute later, and Elend pulled the boat into a rocky cove. Akari leapt out once they reached the shallows, then she headed inland to save her friend.

Four Martial soldiers scoured the beach ahead, examining the trail of disturbed sand between the forest and the sea. Silver badges gleamed on their vests, catching rays of moonlight as they walked. Some carried assault rifles, while others had Missile rods.

No Golds? Maybe they were all dead. Now, wouldn’t that be a treat? More likely, they were too scared to show their faces beyond the mana wall.

Akari licked her lips, considering her options. Gusts of salty wind blew in from the Inner Sea, shaking the trees beyond the dunes. Somehow, this felt more real than the wind she was used to. She hadn’t noticed it on the boat, but this was stronger—more tangible. The same way her dreams felt sharper than reality.

Her teachers had claimed the mana wall didn’t block small particles. But what if that was just another lie? What if she’d never felt real wind until tonight?

Focus.

She turned her gaze back to the trees, and she spotted more Martials hiding in the shadows.

Talek. This was a trap. They knew someone might come back for Kalden.

What would Kalden do if he were here? Probably something smart and strategic. But what? She obviously couldn’t fight those soldiers on the beach. Even with her sigils active, they would see her footprints in the sand. She might take one or two by surprise, but the rest would overwhelm her in seconds.

The forest it is, then.

She crawled along the dune, taking cover in the trees. She’d still have to fight the guys on the beach, but she’d deal with that problem later.

The trees glowed as she relaxed her vision, with rivers of blue light racing through their trunks and branches. Most plants didn’t have this much mana, but the trees were stronger out here by the sea. They had to be, or the tides would turn them to kindling. She ran a gloved hand across one trunk, and the bark felt more like stone than wood.

Akari kept walking until she spotted two human souls in the forest of light. She swallowed hard, then sent a pulse of mana into her armor. Her legs and boots vanished beneath her, revealing her own footprints in the soil. Her outstretched hands became blurry images of the forest beyond.

It wasn’t true invisibility, but it was still trippy as hell.

Alright, enough playing around. The clock was ticking in more ways than one. Akari charged the two soldiers, dodging trees as she ran.

Both men spun around with raised rifles. Too slow. Akari drew her blade, slashing in two quick arcs as she passed between them.

Her weapon bit the first man’s throat beneath his helmet, releasing a spray of blood. She followed through on the swing and plunged the blade into the second soldier’s windpipe.

Her advancement hadn’t strengthened her body, but she moved with more grace and agility than before. And when she slashed her blade, it felt like she’d been training for years.

Maybe she had been. What if those dreams were memories, and she’d taken a step closer to her old life?

Bullets rang against the trees as a third soldier charged in from the beach. Akari raised her palm and sent a Missile toward him.

Her opponent dodged left and kept firing. More bullets ricocheted off the trees, sending up chunks of the stone-like bark.

Akari ran serpentine, using the smaller trees for cover as she closed the distance. At the same time, she pulled back her Missile and struck the back of her opponent’s helmet. The impact sent him staggering into the undergrowth.

She seized the advantage, slashing her blade at the man’s face. He raised his rifle and blocked with his left forearm. Her weapon glanced off his armor, and he shoved her back.

The man swung his rifle again, but her armor refracted the light and threw off his aim by several inches. Akari moved as quick as a cat, circling around the man and burying her blade beneath his left arm. A scream escaped his mouth as he fell.

She pulled the blade free, and rivers of blood soaked the leather hilt. Akari fought down a wave of nausea as she adjusted her grip. She’d never considered herself squeamish, but . . . Talek. Why did it have to be so warm?

The Martial kept thrashing and swinging at the air in a blind rage. She grabbed his head with her left hand and slashed the blade across his throat.

And, just like that, he stopped moving, collapsing on the ground like a fallen tree.

Her armor faded in the same moment, bringing her hands back into focus. That was thirty seconds? It felt more like five. She tore off the mask and gloves and tossed them aside. They would just slow her down without the sigils.

She was about to remove the jacket when she caught a blur of motion ahead. Three more Martials charged in from the beach. Their flashlights shone between the trees, casting long shadows on the forest floor.

Akari knelt by the nearest soldier and unsnapped the pocket of his vest. He had a frag grenade inside, just like the guards outside the prison. She searched the other men’s pockets and found a second one.

Kalden’s words came back to her as she worked. Four seconds after I pull the pin.

Akari pulled both pins, rolling the explosives into the undergrowth. The cluster of soldiers moved in, closing more distance with every heartbeat. Akari ran the other way.

Three . . .

Gunshots sounded behind her.

Akari ducked behind the nearest tree and unclipped the shield hilt from her belt. She pressed the button on the side, forming a circle of protection mana between herself and her attackers. Several bullets struck her shield, and the surface rippled like waves on water. Then she raised her right hand and hurled a Missile toward them.

Two.

The Martials raised Constructs of ice mana, clustering together in a tight group.

One.

The blasts shook the ground beneath her feet, mingled with the screams of dying Martials. Akari felt the impact in her bones, and she saw the clouds of dust and debris through her shield.

A fourth blast followed the three grenades. Something struck her shield, and the vibrations raced up her arm. Akari squinted her eyes through the ripples of blue mana. Several seconds passed, then she spotted a survivor in the smoke.

Two more bullets struck her shield, and the Construct flickered out. Akari scrambled for cover, but the next bullet slammed straight into her stomach. The impact forced the air from her lungs, and she doubled over on the forest floor.

Waves of pain ran through her body, from her stomach to her toes. She raised a shaking hand to her wound and found a hole in her jacket. Panic followed as she braced for blood. But when she unzipped the outer shell, she found her hoodie unbroken.

Thank Talek. This was the best ninety-nine coppernotes she’d ever spent.

Her enemy limped out of the smoke, still clutching his handgun.

Wounded, huh? She could work with that.

Akari sucked in a deep breath, releasing a Missile straight at the man’s right knee. He doubled over with a satisfying crack.

Akari grabbed her blade and forced herself back to her feet. Her stomach still felt like a pounded nail, but the pain was easier to ignore now.

Still kneeling on the ground, the man hurled a pair of ice Missiles toward her.

Akari threw a Missile of her own, moving it in a corkscrew pattern, knocking his attacks off course. Her mana struck the man in the face, shattering his visor and caving in his nose.

Shit. Had her techniques gotten stronger, too?

Akari approached the man with her blade, prepared to put him out of his misery. Fortunately, his body went limp, and he didn’t move again.

Silence followed, and a sigh of relief escaped her lips. The coppery scent of blood filled her nostrils, and she stared at the mess of bodies around her.

Akari hadn’t killed anyone back in the prison. Not even from the helicopter’s machine gun.

Now, she’d taken several lives in the span of a few moments. It wasn’t even an accident, or an act of self-defense. She’d chosen this. The thrill of battle had surged through her veins as she fought, reaching a crescendo with every kill.

Now, the flame had flickered out, replaced with more waves of nausea. For the first time, she understood Relia’s reluctance. Her soul felt stained in more ways than one—as if she’d lost a piece of herself she could never get back.

This had been the cost of saving Kalden’s life, and she didn’t regret it. That hardly made it better, though.
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Akari crept deeper into the forest, following the trail of destruction left by their boat. Her route took her up the side of a rocky stone ridge—the same spot where Kalden had fallen less than twenty minutes before.

She’d removed the rest of her shadow armor and unzipped the front of her hoodie. Her mouth was dry, and her limbs felt like wrung-out rags. Even the rush of advancement had faded, and she felt like curling up into a ball and sleeping for the next two days.

Damnit, Kalden. Where are you?

She answered her own question when she reached the top of the ridge. Kalden lay in the dirt, bound with metal cuffs and cords of ice mana. Blood pooled out from his shoulder and leg.

“Who’s this?” a man’s voice said from the shadows. “The Bronze?”

Kalden rolled over, turning to face her. “Akari?” His eyes widened with shock. “Run! Get out of here!”

“She won’t get far.” Agent Frostblade stepped forward into the clearing. The man looked like an older version of Emberlyn, with the same high cheekbones and piercing violet eyes. He raised a glowing palm toward Akari, preparing to unleash his signature technique.

Akari dropped her blade and threw up her hands. “I surrender!”

The mana faded from Frostblade’s palm, and he narrowed his eyes in suspicion. Several heartbeats passed, then he pulled a pair of cuffs from his belt, tossing them toward her.

Akari caught them, never taking her eyes off her enemy.

“On your wrists,” he said.

She swallowed, considering her options one last time. If she wanted to fight him, then this was her last chance.

But no . . . she could never beat the Martial in a fair fight. Not only was he the better fighter, but his mana reserves were probably full. Meanwhile, she barely had enough juice left for one more Missile.

Akari pulled the cuffs apart and attached each one separately to her wrists. They were impedium like the ones she’d worn during her house arrest. Only these were solid metal without the cushioned interiors. She had to force herself to stop cycling before the pain hit her. Chills ran up her spine instead, along with memories of feeling weak and helpless.

Frostblade tossed her a second pair. “Ankles.”

Seriously? She was wearing boots, for Talek’s sake. She’d probably break her foot if she tried to shoot a Missile that way. Still, Akari complied, fastening each one in place.

Frostblade just stared at her as if she were a fascinating insect. “Where are the others?”

“Gone,” Akari said.

“Gone?” he raised an eyebrow.

“They left us behind when we fell out.”

“Then you’re useless to me,” Frostblade said after a short pause.

Funny how he waited until after she put the cuffs on. Bastard.

Akari tried to swallow in her barren throat. “How about a trade?”

“You have nothing I want.”

“Look at me.” She took a slow step forward. “Really look.”

The Martial relaxed his eyes, then they widened in pure shock. “Silver.”

He really hadn’t known? Emberlyn had claimed her father was obsessed with advancement, but she could have been wrong. Then again, if the Golds knew the secret, they would all be Apprentices by now.

Frostblade stepped forward, closing the distance in three long strides. Akari shuffled back until she hit the tree behind her.

“How?” He grabbed her by the arms and squeezed. “You were still a Bronze back in the prison.”

Akari held her tongue.

“I’ve been out here before.” His voice rose as he gestured to the surrounding forest. “I’ve been on the sea. Nothing has worked. What did Dawnfire tell you?”

He’d actually been out to sea? Maybe she had nothing to trade after all. But why had advancement worked for her and not for him?

Then again, Relia had called the first two advancements effortless, but the jump from Gold to Apprentice was supposedly more complicated. The Golds had come out here themselves, but they’d never tested it on the lower ranks.

If they had, then maybe they would have seen this prison for what it was.

“Let us go,” Akari said, “and I’ll tell you—”

“No. We’re not negotiating.”

Fine. Akari drew in a deep breath and began cycling her mana.

Frostblade’s palm glowed blue again. This time, he pointed it at Kalden. “Tell me what you know right now, or Trengsen dies. That’s the deal.”

“Never hesitate,” Jared had said. “No warnings. No second chances.” Frostblade said it himself: this wasn’t a negotiation, and it only ended one way. She’d known that from the second she’d stepped off the boat.

Akari cycled harder, and each iteration sent waves of pain up her arms and legs. She didn’t bother hiding it. Pain was expected when a man twice your size pinned you down.

Faster. She brought the currents back to her chest. For two months, this had been her only means of releasing her mana. It took more skill than an ordinary Missile, but she’d had nothing but time during her house arrest.

Akari pushed the Missile straight from her soul, releasing a burst of light from her chest. The technique struck Frostblade in his stomach, knocking him back into the dirt.

Never hesitate.

Frostblade fired his own Missile as he fell. Akari was quicker as she dodged to the side. She reached behind her back in the same moment, and retrieved the Martial handgun from its holster.

Akari squeezed the trigger. The gun recoiled, and the bullet took Frostblade in the jaw.


EPILOGUE: FAMILY


Kalden leaned on Akari as they stumbled toward the shore. Well, he stumbled. She played the role of a coiled spring, pressed down by the weight of his body. They’d made a few bandages with scraps of clothing, and Kalden kept pressure on his shoulder with his free hand. Meanwhile, a makeshift tourniquet stopped the bleeding in his leg.

“We don’t have time for that,” Akari had said while he twisted the tourniquet in place. She’d taken the time to find Frostblade’s keys and unlock her cuffs, but that was the extent of her patience.

He glanced up at her. “You’re a healing expert now?”

She shrugged.

“I’ve already lost too much blood. What will you do if I pass out? Carry me to shore like a princess?”

Akari glanced back toward the sea. “We’ll need someone to carry us both if Elend sails away.”

They reached the bottom of the ridge, but the forest was empty in every direction. No sound but the wind in the trees and the distant waves as they crashed over the beach.

“What happened to the soldiers?” Kalden asked. “I saw at least ten head this way.”

“I saw six,” Akari muttered. She almost sounded guilty, which wasn’t very Akari-like. He read between the lines, though. Not just in her tone, but in the tension in her muscles. She’d fought those soldiers the same way she’d fought Agent Frostblade.

Killing was never easy, even when it was necessary or justified. He’d learned that same lesson tonight.

They limped on, and the scent of gunpowder filled his nostrils. Bodies lay in the undergrowth a dozen paces to their right, and he saw splatters of crimson against the trees.

Akari kept her eyes focused straight ahead, and Kalden squeezed her shoulder.

“Thanks,” he told her.

She nodded, still pulling him along. It was hard to keep up with his wounded leg, but he forced down the pain. He could rest on the boat.

“So . . .” Kalden kept talking to distract himself. “Silver, huh?” Hopefully, that was a safer subject.

“Yeah.” Her lip curled up at the corner. “Must be some invisible Construct around the island. Advancing was easy once we got past the shore.”

Easy. Relia had said the same thing. In her world, even children could advance within the Novice realm.

“Only the Golds had clearance to come out here,” Kalden mused. “That’s why they never figured it out.”

Advancing within the Novice realm might be easy, but the Apprentice realm was another story. You had to rebuild your entire body, digging new channels into every cell. Someone had erased that knowledge here, along with anything else regarding advancement. No doubt their so-called benefactors were responsible.

He and Akari reached the shore a minute later, and they let out a long, collective sigh of relief. The boat still floated in the cove’s shallow waters, rocking back and forth in the tides.

Four more Martials lay in the sand. Unlike Akari’s victims, these were still breathing, with no visible wounds. Definitely Elend’s work.

Kalden turned to Akari, but she looked as surprised as he felt.

“Hey.” Elend waved from the boat. “Glad you could join us.”

Relia climbed down the short staircase on the back, wading toward them in the water. She looked a little unsteady, but her face was full of life again.

“You guys okay?” she asked as she took Kalden’s other arm.

Kalden forced out a smile. “I’d take some healing, if you’re up for it.”

“Still recharging.” Relia patted the center of her chest. “But I found a first aid kit on board. That’ll have to do.”

They waded through the cold water until it reached their knees. Relia held the boat in place while Akari and Kalden took turns climbing the back staircase.

The Grandmaster offered them each a hand when they reached the top, pulling them the rest of the way.

“Thanks for waiting,” Kalden said.

Elend grinned. “Better get below deck this time, lad. The tides are a lot nastier than the Martials.”

“No arguments here,” Kalden said as Akari and Relia grabbed his arms again. Elend returned to the helm and took hold of the steering wheel. The motor roared, and the deck shifted beneath their feet.

Kalden felt the wind on his face as they finally sailed toward their freedom.
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Akari wasted no time before she raided the pantry. There wasn’t much down there, but she did find some protein bars and water bottles.

The kitchen was barely big enough for one person, but they had an oven, a microwave, a sink, and a mini fridge. The bathroom was even smaller. If Akari stretched out her arms to either side, she could almost reach both walls with her elbows. Most of the furniture was bolted down, and everything else lay in piles on the floor, including a few lamps and pillows in the living room.

Kalden lay shirtless on the room’s only sofa while Relia cleaned his shoulder wound. Akari handed him the water bottle and got a good long look at his abs. Then she stole a second glance while he was drinking.

“Thanks,” Kalden said once he’d finished half the bottle.

Akari nodded as she turned to Relia. “I saw some liquid mana in the fridge. Might help fill up your tank.”

“Thanks,” Relia said, “but I’ve never liked the taste.”

Akari raised an eyebrow. “You’re a mana artist who doesn’t drink mana?”

She shrugged as she applied some translucent gel to Kalden’s shoulder. “I’d have to drink a whole bottle to recharge, and my stomach would hate me for that.” The boat rocked to the side, and her lips pulled back in a grimace. “It already hates the sea.”

That made sense. They probably had much stronger liquid mana on the mainland. And if the people were stronger, then maybe the plants and animals were too.

Grandmaster-level mana beasts . . . now there was some nightmare fuel. She’d finally reached Silver, and now she was going to feel weaker than ever. But at least she would have allies and resources this time. She wouldn’t have to train in secret, or cross national borders to advance.

They spent the next half hour catching up. Relia apologized several times for getting caught, and they told her about their journey from Mount Khasa to Keylas. She just nodded along as if this were a normal day, even when Kalden described the boat flying through the mana wall.

The conversation died down after a while, and Akari made her way back on deck to see the Grandmaster.

The sun was a haze of fire on the horizon, and the waves sparkled like a pane of broken glass. Akari had seen sunrises before, but never ones like this. This felt so much closer—practically level with her eyes.

“How’s your boyfriend?” Elend asked when she crested the staircase.

“Nonexistent,” she replied. “But Kalden’s fine.”

“Good to hear. Grab a tether if you’re sightseeing.”

“Huh?” She glanced down and noticed a mess of ropes on the floor near the gravity generator. They’d used those to tie Relia down before.

“Attach one to your belt,” he said. “Can’t have you falling in.”

She grabbed the nearest one and clipped it to the belt loop on her pants. Hardly seemed necessary with how calm the sea was, though. Speaking of which . . .

“I thought the waves were like skyscrapers out here.”

Elend chuckled and shook his head. “If we’re talking world records, sure. But your average tides don’t get much higher than a few hundred feet.” He pointed a finger to the north. “See that chain of islands?”

Akari squinted at the horizon. She didn’t see anything but clouds and water, but she still nodded along.

“Most tides and mana storms come from the center of the sea. Those landmasses protect us like a shield.”

“What’s in the center?” she asked.

“No one knows. Not even a Mystic can survive out there. Some say there’s an ancient mana spirit called Storm’s Eye, and the tides are the echoes of its techniques. Others say there’s a portal to Eternity, and the Angels send the storms to test us.”

“What do the smart people say?” Akari asked.

“I don’t know.”

She frowned. “You don’t know what they say?”

“No, that’s literally what we say.”

She glanced back out at the horizon. “But we’re safe as long as we hide behind the islands?”

He chuckled. “Oh no, lass. We’ll have plenty of open water between here and Cadria. Don’t worry—you’ll see some real waves before this trip is done. Then you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

Akari nodded as she sat down on the bench near the helm.

“You should sleep,” he said. “Little Silvers like you need at least ten hours per night.”

Akari snorted. She would sleep soon, but first, she had a question that couldn’t wait. Well, technically, she had a thousand questions, but only one that would keep her up.

She took a deep breath. “You called me Emeri when you first woke up.”

“Apologies,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Must’ve been the ice chamber loosening my tongue.”

“Did you know someone named Emeri?”

“Sure. I’ve been a professor for forty years. I’ve known plenty of Akaris, too.”

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Emeri was my mom’s name. Emeri Zeller.”

“Zeller.” He tasted the word, then shook his head. “Sorry, lass. That one doesn’t ring any bells.”

“Oh.” Akari stared down at the wooden deck. So much for that idea.

“But you do remind me of another young lady I knew. Her name was Emeri Clifton.”

“What?” Akari snapped her head back up. Her mother’s first name, and her father’s clan name? What were the odds of that? She searched Elend’s face, but he seemed more interested in the sea.

“Was she married?” Akari asked.

“Aye. She married a student of mine. A boy named Mazren.”

“What the hell?”

“I agree. It’s a strange name. His friends called him maze runner.”

“Mazren Clifton,” she repeated in a daze. “That’s my dad’s name.”

Elend shifted in his seat to face her. “Your parents were Mazren and Emeri Clifton?”

“Yeah,” Akari said. “I mean, no. My mom never took his name. They weren’t married. And they never left the Archipelago.”

Elend considered that for a moment. “How do you know?”

“I . . .” She trailed off. “Which part?”

“Emeri was Shokenese, right? Short black hair? Glasses? Looked kind of like you?”

“Sure,” Akari said. That sounded right, but it could also describe thousands of other Shokenese women.

“And Mazren was Espirian,” he continued. “Brown hair, blue eyes? Hand or so shorter than me?”

She nodded. But once again, that described tons of Espirian men, if not most of them.

“And they were both mana artists,” Elend said.

“No.” Akari deflated. “Mazren’s a Construct technician. My mom just waited tables at a diner.”

“Aye,” Elend said. “And you were supposedly a student with no combat training. But Relia tells me you fight like someone with years of experience. And your actions tonight seem to prove that.”

“Those weren’t fair fights,” Akari said. “I got by with—”

“No such thing as a fair fight, lass.” He leaned forward. “Tricks or no tricks, those Martials shouldn’t have lost to an untrained civilian.”

Talek. He wasn’t wrong about that. She’d gotten lucky tonight—especially with Frostblade and the gun. But she’d also been calm and clear during the fights themselves. Despite the whirlwind of emotions in her brain, her body had known exactly what to do. You didn’t get those results without years of training.

Elend scraped the gray stubble on his chin. “You weren’t born on this island, were you?”

Akari blinked. Was he even listening to her? She’d just said her parents had never left this place. Hard to be born somewhere without your mom around.

Then again, she’d seen Espiria in her dreams. So had Kalden, Mazren, and probably countless others.

The Martials’ benefactors had lied about mana arts and advancement. They’d lied about the outside world, and they’d lied about Relia and Elend. Why not lie about this too? If they could destroy centuries of knowledge in this prison, then why not destroy the prisoners’ memories, too?

“I don’t know,” she finally said.

“You don’t remember leaving,” Elend said, “but you have dreams. Dreams of being a different person, in a different place.”

Chills raced up her arms, and she hung on every word he said.

“Mazren and Emeri had a daughter,” he continued. “I never met her, but my memories of them are hazy, too. And I’ve spent decades searching through my dreams for answers.”

“But why?” she asked. “How did we get here? And how did we forget?”

“I can only speculate,” he replied. “That’s why I came here. To learn, and to help whoever I could.” He raised his left hand, shaking the black cuff on his wrist. “Didn’t go so well.”

“I’ll take theories.”

Elend hummed in consideration. “I believe someone forced you here against your will. Powerful knowledge artists could have altered your memories of the outside world, making you believe it was destroyed. They could have done the same thing to us, making us forget about you.”

She and Kalden had shared a similar theory once, but they’d dismissed it as improbable. Once an idea got that absurd, it seemed easier to believe the dreams were just dreams.

“Can knowledge artists really do that?”

He shrugged. “We can make people believe things that aren’t true, and forget things that are. But on a global scale?” He shook his head. “I doubt even a hundred Mystics could pull that off. Even then, there should be more evidence. Records, photos, recordings, possessions . . . you can’t erase everything.”

“You can make illusions,” Akari noted. Changing some words on a page seemed a hell of a lot easier than making helicopters from scratch.

Elend raised a finger. “Temporarily. Each of my techniques needs a constant flow of mana to sustain itself. And these techniques are never permanent. They weaken with distance and time.”

She chewed on that. “And if someone took memories, then what’s up with the dreams?”

“Aye.” Elend nodded. “Here’s the thing about memories—they don’t just sit in a vault waiting to be retrieved. Memories are recreated each time you access them. A knowledge artist can place blocks in your mind to prevent certain neurons from firing, but your subconscious can always carve new paths. Especially when you let it wander, like when you’re sleeping, or when you’re deep in the heat of battle. And when your subconscious realizes what’s going on, those lost memories can manifest as obsessions.”

“And that’s why you’re here,” Akari said. It was the same reason Mazren had found her and taken her into his home. The same reason she and Kalden had become mana artists. They’d all known in their bones that something was wrong, even if they couldn’t put the feelings into words.

Elend nodded. “If my theory were stronger, I might have brought an army to liberate this island. But my dreams were my only evidence.” He shot her a meaningful look. “Until now. We don’t have all the answers, but several things are clear. You and your family were once mana artists, and someone stole your power.”

Family. The word left her dizzy. Akari had already suspected she’d been a mana artist before. But this? If Elend was right, then her parents had once been married. They’d loved each other, and they’d loved her. They’d been a real family, and someone had ripped them apart.

Akari and Mazren had been living a lie with an invisible wall between them. What if he’d never chosen to marry Noella? What if their daughter wasn’t even his?

And her mother . . . Talek. Emeri had been a mana artist once, too. And then someone had stripped her of her power, sending her to a place where she’d be murdered by thugs.

Her eyes burned, but she didn’t stop the tears. The memories of her family were gone, but the feelings were all she had left.

Worst of all, they hadn’t just broken Akari’s family. There were over a quarter million people in the Archipelago. How many of them were victims, caught in the same web?

The ice turned to fire in her blood, swirling into a raging inferno. She’d felt guilty for killing those Martials in the forest, and those were just ordinary soldiers following orders.

But somewhere out there, powerful mana artists lurked in the shadows, stealing their power, their memories, and their very identities. Why? She couldn’t say. But one day, Akari would return to this island. She’d free Mazren, and all the others they’d left behind.

And she wouldn’t stop there. She would find the people who did this. She would train for every waking moment until she was strong enough to defeat them.

“Well.” Akari let out a long, shaky breath. “Too bad you’re no closer to finding the truth.”

Elend gave her a sympathetic look. He didn’t pry, but he could probably read between the lines. “That’s not true. I have you and Kalden.”

She shrugged. “Sounds like we know even less than you.”

“Oh, I disagree. You have your dreams, and those dreams are the key to all of this.”

“But dreams aren’t real memories. How do we know we’re not making this stuff up?”

“Because.” Elend turned back toward the horizon, guiding their vessel around the waves. “My aspect is good for more than just party tricks. I can help you unlock your mind and the memories you’ve lost. Separate the truth from the lies. Then we can untangle this web once and for all.”


THE END OF WEB OF SECRETS


The story continues in . . .

Web of Dreams (The Mana Arts Saga: Book Two)

If you enjoyed this story, then please consider leaving a review or rating on Amazon. I’m an independent author, and every review makes a difference when it comes to reaching more readers!


APPENDIX: THE KORELDON CALENDAR


The Koreldon Calendar was established in the Espirian state of Koreldon (former capital of the Koreldon Empire). The original version of this calendar is still used throughout modern-day Espiria and the rest of the world.

The Months

Each year is divided into six months, with each month representing a full cycle of both moons. The months are as follows:

1. Pritember: from the Old Koreldon phrase pritus emberus, meaning “the first month.”

2. Dosember: from the Old Koreldon phrase dosus emberus, meaning “the second month.”

3. Tresember: from the Old Koreldon phrase tresus emberus, meaning “the third month.”

4. Quadrember: from the Old Koreldon phrase quadrus emberus, meaning “the fourth month.”

5. Quintember: from the Old Koreldon phrase quintus emberus, meaning “the fifth month.”

6. Hexember: from the Old Koreldon phrase hexus emberus, meaning “the sixth month.”

Each month has sixty-one days, except for Hexember, which has only sixty days.

The Weeks

Each week is divided into seven days. The days are as follows:

1. Irinday: named after the Angel Irina. First day of the week.

2. Garsday: named after the Koreldon emperor Garridan.

3. Narsday: named after the Angel Nara.

4. Hansday: named after the Angel Haniel.

5. Kelsday: named after the Angel Kelidor. The end of the work week.

6. Talekday: named after the Archangel Talek. First day of the weekend.

7. Akarday: named after the Archangel Akariel. Last day of the week.
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